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Reading is a fundamental skill for children and 
adults alike. Like speech itself, it is the key to 
knowledge and opens up worlds. But 48% of 
Canadian adults cannot read well enough to cope 
in modern society,1 and 25% of English-
speaking kindergarten students are at risk for 
failing to learn to read.2 

This is a major problem. Researchers have 
studied reading intensively for many years—
some groundbreaking research dates back to the 
1980s and earlier. The problem is not “what do 
we know?” It is “what do we do?” 

Parents are often reminded that reading to their 
children is important, but they are seldom told 
why. What does a bedtime story teach a child? 
Why is reading to a child important after the 
child reaches kindergarten? 

Many children seem to learn to read easily—
indeed, some are reading even before they start 
school. Others struggle and fall behind. If 
parents and schools are to help all children learn 
this basic skill, we need to understand the many 
steps that go into learning to read. 

Parents of struggling readers are sometimes told 
to “wait and see.” But research clearly shows 
that early intervention is far more effective than 
remediation in later grades. Children who 
struggle to read can fall further and further 
behind their peers, jeopardizing their chances for 
success in school and beyond. 

We hope this guide will help you understand the 
processes and issues that surround learning to 
read. Every child deserves to read well. 
Together, parents and schools can make that 
happen. 

Reading: Breaking Through the Barriers 

Page 2 Reading: Breaking Through the Barriers 

Few children learn to read books by themselves. Someone has to lure them into the 
wonderful world of the written word; someone has to show them the way. 

—Orville Prescott, A Father Reads to His Children 

1 Canadian Council on Learning, Reading the Future: Planning 
to Meet Canada’s Future Literacy Needs 
2 The percentage is about double (approximately 50%) 
among kindergarten students for whom English is a 
second language. 



Phonological Awareness 

Background 
Phonological awareness is the ability to hear the 
individual sounds that make up words in spoken 
language. It is the bridge that allows us to “see” 
spoken language as a collection of words and 
sounds. This includes 

 hearing the sounds that make up words (for 
example, the sounds d-o-g in dog) 
 recognizing words that rhyme (for example, 
ball, fall, call) 
 deciding whether words begin with the same 
sounds (for example, bat, bell, boy) 

When children learn songs and rhymes, they are 
beginning to recognize patterning. From there 
they progress to understanding that sentences 
are made up of separate words, and finally to 
seeing that words themselves can be separated 
into sounds. 

Page 3 A Discussion Guide 

What the Research Tells Us 

Before they can begin to read or spell, children 
must understand that written words are made up 
of sounds. Testing for this phonological 
awareness is the best predictor of reading failure. 
All children benefit from explicit phonological 
instruction in the classroom, but for at-risk 
children this instruction is critical to learning to 
read. Pullout programs have not been found to 
be sufficient—instruction needs to be part of 
classroom activities. 

Research also tells us that instruction in 
phonological awareness should begin in 
preschool and kindergarten so that children can 
learn that written words represent spoken 
sounds. Once their ears “hear” those sounds, 
children are prepared to learn to read. 

Joseph Torgesen said in 1998, “The most 
common cause of difficulties acquiring early 
word reading skills is weakness in the ability to 
process the phonological features of language. 
This is perhaps the most important discovery 
about reading difficulties in the last twenty 
years.” 

Are children in your school or district tested in 
kindergarten for phonological awareness? 



What the Research Tells Us 

Phonological awareness is necessary for building 
decoding skills. Studies of kindergarten students 
show that when a reading program incorporates 
decoding with the continuous teaching of 
phonemic awareness, students perform better.  

In order to decode, children need to be explicitly 
taught how to sound out words into phonemes. 
This skill requires a great deal of practice to 
avoid reliance on pictures or context to guess at 
words.   

Although children learn to recognize and 
remember some words by rote—rather than 
having to decode them—their ability to do so is 
limited by memory. Rote recognition doesn’t 
give a child the necessary tools to decode new 
words. 

The better a child is able to decode, the better 
she is able to learn to read. 

Decoding 

Background 
Once children have acquired some phonological 
awareness, they are ready to decode words. 

“Decoding” means breaking down a word into 
its separate sounds. The word cat, for example, 
breaks down into three sounds: c-a-t. Children 
must be able to hear and identify those sounds 
in order to decode the word. Each sound is 
called a “phoneme,” and the ability to 
distinguish phonemes is called “phonemic 
awareness.” 

Children must then learn that every printed word 
is made up of phonemes and that phonemes are 
represented by letters of the alphabet. 
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The logic of all alphabetic languages, including English, is built on the understanding 
that every word is made up of a sequence of elementary speech or phonemes, for it is 
the phonemes that are represented by the letters. A failure to notice that spoken 
words can be broken into phonemes is a major cause of profound reading disability. 

—Early Literacy: A compilation of research, strategies, and resources for teachers and parents 

How explicitly is decoding taught in your 
school or district? 
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What the Research Tells Us 

Children benefit most when phonics instruction 
begins in kindergarten or grade 1. This 
instruction needs to be explicit and done in 
sequence. 

Regardless of their socio-economic status, 
children benefit from explicit phonics 
instruction. Children who are having difficulty 
learning to read benefit the most. 

Phonics instruction helps children with word 
recognition, spelling and reading. As children 
become more fluent at decoding and reading 
words, they are able to focus on building their 
comprehension. 

Background 
The alphabetic principle is the understanding 
that words are made up of letters that represent 
sounds. 

Phonics is founded on this alphabetic principle.  
In phonics instruction we teach children the 
relationship between letters and phonemes and 
the sounds they make. Children learn to apply 
their phonological awareness and decoding skills 
to written words. 

Children usually begin learning phonics by 
learning the sounds of consonants and vowels, 
vowel combinations, letter combinations and 
common word parts. 

The Alphabetic Principle and Phonics 

A Discussion Guide 

In the initial stages of reading development, learning phoneme awareness and 
phonics skills and practicing these skills with texts is critical. Children must also 
acquire fluency and automaticity in decoding and word recognition. Consider that a 
reader has only so much attention and memory capacity. 

—G. Reid Lyon, Why Reading is Not a Natural Process 

What emphasis does your school or district place 
on phonics instruction? 
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Building Fluency and Comprehension 

What the Research Tells Us 

Learning to read is difficult—reading is not a 
“natural” behaviour. Some experts have 
described the processes of learning to read as 
“finite.” By that they mean that a student can 
only do so many reading processes at a time. 
Like a tabletop, there is only a limited amount of 
space for the skills required, and if a student is 
struggling with decoding, or if she does not have 
good phonological skills, fluency and 
comprehension will suffer. A struggling reader 
may be able to move slowly through text, but 
she will not be able to absorb what she is 
reading. 

As students progress through each grade level, 
the demands upon them to read well increase. 
Students who do not read fluently fall behind. 
Because they struggle to decode words, they 
cannot attend to meaning. 

Researchers also note that reading materials 
must be at the right level for students and should 
be able to hold their interest.  

Background 

The ultimate goal in teaching reading is to have 
students comprehend the ideas in a piece of text 
as they read. 

Fluency comes when a student recognizes more 
and more words on sight and stores them in 
memory. Vocabulary naturally increases. The 
more times a child sees a word in text, the more 
likely she is to recognize the word by sight and 
avoid making a reading error. 

Comprehension means understanding what is 
read. It does not develop automatically with 
fluency, and some children benefit from direct 
instruction in comprehension strategies. 

Reading: Breaking Through the Barriers 

Competence is reinforcing; those who can read are more likely to read. Those who 
do read are more likely to be educated. And therein lies our responsibility: to teach 
with knowledge, skill, and artistry the alphabetic invention that makes all this 
possible. 

—Louisa C. Moats, “Teaching Decoding”  

How does your school or district select its 
reading resources? 
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What the Research Tells Us 

There is an overwhelming body of research to 
support a phonological approach to reading. 
While many children have learned to read using 
whole language, research has shown conclusively 
that this approach is devastating for children at 
risk for reading difficulties. It is acknowledged, 
however, that as children learn to read, they 
must be exposed to materials that are relevant 
and hold their interest. 

Researchers now understand much better the 
role that phonological awareness and decoding 
play in learning to read. Reading materials must 
be carefully chosen so as to be at the right 
reading level. Phonics instruction cannot stand 
alone. 

Background 

Many of us recall the “Dick and Jane” readers 
that formed the basis for reading instruction 
many years ago. Published in the 1930s, they 
taught children to read based on a “look and 
say” method. They replaced phonics programs 
that had emphasized rote learning of phonics 
rules. 

The importance of making reading creative and 
interesting led to a new approach to reading 
called “whole language,” which became the 
preferred method of teaching reading in the 
1990s. Phonics was either a small part of whole 
language teaching or entirely absent. 

Whole language was as much a way of thinking 
about reading as a method of teaching it. It 
emphasized motivating students by exposing 
them to reading in real-life settings. Students 
were encouraged to guess at words by looking at 
the beginning and ending letters and by using 
pictures and other clues. The theory was that if 
students were exposed to an ever-increasing 
number of whole words, they would be 
motivated to read them and would learn to 
remember them. 

The Great Divide on Reading 

A Discussion Guide 

Which method of teaching reading is used in 
your school or district? 
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What the Research Tells Us 

Research shows that implicit phonics work for 
some students. However, this method relies on a 
student’s ever-increasing memory base to learn 
new words. It also has shortcomings in helping 
students to read longer, more complex words, 
and it does not give at-risk students the 
foundation they need to learn to read. 

Explicit phonics work for all students but are 
particularly helpful for students at risk for 
reading difficulty. When teachers are properly 
trained and explicit phonics are directly taught, 
reading levels are higher for all students. 

Research emphasizes that explicit phonics need 
to be directly taught in the classroom. Classroom 
instruction can be supplemented by individual or 
small-group work for students who are at risk. 

Research also shows that supplementing implicit 
phonics with pullout programs for at-risk 
students does not give these students the skills 
they need to learn to read. These students tend 
to fall further and further behind their peers.  

Background 

Phonics are the tool we use to build the 
relationship between letters and the sounds they 
represent. All school districts use phonics to 
help teach children to read. However, there are 
many ways phonics can be taught, and these 
different ways have a profound impact on 
children’s reading development. 

When phonics are taught explicitly, they are 
called “explicit” or “synthetic” phonics. 
Children learn to read by blending the sounds—
or phonemes—in a word. For example, a child 
reads the word cat by blending the sounds c-a-t. 
In addition to vowel and consonant sounds, 
students are explicitly taught the sounds of 
groups of letters that make a single sound (e.g., 
sh, ough, th, or ow). Explicit phonics do not rely 
on sight vocabulary. 

“Implicit” or “analytic” phonics look at the 
whole word first. To read a word, students are 
expected to use their knowledge of similar 
words, or to look at its context or 
accompanying pictures. For example, if a 
student already knows the words sat and bat, he 
would learn the word cat by recognizing the 
sound of at (called the “rime”) and using clues 
to identify the sound of the letter c (called the 
“onset”). In other words, the student learns to 
read by dissecting the word into its known 
parts, then using clues to fill in the gaps.  

The Great Divide and Phonics 

How does your school or district 
track reading levels of students? Are 

the results linked to methods of 
teaching reading? 
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What the Research Tells Us 

A great deal of research is not finding its way 
into teaching practice. 

University teacher-training programs do not 
emphasize the skills necessary to teach children 
to read, and there is no consistency among 
programs from one university to another. 
Behind the scenes, wars still rage among 
academics over whole language versus 
phonological instruction. 

Background 

Some issues are consistently mentioned by 
researchers as problematic despite evidence that 
might help to resolve them. The most common 
problems identified in research are 

 teacher-training 
 early identification of children at risk for 
reading failure 
 intervention 
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Ongoing Issues 

In many school districts, children at risk are still 
not identified until grade 3, rather than 
kindergarten or grade 1. Thus, programs to help 
these children are remedial rather than 
preventative—and the success rate for remedial 
programs is very low. Keith Stanovich described 
the problem as the “Matthew Effects”—the rich 
get richer and the poor get poorer—meaning 
good readers read more and improve their 
reading skills, while poor readers fall further 
behind. 

Researchers note that intervention often takes 
place outside the classroom. But research shows 
that classroom-based intervention is necessary 
for children to acquire basic skills. Children at 
risk for reading failure must be taught more 
skills directly by the teacher. 

For a small percentage of students, reading 
difficulties persist despite intensive intervention. 
Researchers acknowledge that, for this group, 
more research is needed on how they can best be 
helped. These students are more likely to drop 
out of school, less likely to be employed, and 
have a higher percentage of mental health issues. 

How does your school or district address these issues? 
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What the Research Tells Us 

The problems a child experiences learning to 
read are often not related to the child’s ability to 
learn but to his phonological awareness, ability 
to “hear” the English language and exposure to 
the English alphabet. 

Children who have not been read to before they 
enter school may not have experience listening 
to rhythms and sounds. They may also not have 
developed an interest in reading—and we know 
that motivation is key to learning to read. 

A number of tools have been developed to 
assess children at risk for reading difficulties. 
Researchers note that there are problems with 
over-predicting and under-predicting, but they 
agree that assessment should be done as early as 
possible, preferably in kindergarten. 

For children with dyslexia, exposure to reading 
before school entry may increase their 
vocabulary, but it will not give them the ability to 
learn to read without intensive intervention at 
school. 

Background 

The literature on reading often refers to children 
who are “at risk” for reading problems. What is 
meant by “at risk,” and how can research tell us 
which children are “at risk”? 

We know that reading can be affected by socio-
economic status and cultural and linguistic 
background. Testing shows that students from 
low socio-economic backgrounds and cultural 
and linguistic heritage other than English may be 
at higher risk for problems learning to read. 

Some children are diagnosed with dyslexia, a 
neurological condition that affects their ability to 
read. Dyslexia can range from mild to severe but 
is not related to intelligence. 
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Looking at Children “At Risk” 

We now understand that specific systems in the brain recover sounds from spoken words, 
and just as in learning any skill, children understand phoneme awareness with different 
aptitudes and experiences. 

—G. Reid Lyon, Why Reading is Not a Natural Process 

Does your school or district assess for children at 
risk in kindergarten? 
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English as a Second Language (ESL) 
Students 

Background 

Research tells us that ESL1 students can be at 
high risk for reading difficulties. A recent study 
by Linda Siegel and Nonie Lesaux tracked 1,000 
students in the North Vancouver School District 
from kindergarten through to grade 6. The 
group included students from diverse socio-
economic, cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 

The students were tested in kindergarten for 
phonological awareness, and language and 
memory skills. The testing showed that 25% of 
those whose first language was English and 
about 50% of those whose first language was not 
English were at risk for reading problems. 

Teachers received extensive training and 
professional development in classroom-based 
intervention. All students were given explicit 
instruction in phonological awareness and 
decoding. At-risk students received more 
focused intervention in small groups, and 
student progress was constantly monitored and 
assessed. 

What the Research Tells Us 

After appropriate intervention, only 5% of both 
groups had reading difficulties at the end of 
grade 1. By grade 6, only 1.5% continued to have 
difficulties. Lesaux said, “What decreased over 
time was the number of kids who had to go 
down to the resource centre in the later years. 
It’s pay now or pay later.” 

Siegel and Lesaux affirmed that the development 
of phonological awareness skills is particularly 
important for ESL students, and that this will 
require more intensive instruction. New 
vocabulary must be intentionally taught and 
incorporated into classroom activities. 

Especially surprising was the finding that 
bilingualism is not necessarily an impediment if 
teachers are well trained in providing a balanced 
literacy program. ESL students in this study 
performed at or above grade level by grade 2. 

But why, by second grade, were some students who spoke no English in kindergarten 
achieving higher reading skills than their native English-speaking peers? Lesaux credits 
what she calls a metalinguistic awareness of the bilingual kids that exists precisely 
because they are learning English as a second language. "They're much more tuned into 
language than the other kids," she says. "In many ways, they were doing a lot more work 
around language than the monolinguals, for whom language is much more unconscious."  

—Beth Potier, “Research on ESL children has surprising results” 

How does your school or district teach reading to English 
Second Language students? 

A Discussion Guide 

1 Also referred to as English Language Learners or ELL. 
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What Can Parents Do? 

Background 

We know that reading is a complex skill, one 
that improves as a number of specific sub-skills 
are acquired. Researchers have compared this to 
climbing a set of stairs—to reach the top, each 
step must be climbed. 

In the introduction to this guide, we said that 
parents are often reminded that reading to their 
children is important, but they are seldom told 
why. What does a bedtime story teach a child? 
How does reading to a one-year-old relate to the 
child’s learning to read at school? 

What the Research Tells Us 

The more a child is exposed to reading, the more 
likely the child is to acquire the prerequisite skills 
for reading. Children must learn that words on a 
page have meaning and that reading is done 
from left to right and from top to bottom. 
Rhyming words and repeating lines help a child 

develop an “ear” for language—she begins to 
appreciate the sounds of words. Parents can also 
start teaching their children the letters of the 
alphabet and the sounds they make 

Reading helps children expand their thinking 
skills, learn to concentrate and enlarge their 
vocabulary. Children who have been read to in 
childhood are more motivated to learn to read, 
and they appreciate that reading is a gateway to 
new ideas. 

Even children without this background, and 
children who are dyslexic, can be taught to read, 
but the instruction must be much more intensive 
to develop phonological awareness. These 
children are at higher risk of failure. If the 
instruction does not give them all the tools they 
need, if every step is not covered, they may 
never experience the joy of reading. 

The more you read, the more things you will know. 
The more that you learn, the more places you’ll go. 

—Dr. Seuss, I Can Read With My Eyes Shut!  
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