
WORD
RECOGNITION: 

Modul e Resources 

P 5 | Th Si l Vi f R di M d l R | S b 2021

W W W . A L L O H I O L I T E R A C Y . O R G

A PREREQUISITE FOR FLUENT
READING COMPREHENSION



CONTENTS

P 5 | Th Si l Vi f R di M d l R | S b 2021
W W W . A L L O H I O L I T E R A C Y . O R G

Key Terms & Definitions 

Module Text/Outline

2

3

1. We Were Not Born to Read 6

2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition 11

3. Components of Word Recognition   20

4. Considerations for Supporting MLs 28

5. Cross-Language Differences 35

6. Summing It up 51

Acknowledgements & References 55



KEY TERMS & DEFINITIONS
Alphabetic Principle The Understanding that
letters and letter patterns are codes that
represent the sounds of our spoken language

Context Processor One of the four processors
in the four-part processing system, which
functions as support for the meaning processor
and provides additional information to help figure
out what the word means

Decoding The ability to apply the knowledge of
letter-sound associations when sounding out
written words 

Explicit Instruction A type of instruction that is
guided by a logical sequence that introduces new
skills while building on existing skills with tasks
arranged from simple to more complex

L1 Transfer The replication of rules from one's
first language to another language

Meaning Processor One of the four processors
in the four-part processing system, which
organizes and stores information about word
meaning

Orthographic Mapping The process by which
the letter-sound connections become linked to
the spellings, pronunciations, and meanings of
words in memory

Orthographical Processor One of the four
processors in the four-part processing system,
which receives visual input coming from text,
processes every letter, and recognizes the printed
forms (e.g., letters, punctuation)

Phonemic Awareness The ability to recognize
and manipulate individual phonemes in spoken
words; it falls under phonological awareness

Phonics The systematic relationship between
sounds and letters that assists readers in decoding
written words; Often used to refer to a method
used for teaching students letter-sound
relationships

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

Phonological Processor One of the four
processors in the four-part processing system,
which perceives, remembers, interprets, and
produces the speech sounds of language

Reading Comprehension The outcome of fluent
word reading and language comprehension

Science of Reading A collection of research on
how children best learn to read

Sight Recognition The ability to recognize words
automatically when seen without sounding them
out or guessing because the orthographic,
phonological, and meaning information of the word
is stored in long-term memory 

Simple View of Reading A framework that
explains reading comprehension as the product of
two independent sets of skills- word recognition
and language comprehension

Systematic Instruction A type of instruction in
which concepts are clearly explained and skills are
taught directly with clear modeling so that less
guess work is needed on the part of learners

Working Memory The limited-capacity cognitive
system that stores and processes information
simultaneously

Word Recognition The ability to transform print
into spoken language 
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Welcome to the Enhancing Evidence-Based Practices for English Learners series in the Ohio Literacy
Library! We present eight modules in this series, all of which are geared towards educators and other
interested stakeholders who want to further their knowledge and skills in pursuit of an equitable society
where learners’ cultural, linguistic, and ethnic identities are honored and validated.

Multilingual learners (MLs) are by far the fastest-growing student population nationwide. Yet, they are
an underserved student group, who deserve equal opportunities and access to resources to achieve
academic success. It is our intention, therefore, to provide educators with opportunities to reflect on
their teaching practices and explore ways in which they can help MLs see themselves as well as others a
valued part of the world. To this end, we will be covering a range of topics in this series to help you (1)
understand MLs’ diverse needs and strengths and (2) serve them better in your classrooms, schools,
and communities. Thank you for being an advocate for MLs who, thanks to your dedication, will go on to
enrich our communities and shape our nation.

Welcome!

Word Recognition: A Prerequisite for Fluent
Reading Comprehension

Cultural
Competence

Every Teacher
Is a Language
Teacher

Word
Recognition

Language
Comprehension

Explicit Vocab
Instruction

Integrating
Language into
Content Instruction

Writing
Instruction

Intensive
Interventions
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Module 1: Cultural Competence
Module 2: Every Teacher Is a Language Teacher

Prerequisites

This module explores the multifaceted development of reading and presents information about word
recognition, a prerequisite for fluent reading comprehension. By invoking widely accepted theoretical
frameworks (e.g., the Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986) and using evidence from
scientific research on what we do when we read, we aim to help educators understand the
fundamentals of reading at the word level. As you go through the module, you will learn about (1) the
foundational skills that beginning-level MLs (and all beginning readers) must master to become strong
readers and (2) effective instructional methods and considerations for supporting MLs’ literacy
development.

Module Description

Recognize the complex and multifaceted nature of reading
Identify the literacy components for skilled reading
Explain three components of word recognition
Describe effective foundational literacy instruction and modifications that accommodate MLs’ needs
Describe major speech-sound differences between English and three of the languages spoken by MLs in
Ohio

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Learning Objectives

This third module of the eight-part series explores the multifaceted nature of literacy development,
shining light on the foundational skills to address the importance of automatic word recognition as a
prerequisite for fluent reading comprehension. Inside, you will learn about what we do when we read,
what subskills are essential for reading at the word level, and what instructional modifications can be
made to support multilingual learners’ (MLs’) literacy success.

Word Recognition: A Prerequisite for Fluent
Reading Comprehension
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Word Recognition

Our brains are hard-wired for speaking but not for reading. All learners need to build neural
connections that allow them to learn to read. This can be done through explicit instruction
that helps learners develop word recognition skills. Effortless and automatic word
recognition is a prerequisite for fluent reading. Without it, we won't have enough cognitive
resources to focus our attention on constructing meaning.

Time estimate: 10-15 minutes

Module Outline

1. We Were Not Born to Read 

We Were Never Born to Read

1. We Were Not Born to Read 

2. The Reading Process and
Word Recognition

3. Components of Word
Recognition

4. Considerations for
Supporting MLs

5. Cross-Language Differences

6. Summing It up
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WE WERE NEVER BORN TO READ. Human beings invented reading only a few thousand years ago. And
with this invention, we rearranged the very organization of our brain, which in turn expanded the ways
we were able to think, which altered the intellectual evolution of our species. Reading is one of the single
most remarkable inventions in history; the ability to record history is one of its consequences. Our
ancestors’ invention could come about only because of the human brain’s extraordinary ability to make
new connections among its existing structures, a process made possible by the brain’s ability to be
shaped by experience. This plasticity at the heart of the brain’s design forms the basis for much of who
we are, and who we might become.

Wolf (2017, p.14)

1. We Were Not Born to Read 

Reading can be defined as “the process of receiving and interpreting information encoded in language
form via the medium of print (Urquhart & Weir, 1998, p. 22).” That is, we process and interact with text
to extract meaning from the printed page. This act of processing text requires fluent word reading and
language comprehension (Gough & Tunmer, 1986). In this module, we will be focusing on the word
recognition aspects of the reading process, as that is how reading begins for all learners. In the next
module, we will explore the comprehension aspects of reading.

We Were Not Born to Read

Our brains are naturally wired to speak. Infants can learn to speak just by being exposed to the sounds
and sound units made by adults around them. Research shows that it takes less than two years for kids
to identify the common sounds used in their first language and distinguish between those sounds.
Sustained exposure to sounds and opportunities for interaction with people around them allow kids to
develop an understanding of speech naturally. 

But do we learn to read the way we learn to speak? Because our brains are not hard-wired for reading,
exposure itself isn't going to do what it can do to develop speaking skills. As the quote shows above, our
alphabetic script was a human invention, and our brains have had to adapt to read and accommodate
the varying demands of reading as we have become a literate species. To be able to read, we need to
build a new system in our brains.
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1. We Were Not Born to Read 

It is NOT natural for a child to learn to read.

TRUE FALSE TRUE

All learners need to build neural connections
that allow them to learn to read. This can be

done through explicit instruction.

Automatic word recognition is a prerequisite
for reading comprehension. Successful

reading comprehension also relies on aspects
of language comprehension, like background

knowledge and vocabulary.

FALSE

The reading comprehension process
requires fluent word reading and

language comprehension. 

FALSE TRUE

Think back to the first time you were introduced to a new (alphabetic) language and its writing system.
How did the alphabet letters look? If you can’t recall what that experience was like, let us help you out:
Do the symbols below mean anything to you?

Those Squiggles, Lines, and Dots

When we are first exposed to written language, it is nothing more than arbitrary and meaningless
squiggles, lines, and dots. That’s probably what the symbols above look like unless you know Thai! As we
learn to read, the squiggles become code that represents sounds and, later, meaning; we connect the
written forms of words to the sounds they represent and then use that understanding to identify the
words. Once we identify the words, we access their meanings and consider the context to confirm the
words' meanings. We know from a vast body of research about reading, referred to as the science of
reading, that automatic word recognition is the most fundamental prerequisite for fluent reading
comprehension.
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A good reader can “recognize the word forms on the page very rapidly, activate links between the graphic
form and phonological information, activate appropriate semantic and syntactic resources, recognize
morphological affixation in more complex word forms, and access her or his mental lexicon."

Grabe (2009, p.23)

1. We Were Not Born to Read 

Fluent first language (L1) readers are known to rapidly complete the word recognition process. They can
recognize 4-5 words per second, which equals about 240 milliseconds per word on average (Dronjic &
Bitan, 2016). So in the blink of an eye, a lot is happening when we read.

The quote on the right-hand side of the page breaks down the word recognition process, from
recognizing the word forms to accessing the meaning. As a fluent reader with automatized word
recognition skills, you may not realize that you are doing all of those things right now as you're reading
this! 

In the Blink of an Eye

If it's not yet apparent, reading is a complex and cognitively demanding task. It takes a lot of brain power
to read, and we have limited resources available in our cognitive system called working memory. When
words are recognized automatically, we use fewer cognitive resources than if we must think of each
letter-sound correspondence while decoding words in a text. If extensive attention is needed to identify
words, we will not have enough cognitive resources left to focus our attention on constructing the
meaning of the text. In other words, our brains need to be able to use working memory to focus on
meaning and context, but this can only occur if we can automatically read the words, thereby freeing up
cognitive resources. 

That is why effortless and automatic word recognition is a prerequisite for fluent reading
comprehension. As Anita Archer' famous quote goes, there is no comprehension strategy powerful
enough to compensate for the fact that you can't read the words. The good news is that students can
achieve effortless and automatic word recognition through explicit phonics instruction and practice
(Kilpatrick, 2016). For MLs who are learning how to read (and for all beginning-level students), this
foundational skill of word recognition is essential to literacy success.

But why is word recognition a prerequisite for fluent reading comprehension?
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1. We Were Not Born to Read 

You have made it to the end of this lesson. Before you move on, we have learning-check questions for
you below. Feel free to take your time and scroll back up to review the information. 

Check Your Learning!

Our brains are ______________ hard-wired for reading.
______________  word recognition is a prerequisite for reading
comprehension.
If you need to devote attentional resources to slowly decode words,
you can't focus on ______________ 
Effortless and automatic word recognition can be achieved through
______________  instruction.

Fill in the blanks.

1.
2.

3.

4.

Automatic
Not
meaning and context
Explicit phonics

Answer 1. Not
2. Automatic
3. Meaning and context
4. Explicit phonics

Check your answers at the bottom.
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Word Recognition

2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition

Module Outline

1. We Were Not Born to Read 

2. The Reading Process and
Word Recognition

3. Components of Word
Recognition

4. Considerations for
Supporting MLs

5. Cross-Language Differences

6. Summing It up

In this lesson, you will be introduced to two widely recognized models which (1) help explain
the essential skills in reading comprehension and (2) show how word recognition fits into the
picture. You will also learn about the four processors involved in the word recognition
process.

Time estimate: 20-30 minutes

Overview
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In other words, written language is a code; letters and
letter patterns represent certain sounds, and such
mapping/associations are usually predictable.
Beginning readers need to learn to crack the code,
allowing them to read thousands of words. Martin
Kozloff, Professor of Education, says "When a child
learns the sounds of ten letters, they will be able to
read: 350 three-sound words, 4,320 four-sound words,
and 21,650 five-sound words."

In fact, decades of research tell us that explicit
instruction on letter-to-sound mapping (i.e., teaching
how to crack the code) will build a strong foundation
for literacy development for any learners. Non-explicit
approaches, such as teaching that promotes whole
word memorization or the utilization of the three-
cueing method for word identification, have been
discredited. Immersing MLs in literature and language-
rich environments alone is also not sufficient to teach
word recognition skills. Word recognition skills must be
directly and explicitly taught so that MLs can become
efficient in word reading.

2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition

Word recognition is the ability to transform print into spoken language. For both monolingual students
and MLs, being able to read words is a prerequisite for fluent reading comprehension. Though
enhancements are needed to provide support for MLs, they must learn the same foundational
knowledge and skills that any readers - including proficient English speakers - need (Goldenberg, 2020;
Lesaux et al., 2006). All students need to know how letters represent sounds and how speech sounds
map to letters within a rule-based system in the English language (review this lesson in Module 2).

Word Recognition and the Science of Reading

For educators with a strong background in the science of reading, what you already know will apply to
MLs. Below, we briefly introduce two simplified models that help explain the essential skills needed for
reading comprehension to show how word recognition fits in the picture.

When a child learns the
sounds of ten letters, they will

be able to read: 350 three-
sound words, 4,320 four-

sound words, and 21,650 five-
sound words.

Martin Kozloff
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2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition

The most effective way to help beginning
readers decode a tricky word is by prompting

them to think what word would fit in the
sentence and look at the picture.

TRUE FALSE TRUE

This method, known as three cueing, has been
discredited and is not an effective way for
beginning readers to learn how to decode

printed text.

MLs need the same type of foundational
literacy skills that any learners need.

FALSE

MLs need the same foundational literacy
knowledge that any beginning-level

learners need, such as understanding the
letter-sound relationships.

FALSE TRUE

The Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986, Hoover & Tunmer, 2018) is a widely used
theoretical framework that explains reading comprehension as the product of two independent sets of
skills- word recognition and language comprehension (generally considered to be related to oral
language proficiency). If either component is weak, reading comprehension is compromised. This theory
has stood the test of time and has been validated with decades of research with monolingual students
(e.g., Georgiou et al., 2009), which has also extended to research on second language (L2) learners (e.g.,
Goodwin et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2022). So, there is no doubt about the applicability of the simple view of
reading to the context of L2 reading. That is, word recognition skills and language comprehension
abilities are important predictors of reading comprehension for MLs as well.

The Simple View of Reading

Page  13  |   Word Recognition: Module Resources WWW . A L LOH I O L I T E R A C Y . O RG



Scarborough’s reading rope is a visual metaphor for the reading and language elements needed to
become a good reader. It illustrates the development of literacy components (represented by each
thread) that lead to skilled reading comprehension. The main strands, as seen below, are word
recognition and language comprehension, which are woven together.

Scarborough's Reading Rope

2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition

Scarborough, H. S. (2001). Connecting early language and literacy to later reading (dis)abilities: Evidence, theory, and
practice. In S. Neuman & D. Dickinson (Eds.), Handbook for research in early literacy (pp. 97-110). Guilford Press.

The practical application can look different for teaching MLs because more attention is needed to their
oral proficiency development (Goldenberg, 2020). MLs may not come to school with sufficient language
proficiency, which affects their reading proficiency. For instance, not knowing the vocabulary word being
read will have a negative impact on MLs' accurate and fluent word recognition. MLs will certainly benefit
from early literacy instruction that promotes efficient word recognition, but they will also need
opportunities to develop their language comprehension abilities (e.g., vocabulary, grammar), which
would “play a meaningful role collectively at earlier and later stages of L2 reading” (Lee et al., 2022, p.16).
We can also expect language proficiency to play an increasingly more important role as MLs’ word
recognition skills become automatic and start to engage in more complex reading and writing tasks in
later stages of reading development, which demand more language comprehension abilities. 

Page  14  |   Word Recognition: Module Resources WWW . A L LOH I O L I T E R A C Y . O RG

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JR7GbAHntQ4&t=10s


To summarize what the reading rope illustrates, decoding occurs when the reader knows the sounds and
sound units in spoken language and can connect them to written letters that represent those sounds.
The reader also needs vocabulary and background knowledge to access the meaning of the words
encountered in the text. With instruction and practice, most words become sight words, meaning they
can be recognized automatically and effortlessly. This ability allows the reader to read connected text
fluently while being able to strategically use other resources, such as grammar, background knowledge,
sentence structure, and discourse knowledge, to arrive at maximal comprehension. The more developed
these skills, the more tightly wound the rope, and the better a student comprehends the text. 

Keep in mind that, for MLs, the ease of developing word recognition can depend on many factors,
including the similarities between their first language and English, their literacy proficiency in their first
language, and when they begin to receive instruction in English.

Reflection

Based on what you have read about subskills of reading so far, what was already known to you and
what was surprising to you? 

2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition
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2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition

The four-part processing model (Seidenberg & McClelland, 1989) illustrates what the brain must do to
recognize and read words. The four parts are the phonological, orthographic, meaning, and context
processors. In the left hemisphere of the brain, there are different areas in which these four processors
undertake different types of language work to decode unfamiliar words. Establishing letter-sound
connections is critical when first learning to read. The orthographic and phonological processors work
together to develop these connections. Let's learn about each processor's job below.

The Four-Part Processing Model

The orthographic processor receives visual input coming from text, processes
every letter, and recognizes the printed forms (e.g., letters, punctuation).

ORTHOGRAPHIC PROCESSOR

The phonological processor perceives, remembers, interprets, and produces
the speech sounds of language.

PHONOLOGICAL PROCESSOR

The meaning processor organizes and stores information about word meaning.
It communicates with the phonological and orthographic processors.

MEANING PROCESSOR

The context processor functions as support for the meaning processor and
provides additional information to help figure out what the word means. 

CONTEXT PROCESSOR

Let's pause for a moment to check
your understanding of the literacy
components that skilled readers
need to have. As you remember from
Scarborough's reading rope, the
main strands are word recognition
and language comprehension. 

What are the subcomponents under
word recognition and language
comprehension?

Word Recognition Language Comprehension
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"Let's look at
the table that

summarizes the
results."

/t/-/ā/-/b/-/l/ table
Phonics

Context
Processor

Meaning
Processor

Orthographic
Processor

Phonological
Processor

2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition

Bo
tt

om
-u

p 
pr

oc
es

s

Seidenburg & McClelland (1989)

Take, for example, the word 'table.' During the reading process, we recognize the word form table
through the orthographic processor and activate the phonological processor to associate the letters
(graphemes) with the sounds (phonemes) to decode the word - /t/- /ā/-/b/-/l/. Visual and auditory
information about table is communicated to the meaning processor to retrieve the meaning. The
meaning of the word can be confirmed by the context as needed ("Let's look at the table that summarizes
the results."). Note that our brain first looks at all of the letters within the word (we, as fluent readers,
just don't realize this because it happens automatically and so rapidly), and then we utilize meaning and
context to understand what the word means. This process is the same for all learners - MLs and
monolinguals alike. Explicit phonics instruction will strengthen the phoneme-grapheme connections,
which is particularly important for MLs who may not have received as much exposure to print in English
as L1 English speakers. See below for a visual representation of how the word 'table' is processed.
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2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition

What does the reading process illustrated by the four-part processing model mean for teaching MLs who
are just beginning to learn to read or are struggling with recognizing words? Listen to Michelle Elia, Ohio
Literacy Lead, explain how to use this model to strengthen your instruction. Consider the following
question while listening: How might you help MLs (any learners for that matter) strengthen each of the
four processing systems? 

Reflection

What are 3 things that you can do to provide practice opportunities to help MLs strengthen their
orthographic and phonological processors?
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2. The Reading Process and Word Recognition

You have made it to the end of the lesson. Before you move on, we have learning-check questions for
you below. Feel free to take your time and scroll back up to review the information.

Check Your Learning!

1. What is TRUE about the simple view of reading?

A. It is applicable for all learners, including monolingual and multilingual learners.
B. It puts more emphasis on word recognition and phonics than the comprehension aspect.
C. It puts more emphasis on language comprehension than word recognition.

Answer 1. A
2. A
3. C
4. C
5. B

2. According to Scarborough's reading rope, which one is NOT a subskill of word recognition?

A. Vocabulary
B. Phonological awareness
C. Decoding

3. Readers become more _______ in their reading as they strengthen their word recognition skills.

A. Interested
B. Strategic
C. Automatic

4. To recognize words as meaningful entities, there must be communication among the________.

A. Phonics, phonemic awareness, and decoding
B. Decoding, sight recognition, and phonological awareness
C. Phonological, orthographic, and meaning processors

5. What is an effective way to help beginning readers decode unfamiliar words?

A. Teaching them to look at the sentence structure and pictures to guess the word
B. Teaching phoneme-grapheme correspondences
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Word Recognition

3. Components of Word Recognition

Module Outline

1. We Were Not Born to Read 

2. The Reading Process and
Word Recognition

3. Components of Word
Recognition

4. Considerations for
Supporting MLs

5. Cross-Language Differences

6. Summing It up

In the previous lesson, we discussed reading models to illustrate what subskills are needed
for skilled reading comprehension and how word recognition fits into that picture. In this
lesson, we will dive into the three components of word recognition: phonological awareness,
decoding, and sight recognition. 

Time estimate: 20-30 minutes

Overview

Page  20  |   Word Recognition: Module Resources W W W . A L L O H I O L I T E R A C Y . O R G



Hiro is aware of the sound
patterns in the Japanese

language, his L1. This
phonological awareness built
through L1 experience allows
him to become acutely aware
of English sound patterns that

don't exist in his L1. For
example, he knows that you

can say three consonant
sounds in a row in English, like

/s/-/p/-/l/ in splash and
/s/-/k/-/r/ in scream, without
adding a vowel after each
consonant, which never

happens in Japanese words!

Ayan's dad heard that showing
words on flashcards over and

over helps a child learn to
read. But showing whole

words on flashcards doesn't
help Ayan understand that
spoken words are made of
individual sounds. Ayan's

teacher asked him to say the
individual sounds of the word

'pet.' Ayan thought, 'What
individual sounds?' He didn't
know what to do, so he said

"umm, woof?"

Through phonics instruction,
Julian is learning that, unlike

French, the letter h is not silent
in English. His teacher knew

that French speakers often skip
the /h/ sound, so he made

Julian sigh as loudly as possible
to exaggerate the /h/ sound in

Hi and Hello. Julian thought
that was so much fun! Now,

every time Julian sees the letter
h in words like hide and honey,
he tries to pass air through the

mouth.  

3. Components of Word Recognition

The three components of word recognition, as shown in Scarborough's reading rope, include
phonological awareness, decoding, and sight recognition. Let's discuss these components one by one. 

The Three Components of Word Recognition

There are three terms that are related and are often confused with each other: phonological awareness,
phonemic awareness, and phonics. Let's make sure we are on the same page. Flip the cards below to
check the definitions. 

Phonological Awareness

Phonological Awareness
The ability to recognize and

work with the units of
spoken language, including
whole words, word parts,
syllables, and phonemes

 

Phonemic Awareness
The ability to recognize and

manipulate individual
phonemes in spoken words;

it falls under phonological
awareness 

Phonics
The systematic relationship
between sounds and letters

that assists readers in
decoding written words;
Often used to refer to a

method used for teaching
students letter-sound

relationships
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3. Components of Word Recognition

Notice that phonological awareness and phonemic awareness deal with spoken language whereas
phonics involves linking written language to the corresponding sounds. Under the umbrella of
phonological awareness, phonemic awareness is a complex skill with the strongest connection to
improving reading proficiency. It allows a beginning reader to sound out a word after identifying its
sounds (through phonics instruction). For example, after learning the /k/, /a/, and /t/ sounds, they will be
able to use the phonemic skill of blending them to sound out the word cat. MLs must become familiar
with English speech sounds through ample exposure to oral language to develop phonological
awareness. Do note, however, that different languages often do not have the same exact phonological
sound bases. As such, it is more challenging for MLs to hear and produce sounds that do not exist in
their L1.

Rewatch the two videos we showed in Module 2. Other than the ones we have already pointed out in
that lesson (i.e., the letter g, the sound /th/ and /h/), what else do you think could be potential sources
of confusion for Japanese and French speakers learning to read in English? Write them down on a piece
of paper and share them with colleagues to see if you agree with each other and if there are other
speech sounds or spelling patterns that you hadn't thought of.

the letter 'g' in 'refrigerator' is causing
confusion for people
the sound /th/ is difficult for Japanese
speakers to produce

1.

2.

the sound /th/ is difficult for French
speakers to produce 
some read 'hedgehog' as 'a jog' or
'edgehog' ('h' is silent)

1.

2.

As you watch the video below, notice: As you watch the video below, notice:

Click here Click here
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Reflection

Knowing the potential difficulties that Japanese-speaking and French-speaking students might
experience, how would you address those challenges in your class? Jot down your thoughts and share
with your colleagues.

Decoding refers to the ability to apply the knowledge of letter-sound associations when sounding out
written words. MLs (and all learners) first must understand the alphabetic principle, which is knowing
that letters and letter patterns are codes that represent the sounds of our spoken language. As MLs
become more and more proficient in their knowledge of English speech sounds, sound patterns, and
spellings, they will be able to apply that knowledge to sound out written words. This decoding process
can be broken down to three steps:

Decoding

Looking at the letters in a word1

Connecting the letters to sounds2

Blending the sounds together3

'These are letters c, a, and t.'

'c has the sound /k/, a sounds like /a/ and t
sounds like /t/.'

'Together, it is /k/-/a/-/t/, /KAT/!'

3. Components of Word Recognition
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These three steps can be taught and supported through phonics instruction as it teaches students "the
relationship between letters and letter combinations in written language and the individual sounds in
spoken language and how to use these relationships to read and spell words" (Honig et al., 2018, p.170).
Phonics instruction is helpful for all students and critical for many, such as students with dyslexia and
MLs (ILA, 2019, IDA, 2019). It also reinforces students' understanding of the alphabetic principle, which
paves the way to learn to read. 

The National Reading Panel (2000) and reading researchers have emphasized that phonics instruction
should be conducted explicitly and systematically. What do these two words mean to you? 

3. Components of Word Recognition

Phonics should be taught systematically.
 

Instruction should be guided by a logical
sequence that introduces new skills while

building on existing skills with tasks arranged
from simple to more complex.

In the previous lesson, we mentioned that word recognition is a prerequisite for fluent reading
comprehension and that it needs to become effortless and automatized through practice. It is crucial to
solidify MLs' decoding skills, given their myriad of comprehension challenges. MLs who have to devote
much brain power to decoding will not have as much cognitive capacity to work through higher-level
comprehension difficulties, such as inferencing, drawing meaningful conclusions, and finding
takeaways. Systematic and explicit phonics instruction is how we can set MLs up for literacy success and
remove one barrier to proficient reading comprehension (e.g., poor decoding skills). Through a
systematic and explicit phonics approach, we can help MLs build automaticity at the word level so that
they have cognitive resources to think about meaning. That brings us to sight recognition.

Phonics should be taught explicitly.
 

Concepts should be clearly explained and
skills should be taught directly with clear

modeling so that less guesswork is needed on
the part of learners.
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3. Components of Word Recognition

The last strand in the word recognition domain in the reading rope is sight recognition of familiar words.
It refers to the ability to recognize words automatically when seen without sounding them out or
guessing because the orthographic (i.e., spelling), phonological (i.e., pronunciation), and meaning
information of the word is stored in long-term memory (Kilpatrick, 2016). Note that a sight word in the
science of reading (though many definitions exist in education referring to something different) has
nothing to do with its phonetic regularity or frequency. It has everything to do with the word being
instantly and effortlessly recognized; any word that can be read from memory is a sight word.

Sight recognition is the ultimate goal in the lower section of the reading rope. We want our students to
move from sound-by-sound decoding to automatic, effortless recognition. This process is called
orthographic mapping. Orthographic mapping occurs when readers map the sounds of a word to their
printed form. The connected letters, sounds, as well as meaning of the word are then stored in long-
term memory, which is when the word becomes a sight word. Once a word becomes a sight word, it is
impossible for the brain not to read it and think of its meaning. 

Because orthographic mapping requires proficient phonemic awareness skills and letter-sound
knowledge, explicit phonics instruction must be provided early and intensively so MLs can master the
foundational skills needed for fluent reading. Also, it is crucial to ensure that MLs understand the
meanings of the words encountered during word reading instruction. Explicit teaching of vocabulary
words, their meanings, and pronunciation are key components of foundational/early literacy instruction
for MLs (August & Shanahan, 2006; Gibbons, 2002). We'll discuss this more in the next lesson.

Sight Recognition

"Let's look at
the table that

summarizes the
results."

/t/-/ā/-/b/-/l/ table
Phonics

Context
Processor

Meaning
Processor

Orthographic
Processor

Phonological
Processor

Bo
tt

om
-u

p 
pr

oc
es

s
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3. Components of Word Recognition

Watch the video to learn more about how we develop sight vocabulary. And then, answer the
Reflection question below.

Reflection

Recall Ayan who has not yet developed phonemic awareness and his dad who uses flashcards at home
to help him learn to read. After watching the video above and based on what you have learned thus far,
what are some recommendations you can make to Ayan's dad? 
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3. Components of Word Recognition

You have made it to the end of the lesson. Before you move on, we have learning-check questions for
you below. Feel free to take your time and scroll back up to review the information.

Check Your Learning!

Down
1. The ______ process involves
recognizing the letter forms,
connecting the letters to sounds,
and blending the sounds together.

2. The ability to recognize and
manipulate individual sounds in
spoken words: ______ awareness

4. Students must understand the
_____ principle, which is knowing
sounds of spoken language are
represented by letters.

Across
3. Any word that is instantly and
effortlessly recognized is called a
_____ word.

5. The process of mapping the
sounds of words to the printed form
of the word is called ______ mapping.

6. ________ instruction teaches
students the letter-sound
relationships.

Answer Across
3. sight
5. orthographic
6. phonics

Down
3. decoding
5. phonemic
6. alphabetic
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Word Recognition

4. Considerations for Supporting MLs

Module Outline

1. We Were Not Born to Read 

2. The Reading Process and
Word Recognition

3. Components of Word
Recognition

4. Considerations for
Supporting MLs

5. Cross-Language Differences

6. Summing It up

This lesson discusses foundational literacy instruction that provides learning benefits for all
beginning learners. It highlights some modifications that can be made to instruction to
accommodate beginning-level MLs learning to read English while learning the English
language.

Time estimate: 15-25 minutes

Overview
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Develop awareness of the segments of sound in speech and how they link to letters
Teach students to decode words, analyze word parts, and write and recognize words

The National Reading Panel (2000) identified five critical components in literacy instruction: phonemic
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and reading comprehension. Explicit instruction in these
literacy components provides learning benefits for MLs in grades Pre-K to 5 (The National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017). Phonemic awareness and phonics are of particular
relevance to this module’s topic, and it is these two key components that some of the recommendations
from the What Works Clearinghouse Practice Guide (Foorman et al., 2016) center around:

As you recall, phonemic awareness and phonics are related but are not the same thing. Connect the two
on the left to the definition on the right.

Phonemic Awareness and Phonics

Students need to have phonemic awareness to benefit from phonics instruction. Without the ability to
recognize, distinguish, and work with the phonemes of spoken language, it is difficult to understand
how the phonemes (sounds) map onto graphemes (letters) when students see written language
(National Institute for Literacy, 2006). Note that phonemic awareness instruction should include letters
and phonic elements so that students can see the visual representations of the sounds (learn more
about it here). Below, you can find six tasks that can be used to assess and help build students’
phonemic awareness:

The understanding that separable sounds of spoken
language work together to make words

The systematic relationship between sounds and
letters that assists readers in decoding written words

4. Considerations for Supporting MLs

Phonics
 

 
Phonemic awareness

Phoneme Isolation
Recognizing individual 

sounds in words

What is the first
sound in bat?

Phoneme Addition
Adding phonemes to a given
word to produce a new word

What happens if
we add /t/ after

car?

Phoneme Substitution
Replacing one phoneme with
another to make a new word

What word do we
have when we take

away /f/ from fox and
replace it with /b/?

Phoneme Blending
Combining a sequence of
phonemes to form a word

What word is 
/k/-/a/-/r/-/t/?

Phoneme Segmentation
Breaking a word into

phonemes by counting

What small
sounds do you

hear inside bat?

Phoneme Deletion
Recognizing the parts of a word

after removing a phoneme

What is bat
without /b/?
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In the previous lesson, we mentioned that systematic instruction means introducing new skills while
building on existing skills with tasks arranged from simple to more complex. Examine the six phoneme-
awareness activities one more time and determine the order in which you would introduce these
activities to take a systematic approach to phoneme-awareness instruction. After that, watch the video
to learn about the recommended order of the activities suggested by Really Great Reading.

Learning phonics means learning the systematic relationships between letters and sounds. With an
understanding of the alphabetic principle, students learn that the written form 'm' has the corresponding
sound of ‘mmm.’ As students progress, phonics knowledge also involves learning more complex spelling
patterns. Phonics, therefore, is a key to translating oral language into print (Moats, 2020), without which
there is no access to texts and information on the other side of the doorway. Of course, phonics isn’t the
goal of reading. But it is a critical tool that helps our students tackle unknown texts.

Below are the essential components of effective phonics instruction recommended by the National
Institute for Literacy (2006):

4. Considerations for Supporting MLs

Teaching how to relate letters and sounds, how to break spoken words into sounds, and how
to blend sounds to form words
Explaining the purpose of understanding the relationships between letters and sounds
Applying knowledge of the sound-letter relationships to reading (words, sentences, longer
texts) and writing
Adapting to students’ needs based on assessment
Providing instruction that includes alphabetic knowledge, phonemic awareness, vocabulary
development, reading connected texts, and systematic phonics instruction

The What of Phonics and Word Recognition
The How of Phonics and Word Recognition

The general principles of effective phonics instruction apply to teaching phonics to MLs. Explicit and
systematic phonics instruction in learning to read benefits all learners (Gambrell et al., 2007; Goldenberg,
2020). To learn more about phonics instruction, please see our ALLOhio phonics modules.
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For both MLs and non-MLs, their reading performance in 2nd grade can be predicted by the same
phonological and alphabetical skills in kindergarten. Emergent bilingual students, even without greater
oral proficiency, have been shown to catch up on word-level decoding by 2nd grade, which indicates
that foundational literacy instruction should begin early (Lesaux & Siegel, 2003). But there are
considerations for MLs as they bring a unique set of needs to the classroom. 

Considerations for MLs in Phonics Instruction

Anahi is from Mexico. She can
read and write in Spanish. During
her phonics lesson today, she was
confused when she saw the words
'base' and 'vase'. To Anahi, /b/ and
/v/ are the same; you put your lips
together to make the sound! But
her teacher is doing something

else with her mouth to sound out
/v/, and Anahi can’t quite catch it
because it goes too fast for her.
When Anahi said /b/ - /ā/ - /s/ to
read the word vase, her teacher
kept saying ‘Try again.’ But why?

 

Reflection

How is Rachel different from Sadiya and Anahi? What would you do to modify your phonics instruction
for MLs like Sadiya and Anahi? 

Rachel just started kindergarten.
Rachel can perceive most sounds

of English and knows that changes
in sound mean changes in the

meaning. For example, she knows
that adding the /s/ sound to the

word 'pen' alters its meaning. She
also understands that /s/ can be a
morpheme which, when added to
the end of certain words, signals

that there are more than one (i.e.,
plural). Rachel has several

thousand words in her vocabulary.

Sadiya is a newcomer who has just
started kindergarten. Sadiya speaks
Arabic at home. She knows a couple
hundred words in English. She feels
like everyone speaks so fast around

her, and all English words sound very
long because she doesn’t always
know where the boundaries for
words are. She started phonics

instruction at school, but more than
half of the words they used during

the lesson were unknown to her. The
sounds and letters she is learning are
just not sticking because she doesn’t

know what the words mean.

4. Considerations for Supporting MLs
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To Sadiya, phonics instruction can feel like an abstract and rote task because she can’t connect the
words she’s manipulating to meaningful concepts. But we don’t want Sadiya to think that reading is
just sounding out words! When we deliver phonemic-awareness or phonics lessons, we want to
make sure it is done with words and texts that are meaningful to our MLs. Helman et al. (2012)
suggest the following:

Rachel represents a typical American kindergartner who has received sustained exposure to English for
about 5 years. Native English-speaking children with no learning disability usually gain these skills and
knowledge by the time they start formal reading instruction, which sets them up nicely for phonemic-
awareness and phonics instruction. 

Knowing how to crack the written code of English is critical for all learners. However, learning to read
builds on the learner’s capacity to understand and produce spoken language. In this regard, there is a
big difference between MLs and their non-ML peers: MLs do not always have years of sustained
exposure to spoken English by the time they start formal reading instruction. And learning to read in a
language they are not proficient in or know little about presents multiple challenges. Are we aware of
the differences and mindful of what we present in phonics lessons and how we deliver instruction? 

4. Considerations for Supporting MLs

Students read the pictures and words before a lesson
They set aside unknown words or pictures
A few words and pictures can be pre-taught
Teachers use visual aids or actions to illustrate the vocabulary of unknown phonics words
Sorts or lessons are discussed to give students practice hearing and using the words in context

In our last module, we mentioned that there are some English speech sounds that don’t exist in
other languages. We also noted that some letters written the same way could have a different
sound in other languages (‘h’ in French is silent, ‘v’ in Spanish is pronounced as /b/). To help
students like Anahi understand the sound-letter relationships in English, Colorin Colorado makes
the following suggestions:

Once explicit instruction has begun, make modifications to allow for more practice with
sounds that can potentially cause confusion.
Provide additional work on English phonemes that are not present in the student’s L1 and
focus on differences between that language and English if the student is literate in their L1
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Here’s a question: When you were learning a foreign language, what helped you understand what you
were learning or what you were supposed to do with the assignment in class? An interpreter, perhaps? A
visual aid?

Phonics instruction should be explicit; that is, concepts should be clearly explained and skills should be
taught directly with clear modeling so that learners need less guesswork. Remember that beginning-
level MLs are not only learning how to connect letters to sounds but also trying to understand what is
being communicated to them and what is being asked of them to complete class activities. Even when
MLs understand the content, they might still be doing a lot of guesswork if they don’t understand
instructional language. How might we make our instruction as straightforward and clear as possible to
minimize the guesswork for MLs?

It comes down to ‘show not tell‘ as you can see from the recommendations on the right-hand side, some
of which will look familiar from the scaffolding strategies introduced in Module 2. In fact, it is
indispensable that MLs be able to see or hear what the end product as well as a developing product
look like when a new task is introduced. There are different ways to scaffold instruction, but modeling
the task and demonstrating the specific steps involved are especially salient instructional strategies
(Walqui, 2006).

Teaching Is Not Telling

4. Considerations for Supporting MLs

Model activities to show students your expectations.
Bring in real objects and activities to help demonstrate the context of skill-based lessons.
Modify your language so that it is streamlined and simple. 
Have visual support materials readily available for student reference.

Reflection

You have learned about some modifications you can make to phonics lessons and explicit instructional
strategies in this lesson. If you were to prepare a 10-minute phonics lesson to teach short and long
vowels (e.g., ship vs sheep), which recommended practices would you incorporate into your lesson
preparation and teaching to provide support for your MLs?
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4. Considerations for Supporting MLs

You have made it to the end of the lesson. Before you move on, we have learning-check questions for
you below. Feel free to take your time and scroll back up to review the information.

Check Your Learning!

1. What is TRUE about foundational literacy skill development? Choose the best answer.

A. Building vocabulary knowledge is a key to translating oral language into print.
B. Learning to read builds on the learner's capacity to understand and produce oral language.
C. Phonics is the goal of reading.

Answer 1. B
2. C
3. C
4. C
5. C

2. What is an example of a phoneme deletion task? Choose the best answer.

A. "How many individual sounds are in the word bat?"
B. "What is the sound that appears in all of these words, bat, bean, and box?"
C. "What is bat without /b/?"

3. What is the recommended practice for phonics instruction? Choose the best answer.

A. Incorporating vocabulary teaching into phonics instruction
B. Teaching how to relate letters and sounds, break spoken words into sounds, and blend the sounds
C. Both

4. How do we ensure that phonics activities don't feel like rote tasks? Choose the best answer.

A. Finding out what phonics words are known and unknown to MLs
B. Providing MLs opportunities to practice using the phonics words in context
C. Both

5. Which instructional strategy can make our phonics instruction explicit? Choose the best answer.

A. Modeling the task to help MLs see and hear the end product.
B. Having visual support materials available for MLs to see at all times
C. Both
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Word Recognition

4. Cross-Language Differences

Module Outline

1. We Were Not Born to Read 

2. The Reading Process and
Word Recognition

3. Components of Word
Recognition

4. Considerations for
Supporting MLs

5. Cross-Language Differences

6. Summing It up

“When teachers recognize that a particular error is a result of a student correctly applying the
rules of Spanish, they can work with the student to identify differences between the two language
systems and thereby build on the student’s existing repertoire of literacy skill” (Honig et al., 2018,
p.60).

Time estimate: 20-30 minutes

Overview
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5. Cross-Language Differences

Before we dive in, answer the questions below to see if you are familiar with some features of different
languages. Are the following statements ture or false? Check the answers at the bottom.

What Do Your MLs already Know about Language?

Chinese is an
alphabetic

language like
English.

Arabic is read and
written from right

to left unlike
English and

Spanish.

In Somali, vowels
have a one-to-one
relationship to their

corresponding
sounds, unlike

English.

There is space
between words in

Thai, just like
English.

There are numerous differences between
English and your MLs’ L1s, which can be
sources of confusion for them as they start
phonemic awareness and phonics
instruction. But you can learn about your
MLs’ language and literacy strengths and
investigate the relationships between oral
and written characteristics of their L1 and
English. You can gather information on the
right-hand side through a language usage
survey and/or informal observations. With
this information, you will be better
equipped to help your MLs transfer what
they already know to learning the code of
the English language. Can you think of
other items to add to the list?

First language
What's your ML's first/home language?

Oral proficiency
What's your ML's oral proficiency like in English and L1?

L1 writing sample
Collect your ML's writing sample in L1 and seek out a
community liaison at the school or community member
who speaks the same language

Characteristics of L1
Is it alphabetic? What is the reading/writing direction? Is
it Latin-based?

Habits
Observe the student's language and literacy habits
during the first few weeks at school

Chinese is NOT an
alphabetic language.
It has characters that
represent syllables or

the entire units of
meaning. 

 
 
 

Arabic is read and
written from right

to left.
 
 
 

There is a one-to-
one relationship
between vowels

and the sounds in
Somali. 

 
 
 

In Thai, words are
written without

any space in
between.
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Read about what Ms. Storie did to accommodate a newcomer from China, Hui.

Ms. Storie teaches first grade ELA and social studies. She sees her MLs' home language and literacy
strengths as a foundation to build on. She knows that the first step is to know what those existing
skills are. This week, she got a new student from China, Hui.

Ms. Storie chatted with Hui in English to estimate his oral proficiency. After she confirmed that Hui
speaks Mandarin as his L1 and at home, she wanted to gauge his L1 proficiency. She asked the
community liaison who speaks Mandarin at the school for help and gave them a list of questions to
ask Hui.

Ms. Storie asked Hui to draw or write a short story using any English he knew or Mandarin. This way,
she can see what and to what degree the student knows about the written code, which helps her plan
her phonics lesson.

She also asked Hui to write what he did this week and how it was in Mandarin to get his L1 writing
sample. she then got help from the community liaison again to understand Hui's literacy strengths.
Ms. Storie now wants to learn about the Mandarin writing and phonology system to help Hui better.

Ms. Storie enjoys learning about differences across languages and making connections with her
students to facilitate their foundational skills development. Most of all, she enjoys learning about her
students' strengths and language learning experiences. This year is going to be great for Hui! 

'Does Hui understand that English alphabet letters represent sounds from his
Mandarin learning experience? Oh wait, Mandarin is not an alphabetic language! Hui
needs to understand this difference first.'

'What are some sounds that would be difficult for Hui? Oh, Mandarin has no
difference in vowel length. That means our next short and long vowel lesson can be
challenging for Hui. I should spend enough time to help him distinguish between ship
and sheep.'

Reflection

What information did Ms. Storie collect to understand Hui’s language and literacy background as well as
strengths? What other information would you collect and why?

5. Cross-Language Differences
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MLs’ L1 literacy skills and knowledge are a strong foundation on which they can grow their L2 literacy.
Literate Spanish-speaking MLs, for example, understand that spoken language can be broken into
individual sounds represented by letters and that the sounds are blended and combined to create
meaningful units. Also, there are often a number of phonic elements shared across languages, which
MLs can draw upon when learning English phonics. The bilabial sounds (using both lips) such as /m/ and
/b/ usually exist across languages (Fun fact: most words for ‘mama’ across languages either start with or
have the /m/ sound!).

Building on MLs’ Existing Repertoire of Literacy Skills

On the other hand, MLs are doing double duty; they are learning oral language and mastering the written
code of English simultaneously. In addition, many features in MLs’ L1 phonology and orthography
systems are different from those in the English language, which may cause difficulties for MLs when
transitioning to reading in English. Recall Anahi from Mexico who made an error with the /v/ sound. In
Spanish, the letters b and v represent the same sound /b/, and that’s why Anahi was confused! This is an
example of L1 transfer in which the replication of L1 rules to another language occurs.

Understanding the phonological and/or orthographical differences between English and MLs’ L1 can help
us assess and modify phonics instructional procedures in the light of what errors and difficulties can be
expected and what needs more attention. In turn, we can help MLs use what they already know in
expanding their repertoire of literacy skills and proactively address potential linguistic challenges. 

When teachers recognize that a particular error is a result of a student correctly applying the rules of
Spanish, they can work with the student to identify differences between the two language systems and
thereby build on the student's existing repertoire of literacy skills.

Honig et al. (2018, p.60)

5. Cross-Language Differences
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Three of the large ML subgroups in Ohio speak Spanish, Chinese, and Arabic as their first language. We
have put together resources that can help you understand where L1 transfer – positive or negative –
might occur for your Spanish-, Chinese-, and Arabic-speaking MLs in learning English phonics. Below, we
present three pairs of phoneme comparison charts: English-Chinese, English-Spanish, and English-Arabic.
In the charts, you will see the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) which is used to notate the sounds of
any languages. But don’t worry! The IPA knowledge isn’t necessary at all to interpret the chart. In the far
right column in the chart, you will see which English consonant and vowel sounds are familiar and
unfamiliar to Spanish, Chinese, and Arabic speakers.

Hola! Nihao! Salam!

Hola 你好 سالم

 
Ni hao

Salam

See the phoneme comparison chart below and discover some L1 transfer examples with Ms. Storie.

English and Spanish

Because "j", "ge", "gi" in English are
pronounced as /h/ in Spanish,
Spanish speakers might read

"jump" as "hump" or spell "help" as
"jelp" or "gelp".

The /l/ sound is the same in English
and Spanish. But the spelling

pattern "ll" equates to the sound /y/
in Spanish. So, Spanish speakers

might read "llama" as "yama."

Spanish speakers pronounce "v" as
/b/. The Spanish words "baca" and
"vaca" have the same initial sound.
Spanish speakers might read the

English word "very" as "bery."
The /th/ sound as in "think" does not exist in
Spanish. Spanish speakers tend to substitute
it with /s/, /f/, or /t/.  They might read "think"

as "tink", "fink", or "sink." 

The short /i/ sound as in "if" does not exist in
Spanish. Spanish speakers tend to approximate

this sound using the long /i/ sound. For
example, they might read "bin" as "bean."

Spanish does not contain long
vowel sounds like English. So,
Spanish speakers might read
"beat" using two short vowel

sounds that they know in Spanish,
such as "beh" + "at."

The voiced /th/ sound as in "then" does not
exist in Spanish. Spanish speakers tend to

substitute it with /z/ or /d/. For example, they
might read "then" as "zen" or "den."

5. Cross-Language Differences
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 IPA Graphemes Examples In Spanish?

1 b b, bb bug, bubble  

2 d d, dd, ed dad, add, played  

3 f f, ff, ph, gh, lf, ft fat, cliff, phone, enough, half, often  

4 g g, gg, gh,gu,gue gun, egg, ghost, guest, league  

5 h h, wh hop, who  

6 dʒ j, ge, g, dge, di, gg jam, wage, giraffe, edge, soldier, exaggerate  

7 k
k, c, ch, cc, lk, qu

  ,q(u), ck, x
kit, cat, Chris, accent, folk, bouquet, 

queen, rack, box
 

8 l l, ll live, well  

9 m m, mm, mb, mn, lm man, summer, comb, column, palm  

10 n n, nn,kn, gn, pn, mn net, funny, know, gnat, pneumonic, mnemonic  

11 p p, pp pin, puppy  

12 r r, rr, wr, rh run, carrot, wrench, rhyme  

13 s s, ss, c, sc, ps, st, ce, se sit, less, circle, scene, psycho, listen, pace, course  

14 t t, tt, th, ed tip, matter, Thomas, ripped  

15 v v, f, ph, ve vine, of, Stephen, five  

16 w w, wh, u, o wit, why, quick, choir  

17 z z, zz, s, ss, x, ze, se zoo, buzz, his, scissors, xylophone, craze  

18 ʒ s, si, z treasure, division, azure  

19 tʃ ch, tch, tu, te chip, watch, future, righteous  

20 ʃ sh, ce, ci, si, ch,
  sci, ti

ship, ocean, special, tension, machine, 
conscience, station

 

21 θ th thin  

22 ð th leather  

23 ŋ ng, n, ngue ring, pink, tongue  

24 j y, i, j you, onion, hallelujah  
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English-Spanish Comparison

The English language has about 44 unique sounds that fall into two categories: consonants and
vowels. The sounds you see on this page are 24 consonant sounds. The vowel sounds are listed on
the next page. Which English consonant sounds are (un)familiar to Spanish speakers?

This sound is familiar to Spanish speakers! (The way the sound is written might be different)
This sound is unfamiliar to Spanish speakers. 

1



 IPA Graphemes Examples In Spanish?

25 æ a, ai, au cat, plaid, laugh  

26 eɪ a, ai, eigh, aigh, ay,
  er, et, ei, au, a_e, ea, ey

bacon, maid, weigh, straight, pay, foyer, filet, 
veil, gauge, mate, break, they

 

27 e
e, ea, u, ie, ai, a, eo,

  ei, ae
end, bread, bury, friend, said, many, leopard,

heifer, aesthetic
 

28 i:
e, ee, ea, y, ey, oe,

  ie, i, ei, eo, ay
be, bee, meat, lady, key, phoenix, grief, ski, 

deceive, people, quay
 

29 ɪ i, e, o, u, ui, y, ie it, England, women, busy, build, gym, sieve  

30 aɪ i, y, igh, ie, uy, ye,
  ai, is, eigh, i_e

spider, sky, night, pie, guy, stye, aisle, island,
height, kite

 

31 ɒ a, ho, au, aw, ough swan, honest, maul, slaw, fought  

32 oʊ o, oa, o_e, oe, ow,
  ough, eau, oo, ew

open, moat, bone, toe, sow, dough, 
beau, brooch, sew

 

33 ʊ o, oo, u,ou wolf, look, bush, would  

34 ʌ u, o, oo, ou lug, monkey, blood, double  

35 u:
o, oo, ew, ue, u_e, oe,

  ough, ui, oew, ou
who, loon, dew, blue, flute, shoe, through, 

fruit, manoeuver, group
 

36 ɔɪ oi, oy, uoy join, boy, buoy  

37 aʊ ow, ou, ough now, shout, bough  

38 ju eau, eu, ew, u beauty, feud, few, human  

39 eəʳ air, are, ear, ere, eir, ayer chair, dare, pear, where, their, prayer  

40 ɑ: a arm  

41 ɜ:ʳ ir, er, ur, ear, or, our bird, term, burn, pearl, word, journey  

42 ɔ: or, oar, oor, our horse, board, door, four  

43 ɪəʳ ear, eer, ere, ier ear, steer, here, tier  

44 ʊəʳ ure, our lure, tourist  
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This sound is familiar to Spanish speakers! (The way the sound is written might be different)
This sound is unfamiliar to Spanish speakers. 

2

Below are 20 English vowel sounds. Which English sounds are (un)familiar to Spanish speakers?

English-Spanish Comparison



When Chinese kids start formal Mandarin Chinese instruction in kindergarten in China, they must learn
Pinyin: the Romanization system used to transliterate Mandarin Chinese. That is, Pinyin is the Chinese
phonetic Latin-based alphabet that describes the sounds of Chinese characters. This means your
Mandarin-speaking MLs who attended kindergarten in China are already familiar with the shape of the
English alphabet letters, which is an advantage in foundational literacy instruction! However, Pinyin isn't
exactly identical to the English alphabet letters in terms of the sounds they represent. Some L1 transfer is
bound to happen as Chinese-speaking MLs will carry over those sounds they know from Pinyin to English. 

See the phoneme comparison chart below and discover some L1 transfer examples with Ms. Storie.

English and Chinese

In Chinese, there is no voiced /th/
sound as in 'those.' Chinese

speakers tend to approximate the
voiced /th/ sound with /d/ and might

read 'those' as 'dose.'

In Chinese, the /l/ sound appears only at the
beginning of words. So putting 'l' in the

middle or at the end of words, like 'told' and
'pool,' is a new concept. And they are hard for

Chinese speakers to sound out.

In Chinese, there is no /th/ sound as
in 'think.' Chinese speakers tend to
approximate that sound with /s/
and might read 'thigh' as 'sigh.'

In Chinese, there is no distinction between
short and long vowels. So Chinese-speaking

students find it difficult to distinguish
between 'ship' and 'sheep.' 

The /v/ sound does not exist in Chinese. Chinese
speakers tend to confuse the /v/ sound with

/w/ or /f/. For example, they might read 'vet' as
'wet' and confuse 'save' with 'safe.'

In Pinyin, the grapheme 'ei'
represents the sound /ei/ as in

'eight'. So Chinese-speaking
students might read 'height' as

'hate.'

There are 6 vowels in Chinese, each
representing only one sound. The fact

that many English graphemes
represent more than one sound is

confusing to Chinese speakers. 

See the phoneme comparison chart below and discover some L1 transfer examples with Ms. Storie.

English and Arabic

In Arabic, the /ch/ sound as in 'chip' is
not a distinct sound. They tend to
replace /ch/ with /sh/. For example,

they might read 'chip' as 'ship.'

In Arabic, words do not begin with
a consonant cluster (a group of
consonants with no vowel sound
in between, such as scream). So
Arabic speakers tend to add a
vowel to break up a consonant

cluster in English. They might read
'scream' as 'si-cream.'

Arabic has the long /i/ sound as in
'beat.' But there is no short /i/ as in

/bit/ or /e/ as in /bet/. It is difficult for
Arabic speakers to hear the

differences between beat, bit, and bet. 

In Arabic, the /v/ sound does not
exist. Arabic speakers tend to

replace /v/ with /f/. For example,
they might read 'vine' as 'fine.'

In Arabic, the /p/ sound does not exist.
Arabic speakers tend to replace /p/

with /b/. For example, they might read
'pin' as 'bin.'

5. Cross-Language Differences
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 IPA Graphemes Examples In Chinese?

1 b b, bb bug, bubble  

2 d d, dd, ed dad, add, played  

3 f f, ff, ph, gh, lf, ft fat, cliff, phone, enough, half, often  

4 g g, gg, gh,gu,gue gun, egg, ghost, guest, league  

5 h h, wh hop, who  

6 dʒ j, ge, g, dge, di, gg jam, wage, giraffe, edge, soldier, exaggerate  

7 k
k, c, ch, cc, lk, qu

  ,q(u), ck, x
kit, cat, Chris, accent, folk, bouquet, 

queen, rack, box
 

8 l l, ll live, well  

9 m m, mm, mb, mn, lm man, summer, comb, column, palm  

10 n n, nn,kn, gn, pn, mn net, funny, know, gnat, pneumonic, mnemonic  

11 p p, pp pin, puppy  

12 r r, rr, wr, rh run, carrot, wrench, rhyme  

13 s s, ss, c, sc, ps, st, ce, se sit, less, circle, scene, psycho, listen, pace, course  

14 t t, tt, th, ed tip, matter, Thomas, ripped  

15 v v, f, ph, ve vine, of, Stephen, five  

16 w w, wh, u, o wit, why, quick, choir  

17 z z, zz, s, ss, x, ze, se zoo, buzz, his, scissors, xylophone, craze  

18 ʒ s, si, z treasure, division, azure  

19 tʃ ch, tch, tu, te chip, watch, future, righteous  

20 ʃ sh, ce, ci, si, ch,
  sci, ti

ship, ocean, special, tension, machine, 
conscience, station

 

21 θ th thin  

22 ð th leather  

23 ŋ ng, n, ngue ring, pink, tongue  

24 j y, i, j you, onion, hallelujah  
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English-Chinese Comparison

The English language has about 44 unique sounds that fall into two categories: consonants and
vowels. The sounds you see on this page are 24 consonant sounds. The vowel sounds are listed on
the next page. Which English consonant sounds are (un)familiar to Chinese speakers?

This sound is familiar to Chinese speakers! 
This sound is unfamiliar to Chinese speakers. 

1



 IPA Graphemes Examples In Chinese?

25 æ a, ai, au cat, plaid, laugh  

26 eɪ a, ai, eigh, aigh, ay,
  er, et, ei, au, a_e, ea, ey

bacon, maid, weigh, straight, pay, foyer, filet, 
veil, gauge, mate, break, they

 

27 e
e, ea, u, ie, ai, a, eo,

  ei, ae
end, bread, bury, friend, said, many, leopard,

heifer, aesthetic
 

28 i:
e, ee, ea, y, ey, oe,

  ie, i, ei, eo, ay
be, bee, meat, lady, key, phoenix, grief, ski, 

deceive, people, quay
 

29 ɪ i, e, o, u, ui, y, ie it, England, women, busy, build, gym, sieve  

30 aɪ i, y, igh, ie, uy, ye,
  ai, is, eigh, i_e

spider, sky, night, pie, guy, stye, aisle, island,
height, kite

 

31 ɒ a, ho, au, aw, ough swan, honest, maul, slaw, fought  

32 oʊ o, oa, o_e, oe, ow,
  ough, eau, oo, ew

open, moat, bone, toe, sow, dough, 
beau, brooch, sew

 

33 ʊ o, oo, u,ou wolf, look, bush, would  

34 ʌ u, o, oo, ou lug, monkey, blood, double  

35 u:
o, oo, ew, ue, u_e, oe,

  ough, ui, oew, ou
who, loon, dew, blue, flute, shoe, through, 

fruit, manoeuver, group
 

36 ɔɪ oi, oy, uoy join, boy, buoy  

37 aʊ ow, ou, ough now, shout, bough  

38 ju eau, eu, ew, u beauty, feud, few, human  

39 eəʳ air, are, ear, ere, eir, ayer chair, dare, pear, where, their, prayer  

40 ɑ: a arm  

41 ɜ:ʳ ir, er, ur, ear, or, our bird, term, burn, pearl, word, journey  

42 ɔ: or, oar, oor, our horse, board, door, four  

43 ɪəʳ ear, eer, ere, ier ear, steer, here, tier  

44 ʊəʳ ure, our lure, tourist  

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

This sound is familiar to Chinese speakers! 
This sound is unfamiliar to Chinese speakers. 

2

Below are 20 English vowel sounds. Which English sounds are (un)familiar to Chinese speakers?

English-Chinese Comparison



 IPA Graphemes Examples In Arabic?

1 b b, bb bug, bubble  

2 d d, dd, ed dad, add, played  

3 f f, ff, ph, gh, lf, ft fat, cliff, phone, enough, half, often  

4 g g, gg, gh,gu,gue gun, egg, ghost, guest, league  

5 h h, wh hop, who  

6 dʒ j, ge, g, dge, di, gg jam, wage, giraffe, edge, soldier, exaggerate  

7 k
k, c, ch, cc, lk, qu

  ,q(u), ck, x
kit, cat, Chris, accent, folk, bouquet, 

queen, rack, box
 

8 l l, ll live, well  

9 m m, mm, mb, mn, lm man, summer, comb, column, palm  

10 n n, nn,kn, gn, pn, mn net, funny, know, gnat, pneumonic, mnemonic  

11 p p, pp pin, puppy  

12 r r, rr, wr, rh run, carrot, wrench, rhyme  

13 s s, ss, c, sc, ps, st, ce, se sit, less, circle, scene, psycho, listen, pace, course  

14 t t, tt, th, ed tip, matter, Thomas, ripped  

15 v v, f, ph, ve vine, of, Stephen, five  

16 w w, wh, u, o wit, why, quick, choir  

17 z z, zz, s, ss, x, ze, se zoo, buzz, his, scissors, xylophone, craze  

18 ʒ s, si, z treasure, division, azure  

19 tʃ ch, tch, tu, te chip, watch, future, righteous  

20 ʃ sh, ce, ci, si, ch,
  sci, ti

ship, ocean, special, tension, machine, 
conscience, station

 

21 θ th thin  

22 ð th leather  

23 ŋ ng, n, ngue ring, pink, tongue  

24 j y, i, j you, onion, hallelujah  
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English-Arabic Comparison

The English language has about 44 unique sounds that fall into two categories: consonants and
vowels. The sounds you see on this page are 24 consonant sounds. The vowel sounds are listed on
the next page. Which English consonant sounds are (un)familiar to Arabic speakers?

This sound is familiar to Arabic speakers! 
This sound is unfamiliar to Arabic speakers. 

1



 IPA Graphemes Examples In Arabic?

25 æ a, ai, au cat, plaid, laugh  

26 eɪ a, ai, eigh, aigh, ay,
  er, et, ei, au, a_e, ea, ey

bacon, maid, weigh, straight, pay, foyer, filet, 
veil, gauge, mate, break, they

 

27 e
e, ea, u, ie, ai, a, eo,

  ei, ae
end, bread, bury, friend, said, many, leopard,

heifer, aesthetic
 

28 i:
e, ee, ea, y, ey, oe,

  ie, i, ei, eo, ay
be, bee, meat, lady, key, phoenix, grief, ski, 

deceive, people, quay
 

29 ɪ i, e, o, u, ui, y, ie it, England, women, busy, build, gym, sieve  

30 aɪ i, y, igh, ie, uy, ye,
  ai, is, eigh, i_e

spider, sky, night, pie, guy, stye, aisle, island,
height, kite

 

31 ɒ a, ho, au, aw, ough swan, honest, maul, slaw, fought  

32 oʊ o, oa, o_e, oe, ow,
  ough, eau, oo, ew

open, moat, bone, toe, sow, dough, 
beau, brooch, sew

 

33 ʊ o, oo, u,ou wolf, look, bush, would  

34 ʌ u, o, oo, ou lug, monkey, blood, double  

35 u:
o, oo, ew, ue, u_e, oe,

  ough, ui, oew, ou
who, loon, dew, blue, flute, shoe, through, 

fruit, manoeuver, group
 

36 ɔɪ oi, oy, uoy join, boy, buoy  

37 aʊ ow, ou, ough now, shout, bough  

38 ju eau, eu, ew, u beauty, feud, few, human  

39 eəʳ air, are, ear, ere, eir, ayer chair, dare, pear, where, their, prayer  

40 ɑ: a arm  

41 ɜ:ʳ ir, er, ur, ear, or, our bird, term, burn, pearl, word, journey  

42 ɔ: or, oar, oor, our horse, board, door, four  

43 ɪəʳ ear, eer, ere, ier ear, steer, here, tier  

44 ʊəʳ ure, our lure, tourist  
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This sound is familiar to Arabic speakers!
This sound is unfamiliar to Arabic speakers. 

2

Below are 20 English vowel sounds. Which English sounds are (un)familiar to Arabic speakers?

English-Arabic Comparison



4. Cross-Language Differences

Go over the English phonemes with your MLs so that you and your MLs can discover together which
English speech sounds are familiar and unfamiliar to them. Both you and your student will realize that a
lot of English speech sounds exist in your MLs' home language. Use the handout below for this activity.
The chart there is a simplified version of what we presented above.

See the phoneme comparison chart below and discover some L1 transfer examples with Ms. Storie.

Activity

Page  47  |   Word Recognition: Module Resources WWW . A L LOH I O L I T E R A C Y . O RG



 IPA Graphemes Examples Home language?

1 b b, bb bug, bubble  

2 d d, dd, ed dad, add, played  

3 f f, ff fat, cliff  

4 g g, gg gun, egg  

5 h h, wh hop, who  

6 dʒ j, ge, g jam, page, giraffe  

7 k k, c kite, cat  

8 l l, ll live, well  

9 m m, mm man, summer  

10 n n, nn net, funny  

11 p p, pp pin, puppy  

12 r r, rr run, carrot  

13 s s, ss, c, ce, se sit, dress, circle, race, base  

14 t t, tt, ed top, hitter, walked  

15 v v, f vine, of  

16 w w, wh wet, why  

17 z z, zz zoo, buzz  

18 ʒ s, si treasure, vision  

19 tʃ ch, tch chip, watch  

20 ʃ sh, ci, si, ch, ti ship, special, tension, machine, station  

21 θ th think  

22 ð th they  

23 ŋ ng, n ring, pink  

24 j y, i you, onion  

How is English speech sounds similar to or
different from your home language?
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The English language has about 44 unique sounds that fall into two categories: consonants and
vowels. How are the consonant and vowel sounds of English similar to your home language? How
are they different? 

Put a check next to the sound that exists in your home language.
Put an exclamation point next to the sound that does not exist in your home language.

1



 IPA Graphemes Examples Home Language?
25 æ a cat, apple  

26 eɪ a, ai, ei, a_e, ea, ay, ey bacon, maid, weigh, mate, break, pay, they  

27 e e, ea, ai, a end, bread, said, many  

28 i: e, ee, ea, y, i be, bee, meat, lady,ski  

29 ɪ i, e, y it, England, gym  

30 aɪ i, y, ie, uy, eigh, i_e spider, sky, pie, guy, height, kite  

31 ɒ a, ho, au, aw, ough swan, honest, aunt, paw, fought  

32 oʊ o, oa, o_e, oe, ow no, boat, cone, toe, row  

33 ʊ o, oo, u,ou wolf, look, push, would  

34 ʌ u, o, oo, ou bug, monkey, blood, double  

35 u: o, oo, ue, u_e, ou who, food, blue, flute, group  

36 ɔɪ oi, oy join, boy  

37 aʊ ow, ou now, round  

38 ju eau, ew, u beauty, few, human  

39 eəʳ air, are, ear, ere, eir chair, care, bear, where, their  

40 ɑ: a arm  

41 ɜ:ʳ ir, er, ur, or bird, term, burn, word  

42 ɔ: or, oar, oor, our horse, board, door, four  

43 ɪəʳ ear, eer, ere ear, deer, here  

44 ʊəʳ ure, our lure, tour  
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2

Put a check next to the sound that exists in your home language.
Put an exclamation point next to the sound that does not exist in your home language.

How is English speech sounds similar to or
different from your home language?

Note



You have made it to the end of the lesson. Before you move on, we have learning-check questions for
you below. Feel free to take your time and scroll back up to review the information.

Check Your Learning!

1. What is NOT an example of L1 transfer?

A. Spanish-speaking MLs reading 'vet' as 'bet.'
B. Arabic-speaking MLs' tendency to confuse 'path' with 'bath.'
C. Chinese-speaking MLs alternating between Chinese and English.

Answer 1. C
2. A
3. C
4. A

2. What is NOT true about Chinese-speaking MLs?

A. There are few phonemes shared between English and Chinese.
B. MLs who have received formal Mandarin Chinese education are familiar with Latin-based letters.
C. There is a one-to-one relationship between Chinese vowels and the sounds.

3. What is TRUE about Spanish-speaking MLs?

A. The voiced and unvoiced /th/ sounds exist in Spanish.
B. There are few phonemes shared between English and Spanish
C. They might benefit from more practice distinguishing between 'bit' and 'beat.'

4. What is TRUE about Arabic-speaking MLs?

A. They tend to add a vowel sound to break up a consonant cluster at the beginning of words.
B. They write Arabic from left to right.
C. There are few phonemes shared between English and Arabic.

5. Cross-Language Differences
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Module Outline

1. Moving through the Stages of
Language Acquisition 

2. The Rule Systems of English 

3. Literacy Development for MLs 

4. Providing Information in a
Comprehensible Way

5. Improving through Interaction

6. Summing It up

Word Recognition

6. Summing It up

Module Outline

1. We Were Not Born to Read 

2. The Reading Process and
Word Recognition

3. Components of Word
Recognition

4. Considerations for
Supporting MLs

5. Cross-Language Differences

6. Summing It up
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The goals of this module were to help educators (1) better understand the complex nature of
reading comprehension with a focus on the foundational skills and (2) identify instructional
techniques they can enact to support MLs during foundational literacy instruction. To this
end, we introduced simplified and widely accepted reading models, components of word
recognition, cross-language differences, and instructional modifications that can be used to
support MLs.

Time estimate: 10-15 minutes

Overview



Help MLs Put their Best Foot Forward 

6. Summing It up

In this module, you have learned about the multifaceted and seemingly miraculous nature of reading
comprehension with a focus on the foundational skills that beginning learners (MLs and non-MLs) must
master. We have highlighted the importance of automatic word recognition by discussing the Simple View
of Reading and Scarborough’s reading rope and noted teaching implications and considerations for
supporting MLs.

We would like to emphasize that MLs’ literacy success in English, their
L2, is influenced by the same sets of skills that are needed in L1
reading. Beginning MLs learning to read must develop phonemic
awareness and be given explicit phonics instruction so that they can
unlock the code of written English. Using phonics knowledge, they
will be able to tackle unknown words and, with practice, become
fluent readers as they build automaticity. Without good word
recognition skills, readers cannot carry out reading comprehension
for an extended period of time due to the limited cognitive resources
in working memory (Grabe & Stoller, 2020; Pressley, 2006).
Beginning-level MLs are embarking on their journey to fluent and
advanced reading. We as educators have the responsibility to
provide them with the tools to help them put their best foot forward.

We would also like to reiterate that MLs are learning to read in a language they are yet proficient in. MLs
will therefore benefit from instructional modifications that accommodate their needs. Understanding the
similarities and differences between MLs’ L1 and English can help us proactively address potential sources
of confusion and provide differentiated instruction that compares and contrasts the English phonology
and orthography systems with those of their L1. MLs also “need to be supported as they build a bridge
between the orthography they need to learn and a language they are still leaning” (Gambrell et al., 2007,
p.123). So, literacy instruction for MLs should be done with words and text that are meaningful to them.
Providing opportunities to develop language comprehension abilities (e.g., vocabulary) is a step toward
greater success in supporting MLs’ literacy development.

[W]hen teachers understand the linguistic challenges for students, such as difficult sound contrasts
between their home languages and English, instruction can be differentiated to build on their literacy
strengths and needs. A strong foundation in phonics is a key or students to open doors to a wealth of
texts and other literacy opportunities in their lives. Effective instruction with emergent bilinguals is an
important step in supporting them to unlock the doors to meaningful reading and writing experiences.

Helman (2016, p.180)
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6. Summing It up

We Were Not Born to
Read

Reading Process &
Word Recognition

 
 
 
 

Components of Word
Recognition

 
 
 
 

When we read, we connect
the printed forms to the

sounds they represent and
use that understanding to
identify the words. We do

not naturally develop
these skills; they must be

taught.
 
 
 

We know from research
that automatic word
recognition skills and

strategic use of language
comprehension abilities
lead to skilled reading
comprehension for all

learners, including MLs.
 
 
 

The three components of
word recognition are

phonological awareness,
decoding, and sight

recognition. We want our
students to move from

sound-by-sound decoding
to automatic recognition.

 
 
 

Considerations for
Supporting MLs

 
 
 
 

Cross-Language
Differences

 
 Foundational literacy

instruction provides
learning benefits for all

beginning learners,
including MLs.

Modifications (e.g.,
teaching vocab) should be
made to address language

development.
 
 
 

By understanding
similarities and

differences between
English and MLs' L1, we
can proactively address

sources of confusion and
help MLs expand their

repertoire of literacy skills.
 
 
 

Below, you will find a quick summary of each of the five lessons. Feel free to return to the previous
lessons to review what you have learned in this module, Word Recognition: A Prerequisite for Fluent
Reading Comprehension.

Lesson 1 Lesson 2 Lesson 3

Lesson 4 Lesson 5
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Teaching Reading Is Rocket Science 
Developing Reading and Writing in L2 Learners (Executive summary)
Foundational Skills to Support Reading (K-3)

As you learn more about reading research and evidence-based practices for teaching foundational
literacy skills (e.g., phonemic awareness, phonics), you will find the following resources useful. Please
use them to enhance your own understanding of early/foundational literacy instruction (and beyond)
and share your knowledge with colleagues. 

Additional Resources

Reflection

You have learned about the nature of reading comprehension and the fundamental prerequisites for
fluent reading in this module. Are there any lingering thoughts or questions based on what you have
read thus far? Skim the three resources above and look through their tables of contents to see if these
can be a start in getting more informed. What more would you like to learn about foundational literacy
instruction for MLs?

6. Summing It up
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