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KEY TERMS & DEFINITIONS
Alphabetic  Principle Understanding the
relationship between written letters and the
individual sounds in spoken words.

Advanced Phonics Strategies for decoding
multisyllabic words that emphasize morphology and
syllable patterns.

Blending Joining together the sound-spellings in
words.

Decodable Words Words that are phonetically
regular (examples: in, up, fast, stop).

Decoding Translating letters and printed words into
sounds and spoken words. 

Dyslexia Difficulty with word recognition and
spelling that originates from core problems in
phonological and/or orthographic processing.

Evidence-Based Programs, practices, strategies or
activities that have been evaluated and shown to
improve student outcomes. 

Encoding Translating sounds and spoken words
into letters and printed words.  

Explicit Stated clearly and directly, leaving no room
for confusion. When used in reference to
instruction, explicit means overtly teaching a new
skill or concept through clarity of language and
purpose, demonstrations and modeling, affirmative
and corrective feedback, and varied types of
practice.

Grapheme The written representation of a single
speech sound. 

High-frequency Word Words that appear often in
texts; words on the Dolch List and Fry Instant Word
list are considered high-frequency words.  

Irregular Words Words that are truly phonetically
irregular (examples: eye, who); words that are “less
regular” but still follow patterns with other words
(e.g., the spelling “ue” making the /ōō/ sound in
words like blue, glue, clue, true); and words in which
the child has not yet learned the advanced phonics
pattern. 

Language Comprehension The ability to
understand spoken language.

Language Structures Language structures refer to
the rules for how language is formed. Language
structures include syntax (the rules governing the
formation of sentences) and semantics (the
meaning in language).

Letter-Sound Correspondence Matching sounds
to their corresponding letters or groups of letters.

Literacy The ability to read, write, and engage with
printed and written materials in everyday life.

Morphology The study of word parts that carry
meaning.

Orthographic Mapping The mental process
readers use to store words so they can
automatically recognize them at sight. It requires
advanced phonemic awareness and letter-sound
knowledge.

Phoneme A single speech sound

Phonemic Awareness Noticing that words are
made up of individual units of sound (phonemes)
and being able to think about and work with the
phonemes in spoken words. 

Phonics A method of teaching reading and spelling
that teaches the relationship between sounds and
the letters representing them. 
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Structured Literacy  An approach to reading
instruction that is characterized by the provision of
systematic, explicit instruction that integrates
listening, speaking, reading, and writing and
emphasizes the structure of language across the
speech sound system (phonology), the writing
system (orthography), the structure of sentences
(syntax), the meaningful parts of words
(morphology), the relationships among words
(semantics), and the organization of spoken and
written discourse.

Syntax The rules for how to arrange words and
phrases to create sentences in a language.

Systematic Instruction that is systematic
introduces new skills and concepts in a logical, step-
by-step, and preplanned sequence.

Verbal Reasoning The ability to access and apply
prior learning in solving language-related tasks.
Verbal reasoning includes inferencing (making sense
of information that is not explicit in the text) and
understanding figurative language.

Vocabulary The body of words known to a person.

Word Recognition The ability to transform print
into spoken language.

Phonics through Spelling Teaching students to
segment words into individual phonemes and to
make words by writing letters for phonemes.

Phonological Awareness The ability to recognize
and work with the units of spoken language,
including whole words, word parts, and phonemes.

Print Awareness Knowledge of how to use a
book, including how to hold it, turn pages, show
pictures, and read text.

Reading Comprehension The ability to
comprehend written language.

Reading Fluency Reading with expression,
accuracy, and sufficient automaticity to support
comprehension of text.

Science of Reading A vast body of scientifically-
based research from relevant disciplines (such as
education, linguistics, psychology, neuroscience,
and more) that provides us with information about
how we learn to read and the best evidence-based
approach to literacy instruction and assessment.

Segmenting Separating the sound-spellings in
words.

Sight Recognition Being able to read a word
instantly without needing to sound it out. Research
supports teaching sight word recognition through
orthographic mapping rather through strategies
focused on visual memory.

Sight Word Any word that is read instantly and
automatically, without any awareness.

Simple View of Reading A theoretical framework
that shows us that reading comprehension is the
product of two components- decoding and
language comprehension. If either component is
weak, reading comprehension is lessened.
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REFLECTION
QUESTIONS

As you navi gate through the

modul e,  take some t i me to  ref l ect .  
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Section: Introduction to Word Recognition
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 How would you define phonics?
 Why is phonics important?
 Who is phonics for?
 What is the most efficient way to teach children how to read?

1.
2.
3.
4.
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Section: What is Phonics?

How do you currently teach students about phonemes and graphemes? In what ways would
teaching students about phonemes and graphemes help with their reading and spelling?

Section: Why Teach Phonics?

After reading about the Four-Part Processing Model for word recognition, take a moment to describe
how your understanding of how the brain recognizes words has changed. 
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Section: Who is Phonics For

Think for a moment about what you have learned so far about phonics. Then, complete the following
prompt: I used to think… but now I know…

Section: How do Sight Words fit into Phonics

At the beginning of the module, you reflected on what you already knew about phonics instruction.
Take some time to consider the following questions once again: 1) How would you define phonics? 2)
Why is phonics important? 3) Who is phonics for? 4) What is the most efficient way to teach children
how to read?
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Section: Summing It Up

What insights have you gained about the necessity of phonics instruction? Based on the information
you have learned, what is one action step you plan to take to implement aspects of what you have
learned, gain additional knowledge of phonics instruction, or strengthen your current practice?  
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 PROFESSIONAL
LEARNING 

COMMUNITY 
ACTIVITIES 

I mpl ement new i nstruct i onal

rout i nes and pract i ces;  then 

ref l ect  and share.  
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SHARE

Ponder

DISCUSSION PROMPTS

Now that you've learned about the Four-Part Processing Model for word
recognition and tried out the decoding prompt routine with a student,
reflect on the following discussion prompts with a colleague or teacher-
based team.

Describe what to do
and what not to do
when a student gets
stuck on an unknown

word and WHY. 

Reflect on how it went
using the decoding

prompts with a student.
Discuss any questions
you might still have.

Page  10  |   Word Recognition: The Why of Phonics WWW . A L LOH I O L I T E R A C Y . O RG



WORD RECOGNITION:
THE WHY OF PHONICS

MODULE OUTLINE/TEXT
Al l  the modul e  text  i n  one handy

l ocat i on
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The connection between phonics instruction and the theoretical frameworks of reading
The research behind phonics instruction
Key terms used within phonics
Effectiveness of phonics instruction
Practices that exemplify explicit, systematic phonics instruction

Recommendation 2: Develop awareness of the segments of sounds in speech and how they link to
letters
Recommendation 3: Teach students to decode words, analyze word parts and write and recognize
words
Recommendation 4: Ensure that each student reads connected text every day to support reading
accuracy, fluency, and comprehension 

Phonics and Decoding: An Overview
This module focuses specifically on the research and theoretical framework behind the Word
Recognition component of the Simple View of Reading. The aim is to provide participants with the
necessary background knowledge to understand the importance that explicit and systematic phonics
instruction plays in developing students’ reading comprehension skills (est. completion time: 3 hours).

Prerequisites
Completion of The Simple View of Reading comprehensive learning module, or sufficient background
knowledge of the Simple View of Reading. 

Module Description
This module is the first part of a two-part series on Phonics and Decoding. Phonics and Decoding: An
Overview (Part 1) focuses on the research and theoretical framework behind the Word Recognition
component of the Simple View of Reading. Part 2 focuses on the instructional routines and practices
that exemplify explicit and systematic phonics. 

In this module, the following topics are discussed in the text, linked resources, embedded audio, and
video:

Although this module will likely be most helpful for K-3 educators, educators in all grades and content
areas may find this module to be beneficial.

This module aligns with the following recommendations in the Institute of Education Sciences (IES)
Practice Guide – Foundational Skills to Support Reading for Understanding in Kindergarten Through 3rd
Grade:
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Word Recognition: The Why of Phonics Module Outline/Text

Module Description

https://allohioliteracy.org/course/the-simple-view-of-reading/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_foundationalreading_040717.pdf
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Phonics and The Simple View of Reading

The Simple View of Reading tells us that individuals need to have both strong word recognition and
strong language comprehension skills to comprehend what they read (Gough & Tunmer, 1986). Various
subskills fall under the broad domains of word recognition and language comprehension.

This module focuses on the “Word Recognition” side of the Simple View of Reading. We will look deeper
at the subskills that support accurate and fluent word recognition, including phonemic awareness,
decoding, and sight recognition. Then, we will examine research that shows how these skills develop
and clarify instructional practices that help or hinder word recognition in the brain.

Introduction
Nearly every teacher has heard of phonics. But what exactly is phonics? Why is phonics important? And who
needs phonics? This module will cover all the answers to these questions while also providing you with
opportunities to check your understanding of key terms, connect this information with what you know
about the Simple View of Reading, and implement new strategies that benefit all students.

But before you proceed to the next section, take some time to reflect on what you already know about
phonics instruction. Upon completion of the module, you may wish to revisit what you wrote in your
reflections.
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Refresher: Why Word Recognition is Essential To Reading
Comprehension

Many people believe that as long as students use the correct reading strategies or have a large enough
vocabulary, they will comprehend text, even if they struggle to read the words. However, this is not true.
To help demonstrate how vital word recognition is to overall reading comprehension, please read the
100-word story below. The first passage is written with 70% accuracy, a percentage that many would
think is an acceptable mastery level for reading.  

When you are reading, if you come to a word you are struggling with, we would like you to try using one
or more of the reading strategies listed on the right side of the screen. These are strategies that many
teachers encourage their students to use to help them identify an unknown word. Please note, by
listing these strategies, we are not endorsing them.

After the paragraph, there is a self-check quiz to determine how well the word recognition and reading
comprehension strategies assisted your comprehension.
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Word Recognition Strategies

Look at the picture for a clue

Reading Comprehension 
Strategies

Question: Ask yourself questions about what
you notice. 

Predict: What do you think is going to happen
next?

Visualize: Create images in your mind about
what you are reading.

Make Connections: Make a connection about
what you have read to your life or another
text you've read. 

Infer: Use clues in the text to draw
conclusions.

Summarize: In your own words, retell the
story. 

Get your mouth ready: use the
beginning sound in the word to
predict the word

Skip the word, then reread the
sentence

Think of a word that might make
sense

My Masterpiece
By Angela Bradley-Autrey

I was nebril, playing bilinned in the hvudlow Caleggy air. I saw my
vuofim’s truck and cotins, Gamomedjo uylocl have to drive such an sildo

truck. Then I cipbx a vizpln of paint. Nent! I got a tedmvl and akiled
white mpoqk wyts all over the truck. I was on the roof miqlkdhping the

job when he fiejnho up, loutsi as if he were in a ipele. 
 

“Yersiex, that’s the wiyo l truck I’ve ever seen!” Beotseal I think aqukil
don’t stop to see things qplienn a byiil eyes. He could have qlpiuty me.

IIunggh, he qqwupl my lopet. 

 

From Readers Digest: Your True Stories, in 100 Words
https://www.rd.com/article/100-word-stories/

Comprehension Quiz: 
 

The setting of the story takes place in the state of ___________________________.

The two main characters in this story are ______________________________ and

her ____________________________________. 

How old was the child in this story? __________________________

Summarize this story in your own words to help you remember the key
details.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

https://www.rd.com/article/100-word-stories/


Try Reading the Passage Again
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Now that you’ve reflected on your performance on the reading comprehension questions, you may be
curious about what the story actually says. Go ahead and read the full text of the story below. 

My Masterpiece
By Angela Bradley-Autrey

I was four, playing outside in the humid Kentucky air. I saw my
grandfather’s truck and thought, Granddad shouldn’t have to drive such

an ugly truck. Then I spied a gallon of paint. Idea! I got a brush and
painted white polka dots all over the truck. I was on the roof finishing

the job when he walked up, looking as if he were in a trance.
 

“Angela, that’s the prettiest truck I’ve ever seen!” Sometimes I think
adults don’t stop to see things through a child’s eyes. He could have

crushed me. Instead, he lifted my little soul.

 

Your True Stories, in 100 Words. Reader's Digest.
https://www.rd.com/article/100-word-stories/

After reading the complete story, you likely have a fuller understanding of its main idea. You may even
be able to recall more details.

As the Simple View of Reading shows, good word recognition is highly related to successful reading
comprehension. It is difficult to grasp the meaning of the text if you are only 70% accurate in your
reading. Even if you used multiple reading strategies during the initial exercise, you still probably had
trouble reading with comprehension without recognizing all the words. 

In this module, you will learn about phonics, an approach to word recognition that improves children’s
ability to read words and comprehend what they read. Through this approach, children are taught to
focus on the word itself rather than relying on predictions, context, or sentence structure to identify a
word.  Phonics helps students use their understanding of letters sounds to read words part-by-part, and
then recognize the words more quickly the next time they see them. The next sections will go into
further detail about what phonics is, the skills it draws upon, who phonics is for, and how it helps.

https://www.rd.com/article/100-word-stories/
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What is Phonics?

To learn how to read, students must understand the alphabetic principle, which is knowing that letters
and letter patterns represent the sounds of our spoken language (Moats, 2020). The best way for
students to learn the alphabetic principle is through phonics (National Reading Panel, 2000). Phonics
instruction teaches students sound-letter relationships. In languages like Italian and German, every
letter almost always corresponds to just one sound. In these countries, where there are consistent and
predictable letter-sound relationships, learning to read takes just a few months (Dehaene, 2011). But
the English language is much more complicated! In fact, English learners need at least two more years
of phonics instruction before they read at the same level as Italian children (Dehaene, 2011). Given the
complexities of the English language, phonics is more important to teach rather than less (Burkins &
Yates, 2021). 

To understand the “why” of phonics, it is first important to learn some key terms. Take a few minutes to
watch this youtube video https://youtu.be/eMgGOH4BqFs, which explains the difference between
phonemes (individual speech sounds) and graphemes (a letter or groups of letters that correspond to a
speech sound). 

https://youtu.be/eMgGOH4BqFs
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Phonemes

A phoneme is the smallest segment of an individual
speech sound. An easy way to remember the meaning
of phoneme is to think of talking and listening on the
telephone. Both phoneme and telephone have the
Greek root word phon which means “sound.”

In English, there are approximately 44 phonemes.
Phonemes are represented by two slashes like this: / /
When you see a letter or set of letters between two
slashes, it represents a sound rather than the name of
the letter. So /t/ would be the sound of “t” not the letter
“t.” Here are some examples of words, their phonemes,
and the number of phonemes in each word.  

There are different ways to designate short vowel
sounds versus long vowel sounds. In this activity, you’ll
notice that a vowel with this symbol represents a long
vowel sound: ˉ while this symbol represents a short
vowel sound: ˘ 

Countless studies have demonstrated the critical
importance of a child’s ability to identify, remember,
separate, combine, and manipulate phonemes in
relationship to being a proficient reader (Moats, 2020). 
 Phonemic awareness (being aware of the phonemes
in words and being able to identify and manipulate
these sounds) is a critical skill that requires explicit
teaching of the alphabetic code (Dehaene, 2009). 

As an adult who may be helping students learn to read,
it is important for you to understand how phonemes
make up words so that you are better able to support
students in their phoneme skill development. Test your
understanding of phonemes below. 

How many phonemes are in the
following words? The answers are on

the next page.

bake

swing

though

quiver

cow
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Graphemes

A grapheme is a letter, or group of letters, that represent a phoneme (or sound). An easy way to
remember grapheme as being the written letters that represent a sound is that the Greek root word
graph means “to write.” 

Because there are only 26 letters in English, but 44 phonemes, we don’t have enough letters to
represent every sound. Therefore, we have some letter combinations that represent certain sounds.
For example, the ng grapheme represents the /ng/ sound. Many phonemes (sounds) have multiple
graphemes (letters or groups of letters that represent a phoneme). For example, the graphemes c, k,
ck, and q all represent the /k/ sound.  

Even though more than 250 graphemes represent the 44 phonemes, around 80 graphemes are used
so frequently and predictably that explicit instruction for these graphemes is important (Moats, 2020). 

bake   3 phonemes  /b/ /ā/ /k/

swing   4 phonemes   /s/ /w/ /ē/ /ng/

though   2 phonemes   /th/ /ō/

quiver   5 phonemes   /k/ /w/ /ĭ/ /v/ /er/

cow   2 phonemes  /k/ /ow/

Answers to the learning check
on the previous page



Phoneme

o, a, au, aw hot, want, fraud, law

cut, son

Phoneme

/ū/

acorn, train, ray, late

she, these, tea, key, fee

LONG VOWEL SOUNDS

hen

CONSONANT SOUNDS

c, k, ck, cc, que cat, kick, occur, antique

lot, fell

m, mm, mb

no, winner, knee, gnat

mom, summer, lamb

er, ur, ir, ear, or her, turn, bird, learn, work

far, start

fork, core, poor

hair, care, bear, there

near, cheer, here

pop, pepper

run, write

s, sc, ss

tent, watt, liked

sun, scent, stress

vent, of, save

wish

is, zoo, buzz, please

you, onion

OTHER CONSONANT SOUNDS

th

thorn, athlete, path,

tooth

version, casual, beige

the, this, mother

shop, lotion, tissue, sugar

/ə/ a, e, i, o, u, y about, problem, family, gallon

44 PHONEMES

Graphemes Examples

/a/

/e/

/i/

/o/

/u/

a

e

apple, cat

red, nest, let

i, y big, gym

u, o

SHORT VOWEL SOUNDS

Graphemes Examples

/ā/

/ē/

/ī/

/ō/

a, ai, ay, a_e

e, e_e, ea, ey, ee

i, i_e, ie, igh, y find, ride, pie, thigh, sky

o, o_e, oa, oe, ow no, vote, goat, toe, row

u, u_e, ew unicorn, use, view

OTHER VOWEL SOUNDS

/oo/

/ōō/

/ow/

/oy/

and the graphemes representing common spellings

oo, u, oul

oo, u, ue

look, put, should

soon, truth, blue

ow, ou, ou_e

oi, oy

cow, out, house

coin, boy

R-CONTROLLED VOWELS

/ar/

/er/

/or/

/air/

/ear/

/b/

/d/

/f/

/g/

/h/

b, bb

d, dd, ed

band, rabbit

dog, add, smiled

f, ff, ph fish, stuff, phone

g, gg, gh

h

go, egg, ghost

/j/

/k/

/l/

/m/

/n/

j, g, ge, dge jam, giant, cage, judge

l, ll

n, nn, kn, gn

ar

or, ore, oor

air, are, ear, ere

ear, eer, ere

/p/

/r/

/s/

/t/

p, pp

r, wr

t, tt, ed

/v/

/w/

v, f, ve

w

/y/

/z/

y, i

s, z, zz, se /th/

/ng/

/sh/ sh, ti, ss, s

sing, walkingng

/ch/

/zh/

(unvoiced)

/th/
(voiced)

th

si, s, g

church, matchch, tch

schwa

WWW . A L LOH I O L I T E R A C Y . O RG

The number of English phonemes ranges
from 41 to 45, depending on speakers

and counting methods (Dehane, 2009). 
Not all possible graphemes are included

on this chart.

DefinitionTerm

PHONEMES

GRAPHEMES

an individual
 speech sound

a letter or group of
letters that correspond

with a phoneme 

/ch/ /ĭ/ /k/

ch i ck

Example
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sad 'sad'/s/  /a/  /d/  it /ĭ/  /t/  
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Phonics instruction helps students learn the connection between graphemes and phonemes. The more
phonics skills a student learns, the better they are able to sound out words (decode) and spell or write
words (encode). The more exposures a student has to decode and encode words, the stronger their
word recognition becomes. As a student has more opportunities to read and write, their automaticity of
reading words and overall reading fluency develops. Once a student is able to fluently read, they then
are able to focus their attention on the meaning, and reading comprehension improves (Blevins, 2017). 

The Connection between Phonics and Reading

Decoding

Decoding is translating letters
and printed words into sounds

and spoken words. 

Example of Decoding 

Decoding is the
process of reading

words. 

Encoding

Encoding is translating sounds
and spoken words into letters

and printed words. 

sad it
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 

Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 

How does this word start?
/s/
What's the next sound?
/a/
What's the final sound?
/d/
What happens when you put
them together?
 /s/ /a/ /d/
What is the word?
sad!

Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student:
Teacher: 
Student: 

How many sounds are in the word it?
2
What is the first sound in it?
/ĭ/ 
What letter do we write for that sound?
i (writes the letter i)
What is the next sound in it? 
/t/
What letter do we write for that sound?
t (writes the letter t)
What word did you just write?
it!

'it'
Sound out the letters and blend
them together to read a word

Say the word, segment into sounds,
and spell the word with letters

Encoding is the
process of writing

words. 

Example of Encoding 
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Why Teach Phonics?

Many of us have been taught that each person learns to
read in their own unique way and that parents and
teachers need to find the strategy that works best for a
particular child to get them reading. This idea of finding the
right balance between approaches to reading instruction is
sometimes thought of as a nice compromise to the great
reading debate.

However, with the scientific advances in brain imaging, we
now know that every child learns to read in the same way
and that some instructional practices are more conducive
to learning than others. As detailed in The National
Reading Panel (2000), “Findings provided solid support for
the conclusion that systematic phonics instruction makes a
bigger contribution to children’s growth in reading than
alternative programs providing unsystematic or no phonics
instruction” (National Reading Panel, 2000, p. 2-92). Brain
science matches what years of educational studies have
demonstrated as well. Systematic and explicit phonics
instruction is the fastest and most effective way to develop
strong reading areas of the brain. We also know that some
of the word recognition strategies previously encouraged
under a balanced approach, such as trying to get children
to memorize whole words or predict what a word might be
from picture cues, can actually hinder reading
development.
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What Exactly Does Brain Science Say?

Brain science shows us that skilled readers can quickly and accurately connect graphemes to phonemes
to read words. During brain scans, this type of word reading activates highly predictably activity on the
left side of the brain (Murphy, et al. 2019). For struggling readers, or when students are taught reading
through whole-word memorization, the right side of the brain is activated (Yoncheva, et al. 2015). But
what happens when a poor reader is provided with an intensive phonics-based intervention?
Amazingly, studies have shown that just with 100 hours of a phonics-based intervention, the left side of
the brain changes and becomes significantly more active in poor readers. Students become much
stronger readers. Furthermore, these brain changes endure, showing lasting changes that positively
impact reading skills (Meyler et al., 2008).

When teachers use phonics and focus on the letter-sound relationships, there is increased activity in
the area of the brain best wired for reading. When teachers use whole-word strategies to teach reading,
such as flashcards of high-frequency words, the side of the brain wired for poor reading is activated
(Stanford University, 2015). The images below are from a study teaching participants a new language
using code-based instruction/phonics (the brain on the left) and whole language (the brain on the right).
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The Four-Part Processing Model
Although brain science shows us that phonics leads to helping the part of the brain wired for reading,
brain science and the Simple View of Reading also remind us that phonics alone is not sufficient for
reading comprehension. Language comprehension is also critical for reading. Around 30 years ago,
Seidenberg and McClelland created a model of reading called the Four-Part Processing Model
(Seidenberg & McClelland, 1989). This model of reading aligns with the Simple View of Reading while
also correlating well with modern neuroscience (Staples & Graves 2020). The image below shows the
Four-Part Processing Model.

The Four-Part Processing Model helps to guide our understanding of the underlying processes involved
in word recognition, language comprehension, and overall reading comprehension, as well as the
neuroscience processes occurring in the brain. 

An important thing to know about the Four-Part Processing System is that it is a bottom-up process to
word identification, as this is what occurs in the brains of proficient readers. The orthographic and
phonological processors first work together to decode a word by connecting the word’s speech sounds
to its symbols. Once the word is read, the meaning processor considers all possible definitions of the
word, while the context processor helps support the meaning processor by applying context and
background knowledge about what is being read. 

phonics

Phonological
Processor

/ē/ /l//s/   
remembering and

producing phonemes

Meaning Processor

vocabulary

Context Processor
 experience; 

sentence context; 
text structure

S      EA      L

Orthographic
Processor

remembering and
producing graphemes

Four-Part Processing Model
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Because proficient word reading happens so incredibly quickly and without conscious awareness, it has
led many educators and parents to believe the illusion of whole-word reading. Shockingly though, brain
research using powerful technology actually shows the opposite is true for proficient readers. In fact,
the brain analyzes the individual components of the word (strokes, graphemes, morphemes) before the
word is put back together and recognized as a whole. It is through this intricate “massively parallel
architecture” that we can quickly differentiate thousands of fonts and different handwritings into the
letters of the alphabet, and then within milliseconds translate those graphemes into sounds, which
then almost instantaneously lights up the meaning part of the brain (Dehaene, 2011). 

Instructional Implications of the Science: Practices that Help
or Hinder
Educators genuinely want the best for each child. Unfortunately, many of the practices and theories
traditionally promoted in educator training and popular reading curriculums do not align with the
neuroscience of reading. Unknowingly, many educators may be teaching children to read in a way that
builds up the right side of their brain (the part activated in poor readers), rather than teaching reading
in a way that builds up the left side of the brain (the part activated in strong readers).

For example, instructional prompts such as “Think about what word would make sense here” or “Look
at the picture” may seem helpful. However, those types of prompts take a student’s attention away
from the first essential step of reading, which is connecting graphemes to phonemes. Encouraging a
student to bypass that grapheme-phoneme connection and jump to figuring out words through context
doesn’t build up the brain’s left side but is a form of whole-language instruction.
 
In addition, many instructional and curricular materials are based on a now-debunked theory of
reading known as the Meaning-Syntax-Visual (MSV) or three-cuing model. Because MSV/three-cuing has
become a staple of early literacy instruction and assessment, many are often surprised to learn that it
doesn’t align with the brain science of how we all learn to read. You may even be surprised to learn that
the original support for the theory came from analyses of what children did when they misread words,
not read them correctly! 

We do not want to base our reading instruction and strategies off the word identification strategies of
poor readers. Thanks to brain research and cognitive scientists, we know more about how word
identification actually works, and what strategies help.

The three-cueing systems model is common in early reading instruction to help children read unfamiliar
words, but it is not aligned with the brain science on how children learn to read. This video from Five
from Five explains why it is not an effective or evidence-based reading strategy.

https://youtu.be/MaerOHwxRsA
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Instructional Implications: What Should I Do Instead?
In terms of how to optimize reading instruction, as the cognitive neuroscientist Stansislas Dehaene
states, “All teaching efforts should be initially focused on a signal goal, the grasp of the alphabetic
principle whereby each letter or grapheme represents a phoneme.” Because word reading isn’t a skill
that develops naturally for most children, it is critical that students are taught how each grapheme
corresponds to a phoneme.

When students are reading from a text and come to a word they don’t know, instead of prompts such
as, “Look at the picture for clues,” “Skip the word and go on,” or “Try a word that makes sense” (which
take the reader’s attention away from the letters), attention needs to always first be brought to the
phoneme-grapheme level. Prompt the student to look at the entire word, and all the letters within the
word from left to right. Have the student say each sound of the letter or grapheme. Prompt the student
to blend the sounds all together and read the word. Finally, have the student check if the word makes
sense, and reread the entire sentence to see if it makes sense. 

The graphic below can help remind you of the prompts that promote first encouraging phoneme-
grapheme level and then proceeding to meaning and context. 

Reading comprehension depends on both word
recognition and language comprehension.

 

All students need appropriate instruction in both
components of the Simple View of Reading; however,

the emphasis of instruction shifts throughout the
grade levels as students progress toward proficiency.

Say the sounds

Look at the word all the way through.

Start on the left side of the word.

Point to the word and look closely at all the letters

Point to every grapheme and say the sound.

Start on the left. Point to each letter and say the sound.

what to say to students who
are stuck on a word

Look at the word

Blend the sounds together

Check and Reread 

Put all the sounds together.

Blend the sounds together.

Blend the sounds and read the word.

Does that word make sense?

Reread the sentence. Does it make sense? 
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Read the article by Nell Duke.
Practice using what you have learned by listening to a student read. If the student gets stuck
on a word or incorrectly read a word, use the prompting routine. 
Download the discussion prompt document, and reflect on the questions with a colleague
or teacher-based team. 

In this article titled, When Young Readers Get Stuck, Nell Duke describes more about the art—
and science—of providing prompts to young readers when they struggle with reading words.
Complete the steps below.

1.
2.

3.

Read, Try, & Discuss

SHARE

Ponder Now that you've learned about the Four-Part Processing Model for word
recognition and tried out the decoding prompt routine with a student,
reflect on the following discussion prompts with a colleague or teacher-
based team.

Describe what to do and
what not to do when a

student gets stuck on an
unknown word and WHY. 

Reflect on how it went
using the decoding

prompts with a student.
Discuss any questions
you might still have.

https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/when-young-readers-get-stuck
https://allohioliteracy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/When-a-student-comes-to-an-unknown-word-1.pdf
https://allohioliteracy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/PHONICS-4-PART-PROCESSOR-DISCUSSION-PROMPTS.pdf
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/when-young-readers-get-stuck
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Who is Phonics for?

Whether a student is in first grade, seventh grade, or is an adult learning to read, explicit and
systematic phonics instruction can effectively and efficiently improve word recognition skills in nearly
all learners (Dehaene, 2011).

Evidence shows that explicit, systematic phonics instruction is the best way to teach students word
reading and is helpful to all students. Although around 40% of students can learn to read relatively
easily with broad literacy instruction, explicit and systematic phonics instruction is essential for 60%
of students (Young, 2020). A carefully crafted curriculum, that provides explicit and systematic
phonics instruction along with all other aspects of quality literacy instruction, benefits all students.

When Should Phonics Instruction Begin?
Ensuring that phonics instruction begins in the early grades is critical, as it typically takes at least two
years for most students to gain proficiency in reading English words (Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn,
2006). But is there an age or grade that is best to begin phonics?

Around what age should formal phonics instruction begin?
Research indicates that systematic phonics instruction produces the greatest impact on children’s
reading achievement when it starts early, beginning when children are around 5-years-old (National
Reading Panel, 2000).

How can phonics skills be supported in younger children?
Even children ages 3-years-old and 4-years-old benefit from being introduced to letter-sound patterns
through shared book reading, writing experiences, letter games, and other engaging learning
experiences (Department of Education and Training, 2019).

What about teaching reading in other languages?
In Finland, students are not formally taught to read until age 7; however, more than 95% of Finnish
students can read accurately within the first year of instruction! This is because Finnish has a
straightforward spelling system with a nearly one-to-one correspondence between graphemes and
phonemes. Because English has many different graphemes representing various phonemes, learning
to read in English takes 2.5 times longer than languages like Finnish (Borleffs et al., 2017).
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When Should Phonics Instruction End?
Learning to read English is very complex, with students requiring at least two more years of instruction
to reach the same reading level compared to children learning to read in other languages (Borleffs,
2017). But even in simpler languages, reading is not a natural task. Unlike skills such as language
acquisition, massive changes occur in the brain by learning how to read (Dehaene, 2011).

Consider another task that isn’t natural; for example, playing the piano. Without piano instruction,
merely having children listen to music will not make them proficient pianists. Students must be taught
how to play the piano. There is a linear progression of skills that pianists must master whether
someone starts to learn the piano at 5-years-old or 65-years-old. Once a piano student has mastered a
skill, that skill helps them with the next more challenging skill. A piano teacher knows that once a
student has achieved mastery of a specific skill, that skill does not need to be taught and retaught
repeatedly (although practice remains critical); instead, learning progresses to the next new skill.
Without realizing it, changes in the brains of piano learners start to occur with instruction and practice,
helping them become more and more proficient with piano playing (Turan, 2016). After a certain point,
the piano learner may have learned enough of the basics to play a wide variety of pieces with minimal
support. 

The piano player may still need many opportunities to apply skills taught in previous lessons in
addition to instruction and guidance in advanced skills to correctly play more and more complex
pieces. The same is true with learning to read words. 
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There is a continuum of phonics skills from simple to complex that students need to master along the
path toward proficient reading.

As with a good piano teacher, once a student has mastered a particular phonics skill, that phonics skill
doesn't need to be taught repeatedly; however, it important that students have truly mastered the
phonics skill before moving on to the next step. Practice is critical to ensuring that students can master
and apply learned phonics skills with reasonable accuracy and fluency.

Students who have mastered a phonics skill can more easily learn new phonics skills. They are learning
new information that builds on previous lessons and solidifying a foundation for learning new reading
skills.

For example, once a child is explicitly taught and has learned that the grapheme "m" makes the /m/
sound, that skill helps them learn the next phonics skill. Without realizing it, changes occur in the brain
which will help the child use this knowledge to read and spell words more efficiently.

Whether a person learns to read at five or 65-years-old, the learning progression is the same, and the
changes occurring in the brain are the same (Dehaene, 2011).

So rather than asking, "When should phonics end for a student?" consider asking, "Where is my student at
with their word recognition skills, and what is the next skill they need to master to become a proficient
reader?"

Teaching to Mastery
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How do Sight Words fit into Phonics?

What are Sight Words?
Within the scientific realm of reading, “sight words” are those words that are read instantaneously
and automatically out of awareness (Ehri, 2020). The goal for word recognition is for most words to
become sight words, so the brain can read text accurately and fluently, thereby allowing the reader to
focus their attention on the meaning of the text. Literate adults have tens of thousands of sight
words, including decodable words, irregular words, and high-frequency words. Essentially, any word
that you can read automatically is a sight word. They can be words on the Dolch or Fry Word list,
irregular words, or any word that you have already read on this page so far!

Scroll down the page to read the answers to some frequently asked questions about sight words.

Sight words: any word that is read instantly and automatically, without any awareness. 

High-frequency words: words that appear often in texts; words on the Dolch List and Fry Instant

Word list are considered high-frequency words.  

Decodable words: words that are phonetically regular (examples: in, up, fast, stop).

Irregular words:

 What is the difference between sight words, high frequency words,
decodable words, and irregular words?

 words that are truly phonetically irregular (examples: eye, who).

 words that are “less regular” but still follow patterns with other words (e.g., the spelling “ue”  

 making the /ōō/ sound in words like blue, glue, clue, true).

 words in which the child has not yet learned the advanced phonics pattern. 

1.

2.

3.
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Some believe that teaching phonics isn’t helpful
because English is a very unpredictable language.
However, even though English has 44 phonemes
representing 200+ graphemes, it is surprisingly a
very predictable language! Through basic and
advanced phonics instruction, 86% of words can
be read and spelled correctly. If considering word
origin, word meaning, and morphology, students
can sound out and accurately spell 96% of words.
Fewer than 4% of words are true oddities (ILA,
2019; Moats, 2020).

Even if phonics instruction activates the side of the brain best wired for
reading, how many English words are even decodable?
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Through a process called orthographic mapping, once we have seen and sounded out a word
many times, it can be read instantaneously by the visual word form area in the back left region of
the brain (Ehri, 2015; Dehaene, 2011). Typically developing readers from 2nd grade onward only
need to see and read a word one to four times before it is permanently stored as a sight word
(Kilpatrick, 2015). Remember, though, the sight words learned through phonics skills are stored on
the left side of the brain wired for reading. Words learned through whole-word/whole-language
instruction are stored in the much less efficient region on the right side of the brain. Research is
clear that no matter the age, direct teaching of grapheme-phoneme correspondences is the fastest,
most efficient way of making students efficient readers, both for pronunciation and comprehension
purposes (Ehri, Nunes, Stahl, & Willows, 2001). Learn a little bit more about orthographic mapping
and sight words by watching this video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KIuwKnZqJEQ 

If the definition of a sight word is a word that can be read instantaneously,
how would taking time to sound out a word make that word a sight word?

In the next module, titled “Word Recognition: The How of Phonics,” we will detail how best to teach
children to read words using explicit and systematic phonics instruction. In the meantime, if you’re
interested now in learning about an effective approach to teaching high-frequency words, download
this great article titled “A New Model for Teaching High Frequency Words,” by Linda Ferrell, Tina
Osenga, and Michael Hunter.

If activities that support memorizing high-frequency words as whole-units aren't the
most effective, then what is the most effective way to teach high-frequency words?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KIuwKnZqJEQ
https://www.readsters.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/NewModelForTeachingHFWords.pdf
https://www.readsters.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/NewModelForTeachingHFWords.pdf
https://www.readsters.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/NewModelForTeachingHFWords.pdf
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THINGS TO

Remember
Phonemes are the smallest speech sounds.
Graphemes are the letter(s) that represent the
phoneme. Phonics instruction teaches the
relationships between phonemes & graphemes. 

Explicit, systematic phonics instruction is the
fastest, most efficient way to help students
become proficient at reading words.  

Phonics instruction is for all kids; our
brains all learn to read the same way. 

In this module, we discussed the “why” of phonics instruction. We defined phonics instruction, and
explored the overwhelming evidence showing that explicit and systematic phonics instruction is the
fastest, and most effective way to help children become proficient at word recognition (Dehaene,
2011). We talked about how phonics instruction is for everyone because our brains all learn to read
the same way. Finally, we talked about how sight words fit into phonics, and the role that
orthographic mapping plays in the ability for us to read words instantaneously. 

To learn more about best practices in implementing phonics instruction in the classroom, we
encourage you to enroll in the module Teaching Phonics and Word Recognition: The How.

Summing It Up
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Books 
BOOK AUTHOR RATING READ

A Fresh Look at Phonics Wiley Blevins

Reading Instruction and Phonics Stephen Parker

Super teacher friendly! In each
section, the book provides background
information, best practices & look-
fors for success, common
instructional pitfalls, a section to
examine your own practices, and
next steps. 

A FREE book that is great!!! The
first part of the book covers theory,
while the second part provides
practices. 

https://www.amazon.com/Fresh-Look-Phonics-Grades-K-2/dp/1506326889/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?dchild=1&gclid=CjwKCAjw7fuJBhBdEiwA2lLMYcO1_IXFszXJg21iwzSkefHhPZ_J1v9vrjDBMmO0geCP41aLXYxz3hoCOL4QAvD_BwE&hvadid=241614067635&hvdev=c&hvlocphy=9015936&hvnetw=g&hvqmt=e&hvrand=8856730225382211928&hvtargid=kwd-241895203447&keywords=a+fresh+look+at+phonics&qid=1631539556&sr=8-1-spons&psc=1&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUEyU0ZMNU5SVkxPSDgmZW5jcnlwdGVkSWQ9QTAyNTExODYxQURDWTJONjU3SlhQJmVuY3J5cHRlZEFkSWQ9QTA3MTI3MTEyT1VEUzJTUFA4WTRLJndpZGdldE5hbWU9c3BfYXRmJmFjdGlvbj1jbGlja1JlZGlyZWN0JmRvTm90TG9nQ2xpY2s9dHJ1ZQ==
https://www.parkerphonics.com/_files/ugd/fd6834_e358dbf025914268ab81c7cfdf0cfd6c.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Fresh-Look-Phonics-Grades-K-2/dp/1506326889/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?dchild=1&gclid=CjwKCAjw7fuJBhBdEiwA2lLMYcO1_IXFszXJg21iwzSkefHhPZ_J1v9vrjDBMmO0geCP41aLXYxz3hoCOL4QAvD_BwE&hvadid=241614067635&hvdev=c&hvlocphy=9015936&hvnetw=g&hvqmt=e&hvrand=8856730225382211928&hvtargid=kwd-241895203447&keywords=a+fresh+look+at+phonics&qid=1631539556&sr=8-1-spons&psc=1&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUEyU0ZMNU5SVkxPSDgmZW5jcnlwdGVkSWQ9QTAyNTExODYxQURDWTJONjU3SlhQJmVuY3J5cHRlZEFkSWQ9QTA3MTI3MTEyT1VEUzJTUFA4WTRLJndpZGdldE5hbWU9c3BfYXRmJmFjdGlvbj1jbGlja1JlZGlyZWN0JmRvTm90TG9nQ2xpY2s9dHJ1ZQ==
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BOOK AUTHOR RATING READ

Reading in the Brain: The New
Science of How We Read

Mark SeidenbergLanguage At the Speed of Sight

Stanislas Dehaene

"In Language at the Speed of Sight, [Seidenberg]
develops a careful argument, backed by decades
of research, to show that the only responsible
way to teach children to read well is to build up
their abilities to connect reading with speech and
then to amplify these connections through
practice, developing skillful behavioral patterns hand
in hand with the neurological networks that
undergird them...Every teacher of young children
as well as those who train them should read this
book."―Wall Street Journal

Really cool book about the brain
science of reading! An article by
Dehaene titled "The Massive Impact
of Literacy of the Brain and its
Consequences for Education" is also
great!! 

https://www.amazon.com/Language-Speed-Sight-Read-About/dp/1541617150/ref=tmm_pap_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
https://www.amazon.com/Reading-Brain-New-Science-Read/dp/0143118056
https://www.unicog.org/publications/Dehaene%20Review%20Cognitive%20neuroscience%20of%20Reading%20and%20Education%202011.pdf
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YouTube Videos

Letters vs Phonemes

https://youtu.be/J608Dbhs6J8

Phonemes and Graphemes

https://youtu.be/eMgGOH4BqFs

https://youtu.be/J608Dbhs6J8
https://youtu.be/eMgGOH4BqFs
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YouTube Videos

https://youtu.be/KIuwKnZqJEQ

Orthographic Mapping Explainer

https://youtu.be/MaerOHwxRsA

The Three-Cueing System: 
Fact or Fiction?

https://youtu.be/KIuwKnZqJEQ
https://youtu.be/MaerOHwxRsA
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Online Resources  

https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Learning-in-
Ohio/Literacy/Ohios-Plan-to-Raise-Literacy-Achievement.pdf.aspx
Ohio’s Plan to Raise Literacy Achievement outlines evidence-based language and
literacy teaching and learning from birth through grade 12. "This plan articulates
a state literacy framework aimed at promoting proficiency in reading, writing and
communication for all learners. It is driven by scientific research and encourages
a professional movement toward implementing data-based, differentiated and
evidence-based practices in all manners of educational settings. Specifically, this
plan illustrates the strong language and literacy efforts in place in Ohio and the
state’s vision to expand and strengthen them to support improvement." (Ohio's
Plan to Raise Literacy Achievement, January 2020)

Ohio's Plan to Raise Literacy Achievement
Ohio Department of Education

https://www.nichd.nih.gov/sites/default/files/publications/pubs/nrp/Do
cuments/report.pdf
Find out what the National Reading Panel's review of the research reveals about
the best instructional methods for teaching reading. 

National Reading Panel
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/21
A free practice guide that provides four recommendations for teaching
foundational reading skills to students in kindergarten through 3rd grade.

Foundational Skills to Support Reading for
Understanding in Kindergarten Through 3rd Grade
What Works Clearinghouse

https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Learning-in-Ohio/Literacy/Ohios-Plan-to-Raise-Literacy-Achievement.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://www.nichd.nih.gov/sites/default/files/publications/pubs/nrp/Documents/report.pdf
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Learning-in-Ohio/Literacy/Ohios-Plan-to-Raise-Literacy-Achievement.pdf.aspx
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Learning-in-Ohio/Literacy/Ohios-Plan-to-Raise-Literacy-Achievement.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://www.nichd.nih.gov/sites/default/files/publications/pubs/nrp/Documents/report.pdf
https://www.nichd.nih.gov/sites/default/files/publications/pubs/nrp/Documents/report.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_foundationalreading_040717.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/21
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_foundationalreading_040717.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_foundationalreading_040717.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_foundationalreading_040717.pdf
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Learning-in-Ohio/Literacy/Ohios-Plan-to-Raise-Literacy-Achievement.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
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Online Articles  

https://www.psychologicalscience.org/journals/pspi/pdf/pspi22.pdf
This article discusses research, theory, and practice related to how children learn
to read. After a comprehensive review of different perspectives, the authors
indicate that "...two inescapable conclusion emerge. The first is that mastering
the alphabetic principle is essential to becoming proficient in the skill of reading,
and the second is that instructional techniques (namely, phonics) that teach this
principle directly are more effective than those that do not" (p. 68). 

How Psychological Science Informs the Teaching of
Reading
Rayner, K., Foorman, B. R., Perfetti, C. A., Pesetsky, D., & Seidenberg, M.S. (2001)

www.pas.va/content/dam/accademia/pdf/sv117/sv117-dehaene.pdf
"I am convinced that empowering teachers with the appropriate knowledge of
the principles of human neuroplasticity and learning will lead to better classroom
practices. Indeed, it is a shame that teachers still have a better idea of how their
car works than of the inner functioning of their pupils’ brains! Thus my goal here
is to summarize neuroimaging results on reading in an accessible manner, and
to use these results to think about their consequences for education" (p. 20). 

The Massive Impact of Literacy on the Brain and its
Consequences for Education
Dehaene, S. (2011)

https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/moats.pdf
"Let me tell you what the report does and doesn’t do. It doesn’t get us back into
the reading wars, and it doesn’t advocate for what we have found so
disrespectful: scripted curricula or “teacher proof” programs. It does detail the
expert-level knowledge of language necessary to teach reading, and it does
support teachers in building that knowledge.

The science of reading is inextricably linked to the love of reading. To teach and
inspire the next generation, we simply can’t have one without the other" (p.3)

Teaching Reading Is Rocket Science, 2020: What Expert
Teachers of Reading Should Know and Be Able to Do
Moats, L. C. (2020)

https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/moats.pdf
https://www.psychologicalscience.org/journals/pspi/pdf/pspi22.pdf
http://www.pas.va/content/dam/accademia/pdf/sv117/sv117-dehaene.pdf
https://www.psychologicalscience.org/journals/pspi/pdf/pspi22.pdf
https://www.psychologicalscience.org/journals/pspi/pdf/pspi22.pdf
http://www.pas.va/content/dam/accademia/pdf/sv117/sv117-dehaene.pdf
http://www.pas.va/content/dam/accademia/pdf/sv117/sv117-dehaene.pdf
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/moats.pdf
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/moats.pdf
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and the graphemes representing common spellings
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Phoneme

o, a, au, aw hot, want, fraud, law

cut, son

Phoneme

/ū/

acorn, train, ray, late

she, these, tea, key, fee

LONG VOWEL SOUNDS

hen

CONSONANT SOUNDS

c, k, ck, cc, que cat, kick, occur, antique

lot, fell

m, mm, mb

no, winner, knee, gnat

mom, summer, lamb

er, ur, ir, ear, or her, turn, bird, learn, work

far, start

fork, core, poor

hair, care, bear, there

near, cheer, here

pop, pepper

run, write

s, sc, ss

tent, watt, liked

sun, scent, stress

vent, of, save

wish

is, zoo, buzz, please

you, onion

OTHER CONSONANT SOUNDS

th

thorn, athlete, path,

tooth

version, casual, beige

the, this, mother

shop, lotion, tissue, sugar

/ə/ a, e, i, o, u, y about, problem, family, gallon

Graphemes Examples

/a/

/e/

/i/

/o/

/u/

a

e

apple, cat

red, nest, let

i, y big, gym

u, o

SHORT VOWEL SOUNDS

Graphemes Examples

/ā/

/ē/

/ī/

/ō/

a, ai, ay, a_e

e, e_e, ea, ey, ee

i, i_e, ie, igh, y find, ride, pie, thigh, sky

o, o_e, oa, oe, ow no, vote, goat, toe, row

u, u_e, ew unicorn, use, view

OTHER VOWEL SOUNDS

/oo/

/ōō/

/ow/

/oy/

oo, u, oul

oo, u, ue

look, put, should

soon, truth, blue

ow, ou, ou_e

oi, oy

cow, out, house

coin, boy

R-CONTROLLED VOWELS

/ar/

/er/

/or/

/air/

/ear/

/b/

/d/

/f/

/g/

/h/

b, bb

d, dd, ed

band, rabbit

dog, add, smiled

f, ff, ph fish, stuff, phone

g, gg, gh

h

go, egg, ghost

/j/

/k/

/l/

/m/

/n/

j, g, ge, dge jam, giant, cage, judge

l, ll

n, nn, kn, gn

ar

or, ore, oor

air, are, ear, ere

ear, eer, ere

/p/

/r/

/s/

/t/

p, pp

r, wr

t, tt, ed

/v/

/w/

v, f, ve

w

/y/

/z/

y, i

s, z, zz, se /th/

/ng/

/sh/ sh, ti, ss, s

sing, walkingng

/ch/

/zh/

(unvoiced)

/th/
(voiced)

th

si, s, g

church, matchch, tch

schwa

The number of English phonemes ranges
from 41 to 45, depending on speakers

and counting methods (Dehane, 2009). 
Not all possible graphemes are included

on this chart.

DefinitionTerm

PHONEMES

GRAPHEMES

an individual
 speech sound

a letter or group of
letters that correspond

with a phoneme 

/ch/ /ĭ/ /k/

ch i ck

Example



Reading comprehension depends on both word
recognition and language comprehension.

 

All students need appropriate instruction in both
components of the Simple View of Reading; however,

the emphasis of instruction shifts throughout the
grade levels as students progress toward proficiency.

Say the sounds

Look at the word all the way through.

Start on the left side of the word.

Point to the word and look closely at all the letters

Point to every grapheme and say the sound.

Start on the left. Point to each letter and say the sound.

what to say to students who
are stuck on a word

Look at the word

Blend the sounds together

Check and Reread 

Put all the sounds together.

Blend the sounds together.

Blend the sounds and read the word.

Does that word make sense?

Reread the sentence. Does it make sense? 
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sad

'sad'/s/  /a/  /d/  it /ĭ/  /t/  

Decoding

Decoding vs Encoding
Definition1.

Decoding is translating
letters and printed words
into sounds and spoken

words. 

Decoding

2. Teacher/Student Friendly Definition 

Encoding

Decoding is the process
of reading words. 

Encoding is the process
of writing words. 

Decoding

3. Example

Encoding

Encoding
Encoding is translating

sounds and spoken
words into letters and

printed words. 

sad it
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 

Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 

How does this word start?
/s/
What's the next sound?
/a/
What's the final sound?
/d/
What happens when you put
them together?
 /s/ /a/ /d/
What is the word?
sad!

Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 
Teacher: 
Student:
Teacher: 
Student: 

How many sounds are in the word it?
2
What is the first sound in it?
/ĭ/ 
What letter do we write for that sound?
i (writes the letter i)
What is the next sound in it? 
/t/
What letter do we write for that sound?
t (writes the letter t)
What word did you just write?
it!

The first grader
decoding ability

continues to be a 
major factor in

comprehension as
students progress 

through the grades.
 

 -The Connecticut
Longitudinal Study 

4. Quotations

'it'

Sound out the letters and
blend them together to read

a word

Say the word, segment into
sounds, and spell the word

with letters

Decoding and
encoding rely on the

same underlying
knowledge.

 
-Joshi, 2008 – 2009;
 Moats, 2005 – 2006

 



phonics

Phonological
Processor

/ē/ /l//s/   
remembering and

producing phonemes

Meaning Processor
vocabulary, spelling

patterns, word
means & associated
word meanings, etc.

Context Processor
 experience; 

sentence context; 
text structure;
background
knowledege

S      EA      L

Orthographic
Processor

remembering and
producing graphemes

Four-Part Processing Model

A baby seal (or pup) is
always born on land

instead of in the water.

WWW . A L LOH I O L I T E R A C Y . O RG

Based on Se idenberg  & McCle l land,  1989



H
o

w
 M

a
n

y 
in

 t
h

e 
En

g
li

sh
 L

a
n

g
u

a
g

e*

/k
/

PH
O

N
EM

E

G
RA

PH
EM

E

LE
TT

ER

Te
r

m
W

h
a

t 
it

 l
o

o
k

s 
li

k
e 

o
r

 
so

u
n

d
s 

li
k

e
D

ef
in

it
io

n

an
 in

di
vi

du
al

 s
pe

ec
h 

so
un

d
4
4

a 
le

tt
er

 o
r 

gr
ou

p 
of

 le
tt

er
s

th
at

 c
or

re
sp

on
d 

w
ith

 a
ph

on
em

e
2
5
0

2
6

an
y 

of
 th

e 
sy

m
bo

ls
 o

f
an

 a
lp

ha
be

t

ch
i

ck

h
i

c
k

c
*T

he
 n

um
be

r o
f E

ng
lis

h 
ph

on
em

es
 a

nd
 g

ra
ph

em
es

 c
an

 v
ar

y 
sl

ig
ht

ly
 d

ep
en

di
ng

 o
n 

sp
ea

ke
rs

 a
nd

 c
ou

nt
in

g 
m

et
ho

ds
. 

/c
h/

/ĭ
/

ㅎ

W
W
W
.A

L
L
O
H
IO

L
IT

E
R
A
C
Y
.O

R
G


