
“Plaid” Phonics is a systematic, explicit, intensive, and comprehensive phonics  
program from Pearson (Modern Curriculum Press is a legacy imprint of  Pearson).  
This program reflects instructional principles founded on scientific research  
relevant to direct instruction of  phonics and the development of  reading skills.  
The instructional strategies implemented in “Plaid” Phonics are based on four 
components of  balanced reading instruction that have been identified by research: 
phonemic awareness, systematic phonics/decoding, fluency, and comprehension.

PHONEMIC AWARENESS

For decades, educators have debated and researched the role of  phonics in reading 
instruction. A few notable reports are the federal government’s examination of  
emerging literacy in Becoming a Nation of  Readers and a comprehensive analysis  
of  reading research for the U.S. Department of  Education entitled Beginning to  
Read: Thinking and Learning about Print by Marilyn Adams. Additional reports  
include a summary of  30 years’ worth of  reading achievement research in Every  
Child a Reader by the Center for the Improvement of  Early Reading Achievement 
(CIERA) and Dr. G. Reid Lyon’s overview of  the results of  extensive reading  
research supported by the National Institute of  Child Health and Human  
Development (NICHD). 

A significant amount of  the research behind these reports indicates that letter- 
name knowledge and phonemic awareness are powerful predictors of  first-grade 
reading achievement ( Juel, Share, et al.).

So, just what is phonemic awareness?

Phonemic awareness refers to the realization that spoken words are made up  
of  separate speech sounds (phonemes). More simply, it is the knowledge of   
word structure which enables a child to perceive that the word cat is made  
up of  the sounds /k/, /a/,/t/ (Wood & Terrell). Juel contends that without  
phonemic awareness, children will be unable to “unlock the relationships  
between the sounds they use to say words and the letters of  the alphabet  
with which they will write and read these words.”

Patricia M. Cunningham, who has done extensive research on word identification  
and instructional methods, adds: “Phonemic awareness has many levels and  
includes the ability to hear whether or not words rhyme, to know what word  
you would have if  you removed a sound, and to manipulate phonemes to form 
different words.”
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In Dr. Lyon’s previously mentioned report, phonemic awareness is described as a  
process that occurs in the brain. It begins with the awareness that speech can be 
segmented into small sounds (phonemes) and leads to the understanding of  how  
these phonemes are connected to print (the alphabetic principle). He cautions that 
phonemic awareness is a skill that is “only learned with difficulty and thus must be 
taught directly, explicitly, and by a well-trained and informed teacher.”

How does phonemic awareness develop?

According to Marilyn Adams, phonemic awareness develops in a series of  levels  
ranging from a primitive level where children can hear sounds of  words in nursery 
rhymes to a level of  proficiency where children can add, delete, or move phonemes  
to generate new words. Phonemic tasks between these levels include comparing  
and contrasting sounds, blending sounds, splitting words into smaller phonemes,  
and segmentation which involves word analysis.

What are the implications of these findings on phonemic  
awareness to reading instruction?

Since the findings on phonemic awareness suggest that it may not develop  
naturally, the National Right to Read Foundation believes that students should  
be directly and systematically taught phonemic awareness as early as possible.  
Teachers need to help students realize that spoken words and syllables are  
made up of  sequences of  elementary speech sounds.

Juel’s findings indicate that the way to “get children off to a good start in first  
grade” is to present them with “a balance between content and form.” With  
this approach, children are exposed to rich print experiences while also  
fostering systematic phonemic awareness and letter-sound knowledge  
through oral language play and other manipulative activities.

Specific instructional tasks for developing phonemic awareness come from  
Stahl’s Everything You Wanted to Know About Phonics (But Were Afraid to Ask).  
They include:

• Rhyming 
• Word-to-word and sound-to-word matching tasks 
• Identification of  initial or final sounds 
• Segmentation, which involves breaking words up into sounds 
• Manipulation or deletion tasks during which children remove  
   or rearrange phonemic  segments in words to make new words 
• Blending, which involves putting spoken sounds together 
• Reading of  alphabet books to children and 
• Encouraging use of  invented spellings.

In view of all of the research, it can be concluded that direct and systematic 
instruction of phonemic awareness is essential to develop letter knowledge. 
Apparently, the instruction would be best developed in conjunction with an  
exposure to a wide variety of  oral and print activities which make it fun to  
learn about words and their sounds.
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PHONEMIC AWARENESS

Scientific Research Base “Plaid” Phonics Components How “Plaid” Phonics Supports Research

Direct and systematic 
instruction of phonemic 
awareness

• Lesson Focus feature in TRG,  
Grades K-2

• Contains direct instruction on  
phonemic awareness in each lesson

• SB, Level K, Units 3-4 • Practices phonemic awareness of   
consonant sounds and short vowels

• SB, Level A 
• Lesson Focus in Level A, TRG

• First sound/letter correspondence lesson  
is always a phonemic awareness lesson 
(presents sound in isolation, then sound/ 
letter match)

• Scope and Sequence in TRG • Builds on phonemic awareness skills to 
develop a more difficult understanding of   
how phonemes connect to print

Oral language play

• Unit Openers in SB 
• Rhymes and chants on SB pages 
 

• Children hear sounds of  words in rhymes  
and chants

• Motivates rhyming tasks, sound identification, 
and matching tasks

• Lesson Focus in TRG

• Focus on All Learners in TRG 
   – Phonics Games, Activities,  
      and Technology pages -TRG

   – Phonics & Spelling pages -SB

   – Spelling Connections in TRG

   – Home Notes in SB

• Offers a variety of  opportunities for  
hearing, comparing, segmenting, and  
blending sounds

• Students add, delete, or move phonemes  
to generate new words

• Letter Cards in Level A, SB • Aids recognition of  letter sounds and  
syllables through hands-on sorting/matching  
of  cards

• Enables sounding and blending of   
individual phonemes

Variety of oral  
and print activities

• Skills in context in SB 
• Rhymes and chants in SB 
• Take-Home Books 
• Home Letter activities in SB

• Provides assortment of  activities to meet 
different learning styles

• Balances content and form to make learning 
about words and sounds fun

• Enables instruction at different levels  
of  achievement

TRG=Teacher Resource Guide  
SB= Student Book
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SYSTEMATIC PHONICS AND DECODING

Perhaps the earliest call for intensive, systematic phonics instruction comes from a 
summary of  comparative research by Jeanne Chall. Chall states: “…judging from the 
studies comparing systematic with intrinsic phonics (phonics taught more gradually,  
in the context of  meaningful reading) we can say that systematic phonics at the very 
beginning tends to produce generally better reading and spelling achievement.”

There is sufficient research to say with confidence that early, systematic, explicit 
instruction in phonics is essential for a large proportion of  beginning readers. This  
holds true regardless of  what instructional approach to initial reading is used. This 
assertion can be made because instruction indecoding (phonics) has been found  
not only to facilitate early reading acquisition but also to aid reading comprehension 
(Adams, Anderson, et al., Bond & Dykstra, Chall, Foorman, Stahl, et al.).

According to research, what should a good phonics  
program entail?
Good phonics instruction directly develops the principles of  letter-sound  
associations in stages. Sound units within words are often broken into initial  
consonants and phonograms.  
 
First, children learn to recognize the beginning sounds of  words. They next progress  
to recognizing phonograms, then blending initial sounds and phonograms (Ehri & 
Robbins, Goswami & Mead). Children with minimal skills also benefit from sounding  
and blending of  individual phonemes within phonograms ( Juel & Minden-Cupp). 
Eventually, children make analogies using word patterns and morphology to decode 
new words. The goal of  this sequential learning is to foster automaticity in word 
recognition and to provide children with a strategy for identifying unfamiliar words 
(Foorman, Moustoufa & Maldonado-Colon, Hiebert, et al.). 
 
Cunningham also notes that because of  the brain’stendency to seek pattern 
recognition, phonograms allow readers to make comparisons to known words in  
order to decode new words with familiar patterns. Therefore, instruction in key 
phonograms can be a highly efficient way of  helping children make independent 
analogies to many words (Hiebert, et al.).  
 
Skills in systematic phonics can be taught using an assortment of  contexts and 
activities that address the different learning styles of  children. Researchers maintain 
that systematic phonics instruction can be enhanced through shared reading activities 
involving predictable or redundant language (Carbo, Cunningham, Lapp & Flood, 
Moustafa & Maldonado). According to Bear and others, phonics instruction is most 
successful when it incorporates “hands-on” phonics and phonemic awareness activities 
including sorting word cards into groups based on orthographic patterns. Similarly, 
picture cards can be sorted based on initial, ending, or medial vowel sounds.

Steven Stahl, whose credentials include an associate professorship at the University  
of  Georgia and position as principal investigator at the National Reading Research 
Center, discussed the workbook method for teaching decoding skills in a personal 
interview: “Direct teacher attention is equally important if  you choose to use a 
workbook to teach phonics skills. I believe that decoding skills can also be taught in 
isolation and that worksheets can be used productively to reinforce phonics skills.”
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COMPREHENSION

Research shows that almost nothing relates more closely to reading comprehension 
than automatic word recognition. This is because “as less attention is required for 
decoding, more attention becomes available for comprehension” (Samuels, 1997; 
Samuels in Groff, 1998). In view of  this, it is not surprising that much experimental 
evidence indicates a need for direct, systematic, explicit, and comprehensive 

SYSTEMATIC PHONICS AND DECODING

Scientific Research Base “Plaid” Phonics Components How “Plaid” Phonics Supports Research

Early, systematic,  
direct, and explicit 
development of  
phonics and  
decoding skills

• Scope and Sequence in TRG • Demonstrates comprehensive instruction  
in phonics and decoding

• Presents skills in stages, in order of  their 
difficulty and importance

• Sequenced instruction teaches all important 
decoding skills by the end of  Grade 2;  
reviews in Grade 3; then word analysis  
and morphology in Grades 4-6

• Lessons on sound/letter 
correspondence in SB & TRG,  
Levels A-B

• Introductory rhymes and chants  
in SB, Levels A-B 
 
• Letter Cards, Level A

• First introduces consonants as  
beginning sounds

• Next uses phonograms to introduce  
and reinforce vowel sounds

• Includes instruction in blending individual 
phonemes and phonograms

• Phonics & Spelling and Phonics  
& Writing pages in SB

• Applies knowledge of  phonemes  
and phonograms to spell words

• TRG and SB 
• Letter Cards in SB, Level A

• Components work together to provide  
direct instruction within meaningful context

• TRG is the heart of  the program. Strategies 
for both analyzing (segmenting words) and 
synthesizing (blending to form words) are 
taught through TRG then practiced in the  
SB and beyond.

Letter-sound principles

• Rhymes and chants in Unit Openers 
• Rhymes on SB pages 

• Direct instruction of  phonics through  
shared reading of  predictable, repetitive 
language

• Lesson Focus in TRG 
• Phonics Games, Activities,  
and Technology pages in TRG 
• Practice pages in SB

• Phonogram instruction helps children  
make independent analogies 
• Provides strategies for decoding

• Letter Cards in SB, Level A 
• Lesson Focus feature in TRG 
• Focus on All Learners in TRG 
• SB pages, Levels A-B

• Sorting word cards according to orthographic 
patterns and comparing sounds aids word 
recognition skills for automaticity

• Oral and manipulative activities aid 
recognition of  beginning sounds, phonemes, 
and phonograms

• Enables sounding and blending of   
individual phonemes

TRG=Teacher Resource Guide  
SB= Student Book
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SYSTEMATIC PHONICS AND DECODING (continued)

Scientific Research Base “Plaid” Phonics Components How “Plaid” Phonics Supports Research

Letter-sound  
principles 
(continued)

• Pre-test and Post-test in TRG 
• Review Pages, Unit Checkup in SB 
• Portfolio Assessment in SB 

• Measures and monitors stages of  
development of  letter-sound associations

Decoding strategies

• TRG and SB, Levels D-F • Instruction and practice using word study  
and morphology help students read 
longer words

• Words in isolation on SB pages 
• Rhymes on SB pages

• Comparisons of  words help develop  
pattern recognitionneeded for  
automaticity in reading

• Phonics & Spelling, Phonics & 
Reading, Phonics & Writing in SB 
 
• Spelling Connections pages in TRG

• Students make analogies using key 
phonograms or word patterns to  
decode or write new words

• Skills in Context in SB 
• Take-Home Books

• Provides independent reading for 
reinforcement and application of   
decoding and word-structure skills

Variety of context 
and activities

• Teacher Resource Guide (TRG) • Provides an assortment of  activities  
to meet different learning styles

• Skills in context of  sentences, 
rhymes, chants, and puzzles in SB 
 
• Take-Home Books

• Phonics is applied to a wide variety of  
meaningful reading situations to produce  
better readers

• Take-Home Letter in SB 
• Take-Home Book in SB 
• Home Notes on SB pages

• Encourages family involvement in  
practice and application of  phonics  
and decoding skills

TRG=Teacher Resource Guide  
SB= Student Book
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FLUENCY

Research indicates that in addition to applying phonics strategies it is essential for 
beginning readers to develop fluency. As stated in Becoming a Nation of  Readers: 
“Becoming a skilled reader depends on mastering basic processes to the point where 
they are automatic, so that attention is freed for the analysis of  meaning (Stein, et al.). 
Common sense then suggests that in order to achieve a high level of  fluency where 
words are read quickly, effortlessly, and with comprehension, phonics instruction  
needs to be coupled with massive amounts of  application and practice. Researchers 
have found that repeated exposure to both regular and irregular words allows  
children to decode with increasing fluency (Cunningham, Samuels ). For struggling 
readers, “assisted and repeated reading with audio tapes and adults, partner reading, 
and home reading can all contribute to their fluency.” These same strategies are also 
beneficial for children who are acquiring English (CIERA).”

How can phonics instruction promote fluency?

According to Stahl and others, fluency development involves practicing and applying 
learned phonics and decoding skills by reading words in isolation, in stories, or in 
writing. Claiming that literature and workbooks can work together to develop  
fluency, Stahl states: “Used together, well-chosen literature and a phonics workbook  
can very effectively support each student’s reading development. The workbook  
helps to reinforce and cement understanding of  decoding skills. A piece of  literature 
offers the test of  whether the child can use those skills independently in context.”

Other activities for developing fluency include independent reading of  books  
“within the range of  difficulty” and home involvement such as reading books  
that travel from school to home. Several researchers also support the use of   
word walls to highlight phonics patterns and high-frequency words (Hiebert,  
et al., Cunningham, Cooter, et al.).

“…Becoming a skilled reader 
depends on mastering basic 
processes to the point where they 
are automatic, so that attention is 
freed for the analysis of meaning.”   
(Stein, et al.).
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FLUENCY

Scientific Research Base “Plaid” Phonics Components How “Plaid” Phonics Supports Research

Application and  
practice of decoding 
skills and word 
recognition

• Unit Openers

• Cloze passages on SB pages  
are connected text stories

• Builds theme-related vocabulary  
and context clues to promote  
effortless reading

• Lesson Focus feature in TRG 
• Phonics Games, Activities,  
and Technology in TRG 
• Word Study in Levels D, E, F 
•  Focus on All Learners feature  
in TRG

• Highlights word patterns to ease  
identification of  unfamiliar words

• Provides additional practice in  
decoding and word structure skills

• Puzzles and games motivate reading

• Variety of  practice to match different  
learning styles

• Spelling feature in TRG 
• Phonics & Spelling pages in SB 
• Phonics & Writing pages in SB 
• Writing/Portfolio in TRG 
• Skills in Context on SB pages

• Applies learned phonics skills to writing

• Provides contextual practice of  learned 
phonics and decoding skills

Independent, assisted 
and repeated reading

• Rhymes on SB pages 
• Take-Home Books in SB 
• Think! questions in SB 
• Phonics & Reading pages in SB 

• Helps develop pattern recognition  
needed for automaticity

• Assisted, shared, or repeated reading 
opportunities increase reading speed  
and aid fluency

• Encourages repeat reading for meaning 
 
• Provides reinforcement and application  
of  skills during independent reading

• Encourages independent reading of  books 
within the student’s range of  difficulty

Home Involvement

• Take-Home Letter in SB 
• Take-Home Book in SB 
• Home Notes on SB pages

• Engages families in practice of  phonics  
and decoding skills for fluent reading

• Promotes additional reading aloud and 
independent reading for speed and fluency

TRG=Teacher Resource Guide  
SB= Student Book
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COMPREHENSION

Research shows that almost nothing relates more closely to reading comprehension 
than automatic word recognition.This is because “as less attention is required for 
decoding,more attention becomes available for comprehension”(Samuels, Samuels  
in Groff). In view of  this, it is not surprising that much experimental evidence  
indicates a need for direct, systematic, explicit, and comprehensive development  
of  beginning readers’ phonics skills and vocabulary-building knowledge (Groff).

To expand reading comprehension, the research also calls for direct instruction  
in comprehension strategies that increase the students’ abilities to understand  
and thoughtfully interact with printed materials (Anderson, et al., Hiebert, et al.  
Hiebert, CIERA).

Some research-based strategies for enhancing reading comprehension include:

• Building background knowledge 
• Predicting and making inferences 
• Sharing responses to literature 
• Monitoring and self-correction to clarify misunderstandings 
• Summarizing or recalling details and main ideas 
• Responding in writing after reading and 
• Distinguishing cause/effect, fact/opinion.

Lyon explains that certain obstacles exist that might prevent a child from deriving 
pleasure or meaning from the materials they read. Since these can limit reading 
comprehension and cause failure, it is essential that children’s reading progress  
be continually evaluated. Assessment is needed to monitor comprehension-related  
skills such as the beginning reader’s decoding proficiency, vocabulary mastery, 
background knowledge, familiarity with word structures, knowledge of  writing  
styles, inference skills, and verbal recall abilities (Hiebert, et al., Lyon).

CIERA notes, “Even though both the reader’s processes and the kind of  texts 
encountered become increasingly complex as children move through the grades,  
these accomplishments underscore the importance of  comprehension even at the  
very earliest stages of  reading.” This source adds that all children, even struggling 
readers, should find “opportunities to consolidate skills and strategies” in books at  
their independent reading levels (Hiebert, et al.).

What are the implications of research findings  
on comprehension for phonics instruction?

Good, research-based phonics instruction should help create an independent  
reader who reads fluently and with comprehension. Ideally, a good phonics  
program will enable children to understand and enjoy what they read. Research 
indicates that this should be accomplished through direct, systematic phonics and 
decoding instruction with associated practice in reading and discussing a variety of  
interesting, engaging but easy texts (Hiebert, et al.,Stahl).
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COMPREHENSION

Scientific Research Base “Plaid” Phonics Components How “Plaid” Phonics Supports Research

Reading for meaning

• MCP Phonics and Stories Libraries 
• Take-Home Books in SB

• Provides engaging text for reading  
enjoyment and discussion

• Exposes students to a variety of   
writing styles

• Enables monitoring and self-correction

• Home Letters in SB 
• Book Corner feature in TRG

• Suggests suitable independent literature

• Unit Openers in SB • Uses themes to engage interest; expands 
background knowledge; introduces and  
applies decoding skills

• Variety of  poems, songs, and activities  
in unit openers provide context and  
foster discussion

• Recite or Read Again Rhymes       
throughout SB

• Uses repeated patterns to help develop 
decoding skills

• Phonics instruction in meaningful,  
engaging context

• Allows for discussion

• SB presents skills in context • Provides opportunities for practicing 
decoding words in meaningful text

Vocabulary  
building concepts

• Unit Openers in SB • Builds theme-related vocabulary 
• Systematic instruction in engaging context

• Lesson Focus feature in TRG 
• Word Study Levels D, E, F  
on SB pages

• Direct instruction in decoding and  
word structure (morphology)

• Puzzles and games make learning words fun

• Scope and Sequence in TRG • Shows systematic development of   
word recognition skills

TRG=Teacher Resource Guide  
SB= Student Book
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COMPREHENSION (continued)

Scientific Research Base “Plaid” Phonics Components How “Plaid” Phonics Supports Research

Comprehension 
Strategies

• Related sentences on SB pages 
• Phonics & Reading pages in SB

• Context clues aid word recognition 
• Decoding in context

• Critical Thinking Questions in Think! 
feature on SB pages

• Students predict, make inferences, discuss, 
distinguish fact/opinion or cause/effect

• Unit Openers in SB 
• Theme Focus feature in TRG

• Builds background knowledge

• Take-Home Books in SB • Students apply decoding strategies  
and self-monitor

• Consolidates skills and strategies at 
appropriate reading level

Interaction with 
printed materials

• Phonics & Writing pages in SB 
• Bulletin Board feature in TRG

• Students respond to theme-related print

• Theme Focus feature in TRG 
• Talk About It feature in TRG

• Students discuss theme openers 
• Students discuss Take-Home Books

• Phonics & Writing pages in SB 
• Talk About It feature in TRG

• Students recall details and main ideas

Assessment

• Unit checkups in SB 
• Pre-tests and Post-tests in TRG 
• Review Pages in SB 
• Take-Home Books 
• Portfolio Assessment feature in TRG 
• Student Progress Checklist

• Monitors and evaluates comprehension-
related skills such as decoding proficiency, 
vocabulary mastery, knowledge of   
word structure

TRG=Teacher Resource Guide  
SB= Student Book
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