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.Once phonics instructional materials and assessments are in place, the hard work  

begins. Too often, the implementation of these materials and resources fails due  
to common issues or obstacles, such as those listed below (Blevins, 2017, 2011, 2006, 
2001). Great care was taken to avoid these common obstacles in the creation of the 
Sadlier From Phonics to Reading™ program.

INTRODUCTION

Sadlier School Professional Development Series | 10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure 3
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We underestimate the amount of time it takes young learners to master 
phonics skills. When a new skill is introduced it should be systematically and 
purposefully reviewed for the next four to six weeks. The goal must be to 
teach to mastery rather than just exposure. Only then can students transfer 
these skills to new reading situations. With the fast pacing of most curricula,  
a more substantial review and repetition cycle must be added. 

Increasing opportunities to practice through additional words in blending 
lines, dictation, and repeated readings of previously-read decodable stories  
is essential and is a key part of the From Phonics to Reading materials.

1 INADEQUATE OR NON-EXISTENT  
REVIEW AND REPETITION CYCLE

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure

From Phonics to Reading 
Level A, Student Edition
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Students progress at a much faster rate in phonics when the bulk of 
instructional time is spent on applying the skills to authentic reading and 
writing experiences, rather than isolated skill-and-drill work. The majority 
of the lesson time in the From Phonics to Reading program is devoted to 
application exercises. Students are reading and writing daily.

2 LACK OF APPLICATION TO  
REAL READING AND  
WRITING EXPERIENCES

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure

From Phonics to Reading 
Level A, Student Edition
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The connection between what we teach and 
what we have young learners read has a powerful 
effect on their word-reading strategies (Juel and 
Roper-Schneider, 1985) and their phonics and 
spelling skills (Blevins, 2000). It also affects their 
motivation to read. Examine a few pages from 
the books you give your students to read in K–1 
during phonics lessons. They should be able to 
sound out over fifty percent of these words based 
on the phonics skills you have taught them up 
to that point. If not, more controlled accountable 
text will be needed until they get more phonics 
skills under their belts and develop a sense of 
comfort and control in their reading abilities. You 
can usually transition to more challenging text in 
the second half of Grade 1.

Ample accountable text (containing words that 
can be sounded out, high-frequency words 
taught, and story words to create comprehensible 
and natural-sounding text) is included in the 
From Phonics to Reading materials.

3 INAPPROPRIATE  
READING MATERIALS  
TO PRACTICE SKILLS

Spain is a fun place to visit.

When I go away next spring, 
maybe I will go back.

But I hope it doesn’t rain 
again!

Last May, I went to Spain.

It was a fun trip.

What did I do there?

Take a look!

Copyright © by William H. Sadlier, Inc. All rights reserved.

Name 

My Big Trip
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From Phonics to Reading 
Level A, Student Edition

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure
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Teachers of struggling readers often spend too much of the instructional 
time doing the “heavy lifting,” such as over-modeling and having students 
simply repeat. 

Whoever does the thinking in a lesson, does the learning. Students might 
struggle, but you are there to provide corrective feedback and support. Limit 
“parrot” activities to a minimum when implementing the phonics lessons.

4 INEFFECTIVE USE OF  
THE GRADUAL  
RELEASE MO W DEL

From Phonics to Reading 
Level A, Teacher’s Edition

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure
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Phonics lessons often require a lot of manipulatives and materials. 
Transitional times when materials are distributed or collected should be 
viewed as valuable instructional moments in which review skills can be 
addressed (e.g., sing the ABC song, do a phonemic awareness task, review 
sound-letter action rhymes, spell aloud high-frequency words to focus 
students’ attention on an instructional goal). Plan these transitions at the 
beginning of the week (e.g., select three to four great transitions per week) 
to better utilize your phonics instructional minutes.

5 TOO MUCH TIME LOST  
DURING TRANSITION

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure
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Teachers with a background in phonics or 
linguistics are better equipped to make meaningful 
instructional decisions, analyze student errors, and 
improve the language and delivery of instruction. 

Also, teacher attitudes toward phonics instructional 
materials (e.g., decodable text) and routines (e.g., 
sorts, word building, blending) matter. These need 
to be explored within grade-level teams. Use the 
professional development resources in the From 
Phonics to Reading program to build foundational 
skill teaching capacity.

6
LIMITED TEACHER  
KNOWLEDGE OF  
RESEARCHED-BASED  
PHONICS ROUTINES  
AND LINGUISTICS

From Phonics to Reading 
Level A, Teacher’s Edition

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure
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Teachers often spend too much time on activities 
they enjoy or are easier for students and less on the 
more challenging or “meaty” activities that increase 
learning. Keep lessons fast-paced and rigorous. 
Use the suggested times as a guideline and work 
towards increasing the pace of activities that might 
take longer. Phonics should be fun, with students 
active and engaged during the entire lesson—
thinking and talking about how words work. The 
bulk of time should be devoted to “real reading and 
writing” experiences.

7 INAPPROPRIATE  
PACING OF LESSONS

From Phonics to Reading 
Level A, Teacher’s Edition

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure
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Assessment of phonics skills must be done over 
an extended period of time to ensure mastery. 
Weekly assessments focusing on one skill often 
give “false positives.”  That is, they show movement 
toward learning, but not mastery. If the skill isn’t 
worked on for subsequent weeks, learning can 
decay. Cumulative assessments, like those provided 
in the From Phonics to Reading materials, help you 
determine which skills have truly been mastered. 
Make course corrections and adjust small group 
differentiated support based on your findings.

8 NO COMPREHENSIVE  
OR CUMULATIVE  
MASTERY ASSESSMENT TOOLS

From Phonics to Reading 
Level A, Student Edition

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure
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Most curricula focus on one-syllable words in 
Grade 2, yet the stories students read at that grade 
are filled with more challenging, multisyllabic 
words. More emphasis needs to be given to 
transitioning to longer words at this grade (e.g., 
going from known to new words like can/candle 
and teaching the six major syllable types). The 
From Phonics to Reading materials provide a 
smoother, easier, and more focused transition to 
multisyllabic words for these early readers.

9 TRANSITIONING TO  
MULTISYLLABIC WORDS  
TOO LATE

From Phonics to Reading 
Level C, Student Edition

From Phonics to Reading 
Level B, Student Edition

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure
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Some curricula over-emphasize phonics (especially 
the isolated skill type of work), while ignoring other 
key aspects of early reading needs (e.g., vocabulary 
and background knowledge building) that are 
essential to long-term reading progress. These skills 
plant the seeds for comprehension as students 
encounter increasingly more complex texts with 
words not commonly used in speaking and topics 
that require more extensive background knowledge. 

Modify your reading time to provide better balance. 
Increase read aloud time each day (e.g., two read-
alouds per day—one literary and one informational) 
to feed students with words and ideas. This will have 
greater long-term benefits.

10 OVERDOING IT 
(ESPECIALLY ISOLATED  
SKILL WORK)

10 Common Causes of Phonics Instruction Failure

From Phonics to Reading 
Level A, Teacher’s Edition
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From Phonics to Reading, authored by  
Wiley Blevins, is a research-based foundational skills 

program aligned with the Science of Reading .

Visit www.SadlierSchool.com/WileyPrograms to 
see more programs that are aligned with the Science of 
Reading to use together or as stand-alone supplements .


