
The Use of Prefixes and Suffixes in the Determination of the Pronunciation, 
Spelling, and Meaning of a Multisyllabic Word 

 
A. Prefixes and suffixes have four critical attributes: 
 

1) Consistent position in words  
 (prefixes at the beginning of words; suffixes at the end of words) 
2) Consistent spelling  
 (re is always spelled r-e; able is always spelled a-b-l-e) 
3) Consistent pronunciation 
 (re is always pronounced /re/; tion is always pronounced /shun/) 
4) Consistent meaning or function  
 (re means again; tion changes a word to a noun) 

 
B. Uses of Prefixes and Suffixes 
 
Prefixes and suffixes are used in three different ways: 

1) To determine the pronunciation of a word 
2) To determine the spelling of a word 
3) To determine the meaning of a word 

 
C. Determining the pronunciation and spelling of a word 
 
When determining the pronunciation of a word, the reader must break the word down 
into decodable chunks. Prefixes and suffixes, because they have consistent position, 
spelling, and pronunciation, can be treated by the reader as decodable chunks. Notice 
that the first three attributes for prefixes and suffixes are used. 
 
For example, the reader might segment the following words in this manner for 
DECODING and SPELLING: 
 
indifferent  commitment            reconstruction               
in dif fer ent           com mit ment          re con  struc tion 
 
 
unmanageable              unprofessional 
un man age able           un  pro fes sion  al 
 
Note:  The prefixes and suffixes are underlined. Students would recognize these as 
decodable chunks. 
 
In order to read an unknown, novel word, the reader would say each of the designated 
parts. Similarly, to spell a multisyllabic word, the student would segment the word into 
parts and write each part. 



 
D. Determine the meaning of the word.   
 
When determining the meaning of an unknown word, the reader would break the word 
into meaning parts. This segmentation would not necessarily be the same as used 
for pronunciation. Notice that the fourth attribute is used here. 
 
For  example, the previous words might be examined in this way to determine the 
meaning of the word: 
 
indifferent  commitment     reconstruction 
in  different  commit  ment re construct ion 
 
unmanageable  unprofessional 
un manage able  un profession al 
 
 
BIG IDEA:  Analysis of a word for decoding and spelling is NOT the same as 
analysis for meaning.   
 
 
 


