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      What the research says about 

phonological awareness, phonics, and 

word reading instruction in Kindergarten 
 

 

1. Phonological awareness instruction should occur in Kindergarten. These are typically 

oral exercises; however, instruction can and should progress to the use of letter 

manipulatives.  
 

The National Reading Panel (2000) found that: 

 “instruction that taught phoneme manipulation with letters helped normally 

developing readers and at-risk readers acquire phonological awareness better than 

phonological awareness instruction without letters”. 

These findings have been confirmed since the NRP Report (discussed in Brady 2020, p. 2).  

 

2. Phonics instruction, including letter-sound correspondences and word reading, should 

also occur in Kindergarten.   
 

➔The National Reading Panel (2000) found  

“Phonics instruction taught early proved much more effective than phonics instruction 

introduced after first grade. … These results indicate clearly that systematic phonics 

instruction in kindergarten and 1st grade is highly beneficial and that children at these 

developmental levels are quite capable of learning phonemic and phonics concepts. To 

be effective, systematic phonics instruction introduced in kindergarten must be 

appropriately designed for learners and must begin with foundational knowledge 

involving letters and phonemic awareness.”  

 

➔ In 2008, the Canadian Language and Literacy Research Network published “Foundations for 

Literacy: An Evidence-based Toolkit for the Effective Reading and Writing Teacher” by J. 

Hawken, which emphasizes the important of providing reading readiness skills instruction in 

Kindergarten: 

“Developing core skills quickly is essential to learning; children who enter Grade 1 or 

Grade 2 without these skills are often considered at risk for reading failure. This makes 

Kindergarten a critical year in a child’s preparation for reading.” (p. 89) 

 

“Kindergarten should be an intentionally literature-rich experience with print all around, 

frequent story readings by the teacher, and many books in the classroom….  

Print awareness, phonological awareness, phonemic awareness, letter knowledge, 

and beginning phonics, as well as listening to and talking about stories, looking at 

https://www.idaontario.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Hawkin-2008-Foundations-for-literacy-an-eivdence-based-toolkit-for-the-effective-reading-and-writing-teacher.pdf
https://www.idaontario.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Hawkin-2008-Foundations-for-literacy-an-eivdence-based-toolkit-for-the-effective-reading-and-writing-teacher.pdf
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print, and writing (often using inventive spelling) are very important parts of the 

Kindergarten day.” (p. 89-90) 

 

➔ Kilpatrick (2017) (in “Equipped for Reading Success” supports the instruction of letter names 

and sounds in Kindergarten, “alongside phonological awareness development and extensive 

reading to children” (p. 48).  He expands: 

 

“Phoneme awareness should NOT be trained as an isolated skill. Unless students are 

able to apply their phoneme awareness skills to the process of mapping sounds to 

letters, you will not see the benefits of phoneme awareness training”. (p. 45) 

 

➔ The EAB (2019) in their Science of Reading Implementation Guide recommends instruction 

in print concepts instruction (15min/day), phonics (15 min/day), and fluency (15 min/day) (p. 

24).  

 

 

➔ The Institute for Education Sciences (2016) “Foundational Skills to Support Reading for 

Understanding in Kindergarten through 3rd Grade” presents four recommendations for 

educators to use to improve literacy skills in the early grades (p. 2): 

1. Teach students academic language skills, including the use of inferential and narrative 

language, and vocabulary knowledge. 

2. Develop awareness of the segments of sounds in speech and how they link to letters.  

3. Teach students to decode words, analyze word parts, and write and recognize words. 

4. Ensure that each student reads connected text every day to support reading accuracy, 

fluency, and comprehension.  

 

They specify that Kindergarten instruction should include PA awareness instruction and 

linking sounds to letters.  Recommendation 3 (decoding/encoding) and 4 (reading connect 

text) should begin in the middle of Kindergarten (see Figure I.1, p. 4).  This report gives 

excellent descriptions of the classroom activities that can be used under each 

recommendation. 

https://www.idaontario.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/EAB-2019-Science-of-Reading-Implementation-Guide.pdf
https://www.idaontario.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/What-Works-Clearninghouse-2016-Foundational-skills-to-support-reading-for-understandingin-Kindergarten-through-3rd-grade.pdf
https://www.idaontario.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/What-Works-Clearninghouse-2016-Foundational-skills-to-support-reading-for-understandingin-Kindergarten-through-3rd-grade.pdf
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 ➔ In a recent article published by the Reading League that reviews the latest research re. 

phonemic awareness and phonics instruction, Brady (2020) concludes that:  

“In sum, the convergent research evidence for the importance of phoneme awareness 

and letter skills is indisputable”, and  

“Phonological awareness should be integrated with letter instruction. Teaching 

phoneme awareness for a set of individual phonemes should be followed by instruction 

in the corresponding letter(s) when phoneme awareness as a listening activity is well 

established for those phonemes. This order helps clarify for students that phonemes are 

elements in spoken words and that letters are how those speech sounds are represented 

in writing (i.e., the alphabetic principle).” (p. 17) 

 

3. Word reading, in the early stages, should be taught through systematic, explicit instruction 

of left-to-right grapheme to phoneme mapping and blending (synthetic phonics).   

 

Brady (2020) in a recent review concludes: 

 

 “These studies… point to the superiority of systematic, synthetic methods of phonics 

instruction for attaining more advanced reading and spelling skills.”   

 

There is no evidence that the analytic phonics approach, which emphasizes word families, is 

better or easier for struggling readers in the beginning phases of reading instruction.  

 

4. Teachers should be on the look-out for students who are struggling with any of the 

foundational concepts and, if necessary, modify the instruction.  For example, if a student is 

having trouble blending three sounds (i.e. cvc words) then work with two sounds only.   
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