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The relationship between phonics and phonemic awareness
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Beginning and remedial reading instruction: The intertwined roles of phonics
and phonemic awareness.

The debate about the role of phonics in beginning reading instruction has had a
long and stormy history. However, research over the past twenty years has
been sufficiently sound to allow firm conclusions about the necessity of phonics
instruction. Recently, consensus has also been achieved within educational
communities that these findings should be enshrined in educational policy and
practice. Questions that now arise are (1) what kind of phonics does the
evidence support? What is meant by explicit, implicit, embedded, systematic,
analytic, synthetic? (2) What is the relationship between phonics and phonemic
awareness? (3) What does the research indicate about older struggling readers?
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Over the last ten to twenty years there has been increasing consensus about interests

reading success and failure. Reviews by Hurford, et al., 1993; and Mann, 1993
have noted that the presence or absence of phonemic awareness predicts the
future membership of good/bad reader categories, and discriminates good
readers from poor readers.
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Stanovich (1986) defined phonemic awareness as the "conscious access to the phonemic level of the speech stream, and
some ability to manipulate cognitively representations at this level" (p. 362). Tasks used to assess shallow phonemic
awareness tend to emphasise sensitivity to rhyme and alliteration; whereas, a more complex task might involve the
manipulation or separation of sounds in a word. A further developmental advance involves a progressive reduction in the
size of the unit comprehended - from whole word, to syllables, to intra-syllabic units, to individual phonemes.

In addition to correlational evidence, there have been a number of longitudinal training studies showing that the relationship
between phonemic awareness and reading progress is causal. The most famous of these studies, presented in Bradley and
Bryant's seminal paper in 1983, was described by Coltheart (1983) as the "first clear evidence of the mental procedures
important in the early stages of learning to read" (p. 421). Subsequent intervention studies (Ball & Blachman, 1988, 1991;
Byrne & Fielding-Barnsley, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1995; Cunningham, 1990; Hatcher, Hulme, & Ellis, 1994; Lundberg,
Frost, & Petersen, 1988; Tangel & Blackman, 1992) obtained similar results, and those that employed follow-up have noted
the endurance of the effects.

In a number of these studies, the teaching of phonemic awareness has occurred in conjunction with letter-sound instruction,
a process described by Hatcher et al. (1994) as a "phonological linkage" (p. 42). Children in dual-input programs
demonstrate more improvement in reading and spelling than those exposed to a solely oral phonemic awareness program.
Presumably the reason for this advantage lies with the manner in which phonemic awareness provides a signpost to
beginning readers that there is a logic to the reading process (Liberman, Shankweiler, & Liberman, 1989). Ehri (1998)
asserts that it is not until students appreciate how our alphabet is designed to represent speech in phonemic form that most
phonemic awareness development occurs.

The relationship between phonics and phonemic awareness is sometimes misunderstood. Phonemic awareness is an
aural/oral skill that (at least in part) can exist without contact with print. When print is encountered, the capacity to perform
the phonemic operations described above becomes very important. In order to develop the alphabetic principle (that units of
print map on to units of sound), students must already have (or soon develop) phonemic awareness. It is the alphabetic
principle that allows students to move beyond the early logographic stage of reading in which each word has a unique shape
to be recognised as a whole. Visual memory constraints make that a strategy of limited usefulness, as it does not assist
students to decipher words not before seen and memorised.

It is apparent that one can enhance phonemic awareness skills through the implementation of a dedicated phonemic
awareness program. To some degree at least and for some students, this is likely to enhance beginning reading
development. Employing such activities in conjunction with graphemes may enhance the outcomes in terms of reading
progress. However, it is not yet clear what implications the phonemic awareness research has for older children who struggle
with reading. Could it be that there is an upper level of phonemic awareness (O'Connor, Notary-Syverson, & Vadasy, 1996)
beyond which there is no advantage for reading development in attempting its enhancement? Indeed, for older children,
some would argue that phonemic awareness is no longer the appropriate focus, as students are more in need of whole word
reading strategies rather than a phonemically based approach. However, Share (1995) has argued that without the induction
of the alphabetic principle, skilled reading (implying the use of a generative strategy capable of decoding novel words) will
not occur. His view is supported by the finding that dyslexic adult readers (even those with strong orthographic capacities)
still demonstrate phonemic awareness deficits, and struggle to decode novel words (Bruck, 1992; Hulme & Snowling, 1992;
Pratt & Brady, 1988; Siegel, 1993; Solman & Stanovich, 1992).

Share and Stanovich (1995) assert that mature orthographic strategies are developed through multiple examples of success
in decoding phonologically. If one accepts this view, then whole word strategies should not be emphasised, and the
instructional focus for older students must still be placed on ensuring letter-sound correspondences, blending and
segmenting, and practice. It is further argued that only through such laborious serial letter-by-letter decoding can precise
letter-order become entrenched in the orthographic representation that forms the basis for accurate spelling (Adams, 1990;
Ehri, 1998; Jorm & Share, 1983; Williams, 1991). Thus, phonics instruction continues to play an important role for older
children and adults.

To those who would argue for meaning-driven approaches for older students, it is worth considering some recent research.
An interesting study by Shankweiler, Lundquist, Dreyer, and Dickinson (1996) provides some evidence for the location of the
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fundamental problem areas and supports a code-based intervention focus. Their study of Year 9 and Year 10 learning
disabled and low to middle range students found significant deficiencies across all the groups in decoding. They also noted
that differences in comprehension were largely reflecting levels of decoding skill, even among such senior students. Elbro,
Neilsen and Petersen (1994) also argued for emphasis upon the alphabetic principle because of the memory constraints
imposed by training in whole word recognition. A number of similar studies involving adults with reading difficulties have
revealed marked deficits in decoding (Bear, Truax, & Barone, 1989; Bruck, 1990, 1992, 1993; Byrne & Letz, 1983; Perin,
1983; Pratt & Brady, 1988; Read & Ruyter, 1985; cited in Greenberg, Ehri, & Perin, 1997). In the Greenberg et al. (1997)
study the adults' performance on phonologically-based tests resembled those of children below 3rd grade. Even very bright
well-compensated adult readers acknowledged that they have had to laboriously remember word shapes, have little or no
idea how to spell, and are constantly struggling with new words, especially technical terms related to their occupations.
These are classic symptoms of the need for a strong phonics emphasis in the instructional process; indeed, some have
argued (Greenberg et al., 1997) that it is most likely the failure of the school system to address the phonological nature of
the reading problem that precluded satisfactory progress for these individuals.

The aim of phonics teaching in a code-emphasis program is to make explicit to students the alphabetic principle. Teachers
who limit their instruction to pointing out word-parts to students in the context of authentic literature as the situation arises
(incidental or analytic phonics) create particular problems for at-risk students (Simner, 1995). According to Byrne (1996),
the major problem involves the risk for such learners of teachers' failing to be explicit and unambiguous. "It might be
prudent to tell children directly about the alphabetic principle since it appears unwise to rely on their discovery of it
themselves. The apparent relative success of programs that do that (Bradley & Bryant, 1983; Byrne & Fielding-Barnsley,
1991, 1993, 1995) support the wisdom of direct instruction" (p. 424). Similar sentiments concerning the value of explicit or
synthetic phonics approaches have been expressed by a number of researchers in recent years (Adams & Bruck, 1993;
Baker, Kameenui, Simmons, & Stahl, 1994; Bateman, 1991; Blachman, 1991; Felton & Pepper, 1995; Foorman, 1995;
Foorman, Francis, Beeler, Winikates, & Fletcher, 1997; Moats, 1994; Simmons, Gunn, Smith, & Kameenui, 1995; Singh,
Deitz, & Singh, 1992; Spector, 1995; Tunmer & Hoover, 1993; Weir, 1990).

In recent times a plethora of government and independent reports have indicated a consensus concerning the importance of
teaching phonics explicitly and systematically in order to ameliorate the current unacceptably high rate of reading failure.
The critical variable is not age but stage - whether child or adult - the path to facile reading is similar. Certainly older
students and adults have a history that cannot be ignored - most relevant is the likelihood of unproductive habits strongly
engraved by years of practice. They need to unlearn in addition to learning. One implication is the potential for slower
progress, with the requirement of greater amounts of practice (accompanied by feedback) to ensure the new habits are used
effectively. In a positive vein, adults are usually vastly more experienced with language in general and, when their decoding
difficulties are relieved, comprehension of what they read may be expected to improve much more rapidly than for most
young children.

An understanding of the alphabetic principle is the starting motor for an engine subsequently fuelled by practice, confidence
and enjoyment. Some starting motors turn sluggishly and demand a significant load from the battery (parents and teacher).
If the battery fails, the journey may never begin. However, all phonics are not equal. It is possible to teach phonics carefully
and with parsimony; it is possible to do so ineffectively and excessively; and it is possible to do it in name only. Questions
such as "What/When/How much phonics?" continue to be examined, but not the question Should we teach phonics? for it
has been answered resoundingly in the affirmative.
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Editor's Note:

Dr Kerry Hempenstall is an educational psychologist and senior lecturer at RMIT, Bundoora, Australia. He spent over twenty
years with the Victorian Education Department with a particular interest in children's academic and behavioral problems.
Consulting in both regular and special schools over these years period provided the opportunity to work with students,
teachers and families, and he continues to assist local schools with strategies for initiating, maintaining, and evaluating
educational interventions. He currently manages the Educational Psychology division of the RMIT Psychology Clinic, and



provides clinic training for masters and doctoral students. The Clinic services include assessment of children's educational
problems, providing appropriate interventions, and training parents and teachersto implement them. He gained his PhD for a
thesis on the role of phonemic awareness in reading development - many of his articles from The Melbourne Age and other
workshop and conference presentations can be viewed at http://www.rmit.edu.au/departments/ps/staffpgs/hempens.htm
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