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M a s t e r i n g  t h e
foundation  of  reading
is a critical milestone in
e v e r y  c h i l d ' s
educational  journey.
A m o n g  t h e  m a n y
strategies  and  tools
available  to  educators
and parents, few are as
effective  and  time-
tested as Edward Fry's
list  of  high-frequency
words. The concept of
F r y  S  F i r s t  1 0 0
Instant Words Make
Reading  First  is  not
just a catchy phrase—it
e n c a p s u l a t e s  a

powerful  approach  to
b u i l d i n g  r e a d i n g
fluency  from  the  very
s t a r t .  I n  t h i s
comprehensive  guide,
we  will  explore  what
these  words  are,  why
they  matter,  and  how
you  can  use  them to
set young learners on a
p a t h  t o  r e a d i n g
success.

WHAT ARE FRY'S
FIRST 100
INSTANT WORDS?

D r .  E d w a r d  F r y
developed  his  list  of
instant  words  in  the
1950s,  building  upon
earlier  work by Dolch.
The list is based on the
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m o s t  f r e q u e n t l y
occurring words in the
English language. Fry's
First 100 Instant Words
represent  the  very
highest  frequency
words—words  that
appear  in  roughly  50
percent  of  all  written
material. These are not
w o r d s  t h a t  c a n
typically  be  sounded
out  phonet ica l ly ;
instead,  they must  be
recognized  "instantly"
by  sight.  Examples
include the, of, and, a,
to, in, is, you, that, it,
and many others.  The
premise of Fry S First
100  Instant  Words
Make  Reading  First
is  that  when  children
can  recognize  these
c o m m o n  w o r d s
automatically,  their
cognitive  energy  is
freed  up  to  focus  on
comprehension  and
decoding  less  familiar
vocabulary.

Why
"Instant"
Recogniti
on
Matters
The  term  " instant
words" is deliberate. It
emphasizes  that  the
goal  is  not  just  to  be
able to read the words
after  sounding  them
out,  but  to  recognize
them  instantly  and
effortlessly.  Research
in  reading  fluency
shows  that  automatic
word  recognition  is  a
p r e r e q u i s i t e  f o r
comprehension.  If  a
child pauses to decode
every  other  word,  the
flow of meaning is lost.
The  first  100  instant
words  from  Fry’s  list
account  for  a  huge
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proportion of the words
in  beginning  reader
texts .  There fo re ,
ensuring  that  a  child
knows  these  words
inside  and  out  can
dramatically accelerate
their reading progress.
This  is  the  core  idea
behind  Fry  S  First
100  Instant  Words
M a k e  R e a d i n g
First—building  a  solid
foundation  of  sight
word recognition is the
first  and  most  crucial
step  in  learning  to
read.

THE IMPORTANCE
OF HIGH-
FREQUENCY
WORDS IN EARLY
LITERACY

High-frequency  words
are the glue that holds
sentences  together.
They  include  articles,
prepositions, pronouns,
and  auxiliary  verbs.
Without  them,  written
language  would  be

f r a g m e n t e d  a n d
incoherent.  For  young
readers,  encountering
these words repeatedly
provides the repetition
needed  for  mastery.
T h e  F r y  l i s t  i s
o r g a n i z e d  b y
frequency, and the first
1 0 0  a r e  t h e  m o s t
essential.

Building
Reading
Fluency
Reading  fluency  is
defined as the ability to
r e a d  w i t h  s p e e d ,
accuracy,  and  proper
expression.  When  a
child has mastered the
first 100 instant words,
they can read a large
p o r t i o n  o f  a n y
beginner-level  text
without stumbling. This
creates  a  posit ive
feedback  loop:  the
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more  fluently  a  child
reads,  the  more  they
enjoy reading, and the
more they practice, the
better  they  become.
The phrase Fry S First
100  Instant  Words
Make  Reading  First
h i g h l i g h t s  t h a t
prioritizing these words
is  the  most  efficient
way to develop fluency
early on.

Supportin
g
Compreh
ension
Comprehension  suffers
when a reader's  brain
is  overloaded  with
decoding  tasks.  By
having a solid bank of
instantly  recognizable
words,  children  can
allocate  their  mental
r e s o u r c e s  t o

understanding  the
meaning  of  the  story.
For example, if a child
has to stop and decode
the or and every time,
they  wi l l  miss  the
context.  Once  those
words  are  automatic,
they can focus on the
content  words  that
ca r r y  t he  s to ry ’ s
meaning.  This  is  why
educators and parents
swear by the approach
of  making  Fry’s  First
100 words a priority.

COMPARING FRY'S
LIST TO THE
DOLCH LIST

M a n y  p e o p l e  a r e
familiar with the Dolch
sight  word  list,  which
contains  220  words.
Fry’s list is an updated
and expanded version.
While Dolch’s list stops
at third grade, Fry’s list
ex tends  t o  1 ,000
words,  broken  down
into groups of 100. The
first 100 words of Fry’s
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l i s t  o v e r l a p
significantly  with
Dolch’s  early  words,
b u t  t h e r e  a r e
differences.  Fry
includes more common
nouns and a few words
that  Dolch  omits.  The
k e y  p o i n t  i s  t h a t
regardless of which list
you  use,  the  principle
remains the same: Fry
S  First  100  Instant
W o r d s  M a k e
R e a d i n g  F i r s t
because  they  are  the
most  frequently  used
w o r d s  i n  E n g l i s h
reading  materials.

EFFECTIVE
STRATEGIES FOR
TEACHING FRY'S
FIRST 100
INSTANT WORDS

Teaching  sight  words
requ i res  a  mu l t i -
sensory,  repetitive
approach.  Here  are
s e v e r a l  p r o v e n
strategies  that  align
with  the  idea  that

mastering  Fry’s  first
100  instant  words
should  be  a  primary
goal  for  beginning
readers.

1. Explicit
Instructio
n and
Modeling
Introduce  each  word
clearly.  Write  it  on  a
card, say it aloud, use
it  in  a  sentence,  and
have  the  child  repeat
it. Do not ask the child
to  sound out  irregular
words. Instead, explain
that some words must
be memorized because
they don't follow usual
phonics  ru les.  For
example, the word said
is  spelled  differently
than  it  sounds—teach
it as a “tricky word.”
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2.
Repetitio
n
Through
Games
Children  learn  best
when they are  having
fun.  Use  flashcards  in
games  like  “Memory”,
“Go Fish”,  or  “Bingo”.
Create a  word wall  in
the  classroom  or  at
home. Write words on
popsicle  sticks  and
have children pick and
r e a d  t h e m .  T h e
repetition embedded in
games  helps  cement
the  words  in  memory
without  the  tedium of
drill.

3.
Decodabl
e Books
and
Contextu
al
Reading
While  sight  words  are
memorized,  they  still
need  to  be  seen  in
context.  Use  books
that  contain  a  high
proportion of  Fry’s  first
100 words. Many early
reader series are built
around  these  words.
Encourage  children  to
point  out  the  instant
words  as  they  read.
This reinforces the idea
that  knowing  these
words  makes  reading
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e a s i e r  a n d  m o r e
en joyab le—exac t l y
what the phrase Fry S
First  100  Instant
W o r d s  M a k e
R e a d i n g  F i r s t
promises.

4. Multi-
Sensory
Activities
E n g a g e  m u l t i p l e
senses  to  strengthen
memory. Have children
trace the word in sand,
shaving cream, or with
their  finger  on  a
textured  surface.  Use
magnetic  letters  to
build  the  word.  Sing
songs that incorporate
sight  words.  Write
words on a whiteboard
with  different  colors.
The more ways a child
interacts  with  a  word,
the more likely it is to
become automatic.

5.
Assessme
nt and
Reinforce
ment
Regularly  check which
words  a  child  knows
and which  need more
practice. Fry’s lists are
s e q u e n t i a l  f o r  a
reason—master  the
first 100 before moving
to the second 100. Use
a  simple  checklist  to
t r a c k  p r o g r e s s .
Celebrate  milestones.
Even knowing 25 words
can  make  a  difference
in  reading  a  simple
sentence.  The  journey
of  Fry  S  First  100
Instant Words Make
Reading First is built
on  small,  consistent
steps.
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PRACTICAL
ACTIVITIES FOR
MASTERY

Here are some hands-
on  act iv i t ies  that
teachers  and  parents
can  use  to  ensure
children  master  the
first 100 instant words.

Word Hunts:
Give the child a
highlighter and a
page from a
simple book or
newspaper. Ask
them to find and
highlight all the
Fry words they
recognize.
Speed Reading
Races: Use a
timer and a list
of 10 words.
Challenge the
child to read
them as quickly
as possible.
Repeat daily to
improve speed.
Sentence
Building:

Provide a set of
word cards and
have the child
arrange them
into sentences.
This reinforces
word meaning
and syntax.
Writing
Practice: Have
the child write
each word three
times, saying it
aloud each time.
Then use it in a
sentence.
Digital Apps:
Many
educational apps
focus on Fry's
words. They offer
interactive
games that
children enjoy.

Each of these activities
reinforces  the  central
tenet: Fry S First 100
Instant Words Make
R e a d i n g  F i r s t
because  they  are  the
bui ld ing  b locks  of
fluent  reading.
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INTEGRATING FRY
WORDS INTO THE
BROADER READING
CURRICULUM

While  focusing  on  the
first  100  instant  words
is vital, it should not be
t h e  o n l y  r e a d i n g
instruction.  Phonics,
v o c a b u l a r y ,  a n d
c o m p r e h e n s i o n
strategies  all  play  a
r o l e .  T h e  b e s t
approach  is  to  weave
sight word practice into
daily  reading  lessons.
For  example,  before
reading  a  new  story,
preview  the  text  and
point  out  any  high-
frequency  words  the
child  may  not  know.
After  reading,  review
those  words  again.
Over  time,  the  words
become automatic and
the child can move on
to mastering the next
100 words in Fry’s list.

Differenti
ation for
Different
Learners
Every child learns at a
different  pace.  Some
wil l  master  al l  100
words  quickly,  while
others  need  more
repetition.  The  beauty
of  Fry’s  approach  is
that  it  is  systematic.
You can start with just
10 words at a time. For
struggling  readers,
focus on a smaller set
and  use  intens ive
r e p e t i t i o n .  F o r
advanced  readers,
introduce  the  second
and  third  hundred
words.  The  principle
remains that early and
consistent emphasis on
high-frequency  words
is  the  most  effective
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way  to  build  reading
success—hence  the
mantra  Fry  S  First
100  Instant  Words
Make  Reading  First.

THE LONG-TERM
BENEFITS OF
MASTERING FRY'S
FIRST 100 WORDS

Research  consistently
shows  that  children
who  maste r  s igh t
words  early  tend  to
become  s t ronge r
readers  overall.  They
d e v e l o p  g r e a t e r
confidence,  which
leads to more reading
practice.  They  are
more  likely  to  enjoy
reading  and  perform
better on standardized
tests.  The  first  100
words  from  Fry’s  list
open the door to nearly
ha l f  o f  a l l  wr i t ten
English.  By  making
these words a priority,
parents  and  teachers
provide children with a
huge  advantage.  The

investment of time and
effort pays off for years
to come.

Connectio
n to
Spelling
and
Writing
Knowing Fry’s  first  100
instant  words  also
benefits  spelling  and
writing.  Once  a  child
can  read  the  words,
they can begin to spell
them  correctly.  Many
of the most commonly
u s e d  w o r d s  i n
children's  writing  are
on  this  l ist .  So,  by
focus ing  on  Fry  S
First  100  Instant
W o r d s  M a k e
Reading  First,  you
are  simultaneously
improving  a  child's
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abi l i ty  to  express
themselves  in  writing.
This  dual  benefit
makes  it  one  of  the
most  efficient
educational  strategies
available.

CONCLUSION

The journey to literacy
is complex, but it does
n o t  h a v e  t o  b e
overwhelming.  By
concentrating  on  the
words  that  appear
most frequently in the
English  language,  we
can  give  children  the
tools  they  need  to
become  confident,
fluent  readers.  The
concept of Fry S First
100  Instant  Words

Make  Reading  First
is a powerful reminder
that the foundation of
reading  lies  in  instant
recognition  of  high-
f requency  words .
Whether  you  are  a
teacher  p lann ing
lessons  or  a  parent
supporting  learning  at
home,  pr ior i t iz ing
these  100  words  will
y ie ld  remarkab le
r e s u l t s .  U s e  t h e
strategies  outlined  in
th is  ar t ic le ,  make
learning fun, and watch
as your child’s reading
s k i l l s  b l o s s o m .
Remember,  when  you
make  Fry’s  first  100
instant  words  the
priority, you truly make
reading first.


