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Overview of Phonics

Phonics instruction teaches children the relationships between the letters (graphemes) of written language and the individual sounds (phonemes) of spoken language.  The goal of phonics instruction is to help children learn and use the alphabetic principle. Children who have attained an understanding of this know that there is a predictable relationship between the phonemes and the graphemes and thus are able to “sound out” words they have not encountered before.  Knowledge of the alphabetic principle enables children to read words in isolation and in connected text. 

Significant scientifically based reading research exists which focuses on the benefits of systematic phonics instruction. The National Reading Panel Report (2000, p.8) states that "The hallmark of a systematic phonics approach or program is that a sequential set of phonics elements is delineated and these elements are taught along a dimension of explicitness, depending on the type of phonics methods employed." 

Systematic and explicit phonics instruction provides practice with letter-sound relationships in a predetermined sequence.  Children learn to use these relationships to decode words that contain them.  There is a substantial body of research that tells us that children who are most at risk for reading failure must have explicit, systematic phonics instruction (Adams, 1990; Adams & Bruck, 1995; Ehri, 1992; Ehri & Robbins, 1992). The focus of systematic phonics instruction is on helping children acquire knowledge of the alphabetic principle and its use to decode new words, and to recognize familiar words accurately and automatically.   Systematic phonics instruction should extend from kindergarten to second grade, especially for those students at risk for future reading problems (Blachman et al., 1999; Brown & Felton, 1999; Torgesen et al., 1999).

The National Reading Panel (2000, p.9) determined that "The meta-analysis indicated that systematic phonics instruction enhances children's success in learning to read and that systematic phonics instruction is significantly more effective than instruction that teaches little or no phonics." This information confirms the work of Chall (1967) who found substantial and consistent advantages for programs that included systematic phonics, as measured by outcomes on word recognition, spelling, vocabulary, and reading comprehension at least through the third grade (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998).  These findings indicate that the advantage of having phonics instruction is even greater for students coming from lower socioeconomic backgrounds or low-level abilities entering first grade.  Phonics should never be the total reading program nor be the dominant component in a reading program; rather, it should be integrated with other forms of reading instruction to create a comprehensive reading program (National Reading Panel, 2000).

