whether they involve having a child sound a
word out letter by letter, find a word that
shares the same rime as an unknown word, or
spell out the word through invented or prac-
ticed spelling, all force the child to look
closely at patterns in words. It is through the
learning of these patterns that children learn to
recognize words efficiently.

Good phonics instruction should help
children through the stages described earlier
as quickly as possible. Beginning with
bookhandling experiences, story book reading
and “Big Books,” and other features of a whole
language kindergarten support children at the
logographic stage. Frith (1985) suggests that
writing and spelling may aid in the develop-
ment of alphabetic knowledge. This can be
built upon with some direct instruction of let-
ters and sounds, and showing students how to
use that knowledge to unlock words in text.
Sounding words out also forces children to ex-
amine the internal structure of words, as does
rime-based instruction. These can help chil-
dren make the transition to the orthographic
stage. In the next stage, the child develops au-
tomatic word recognition skills, or the ability
to recognize words without conscious atten-
tion.

The purpose of phonics instruction is
not that children learn to sound out

words.

9. Develops automatic word recognition
skills so that students can devote their atten-
tion to comprehension, not words. The pur-
pose of phonics instruction is not that children
learn to sound out words. The purpose is that
they learn to recognize words, quickly and au-
tomatically, so that they can turn their atten-
tion to comprehension of the text. If children
are devoting too much energy sounding out
words, they will not be able to direct enough
of their attention to comprehension (Samuels,
1988).

We know that children develop automatic
word recognition skills through practicing
reading words. We know that reading words in
context does improve children’s recognition of
words, an improvement which transfers to im-
proved comprehension. There is some ques-
tion about whether reading words in isolation
necessarily results in improved comprehen-
sion. Fleisher, Jenkins, and Pany (1979-1980)
found that increasing word recognition speed
in isolation did not result in improved compre-
hension; Blanchard (1981) found that it did.
Either way, there is ample evidence that prac-
tice reading words in text, either repeated
readings of the same text (Samuels, 1988) or
just reading of connected text in general (Tay-
lor & Nosbush, 1983), improves children’s
comprehension.

Good phonics instruction is also over rel-
atively quickly. Anderson, Hiebert, Wilkin-
son, and Scott (1985) recommends that
phonics instruction be completed by the end of
the second grade. This may even be too long.
Stretching phonics instruction out too long, or
spending time on teaching the arcane aspects
of phonics—the schwa, the silent k, assigning
accent to polysyllabic words—is at best a
waste of time. Once a child begins to use or-
thographic patterns in recognizing words and
recognizes words at an easy, fluent pace, it is
time to move away from phonics instruction
and to spend even more time reading and writ-
ing text.

The *““politics’ of phonics

Given that all children do need to learn
about the relationships between spelling pat-
terns and pronunciations on route to becoming
a successful reader, why all the fuss about
phonics?

Part of the reason is that there is confu-
sion about what phonics instruction is. A
teacher pointing out the “short a” words dur-
ing the reading of a Big Book in a whole lan-
guage classroom is doing something different
from a teacher telling her class that the short
sound of the letter a is /a/ and having them
blend in unison 12 words that contain that
sound, yet both might be effective phonics in-
struction. The differences are not only in
practice but in philosophy.

In discussions on this issue, the philo-
sophical differences seem to predominate.
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These exaggerated differences often find peo-
ple arguing that “phonics” proponents oppose
the use of literature and writing in the primary
grades, which is clearly false, or that “whole
language” people oppose any sort of direct
teaching, also clearly false. The truth is that
there are commonalities that can be found in
effective practices of widely differing philoso-
phies, some of which are reflected in the nine
guidelines discussed here.

In this article, I have proposed some
characteristics of exemplary phonics instruc-
tion. Such instruction is very different from
what I see in many classrooms. But because
phonics is often taught badly is no reason to
stop attempting to teach it well. Quality phon-
ics instruction should be a part of a reading
program, integrated and relevant to the read-
ing and writing of actual texts, based on and
building upon children’s experiences with
texts. Such phonics instruction can and should
be built into all beginning reading programs.
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