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Is it ‘what’, or is it ‘want’? 
 

Kindly contributed by Janet Chapman, The Friary Community Education Centre, Cardiff. Written specifically for students who confuse these two high 
frequency words. Rw/E2.2 Recognise high-frequency words and words with common spelling patterns. Ww/E2.1 Spell correctly the majority of 
personal details and familiar common words. Ww/E3.1 spell correctly common words & relevant key words. 

 
‘What’ and ‘want’ sound very much the same, so how can you tell 
which is the right one to use? 
 
Read this story. 
 
 

There was a strange noise in the night. I wondered what it was. I 

didn’t really want to get out of bed to investigate in case it was 

something bad; but, then, I didn’t want to appear silly either.  

I tiptoed downstairs. What would I find? What if there was a 

burglar? What if I should encounter a ghost? What would I 

most want to find there? What would I most NOT want to find?  

All of these thoughts raced through my head as I listened out 

for more sounds. What was that thump? That was my heart 

beating loudly! I took a deep breath, put my hand on the door 

handle and turned it slowly. What I want, I thought, is a huge 

man to be doing this for me… 
 

 
 
How many times has the word ‘what’ been used in the story?   

____________ 
 

How many times has the word ‘want’ been used in the story?   

____________ 
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WANT is a verb. A verb is a ‘doing’ word. 
 
It means ‘to need’ or ‘to desire/ wish for’. 
 
Because verbs can show time (present/past/future), you can add 
suffixes such as –ed, -ing, -s to the end of the word. 
 
I want to go home. 
 
She wants an ice-cream. 
 
All I wanted was to pass my exams. 
 
I spent all day wanting it to snow. 
 
 
WHAT is a word that asks a question: 
 
What shall we do today? 
 
What would you like to eat? 
 
 
 
or WHAT can mean that there is a choice to make 
 
I just didn’t know what to do. 
 
I’m not sure what sort of help I need. 
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Now try these. 
 
Underline the correct word in each sentence or question: 
 
1. I wondered want/what you are doing. 
 
2. I what/want to place an order please. 
 
3. What/want would you like to order? 
 
4. Our teacher always shows us want/what to do. 
 
5. What/want time is it, please?  
 
6. Do you ever think about want/what you will be doing in 10 

years’ time? 
 
7. We just whated/wanted to wish you a happy birthday. 
 
8. Will you be wanting/whating to use this table later on? 
 
9. My daughter whats/wants to study Biology at university. 
 
10. Wantever/whatever shall we do if there is no class to go to? 
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Now write some sentences of your own using ‘what’ and ‘want’ in 

the right way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How are you getting on with this? 

How did you do? Tick the sentence you think is right for 

you: 

I’ve got it now! 

I need a bit more practice. 

I’m still not really sure about these words. 
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Just for fun… 
 
Write 3 or 4 paragraphs to continue the story on page 1 of 
this exercise. 
 
Remember to 
 plan your work first.  
 then write a draft copy 
 edit it 
 check spellings and punctuation 
 write your final version 
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