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The research is clear – teaching students sound/symbol relationships and decoding strategies is critical in helping young learners develop reading proficiency.  In this position statement, the Louisiana Reading Association expresses its stance on the role of phonological awareness and phonics in an effective reading program, the need for quality professional development for teachers of young children, and the need for policymakers to ensure that policies align with the best instructional practices for the teaching of and acquisition of reading.

The Role of Phonological Awareness and Phonics 
Teaching basic letter-sound relationships gives students access to approximately 84% of words in English. Therefore, phonological awareness and phonics instruction is essential for all students as they become proficient readers. Phonological awareness and phonics instruction must be explicitly taught and systematically arranged from easier to more complex skills, following a continuum of skill complexity. Lessons should include a review and repetition cycle that leads to eventual skill mastery1.
Research shows that reading achievement is supported when instruction is differentiated. Routine diagnostic assessments of each student’s decoding skills will play a large role in differentiating phonological awareness and phonics instruction for students in both classroom and intervention settings. Instruction should be provided to the whole class, but then the instruction should be reinforced through reteaching, evidence-based interventions, and small-group instruction as determined by diagnostic screeners.
Phonological awareness and phonics are critical factors in early literacy instruction, but comprehensive literacy is much more than simply decoding individual words. An explicit and systematic phonological awareness and phonics program should instruct students and transition them from spoken to written sounds and words to develop their reading fluency. Additionally, instruction should systematically build the foundations for acquisition of the alphabetic principle, concept of word, and concepts of print. A comprehensive program must include instruction and practice in phonological awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, comprehension, and writing.
Professional Development
Teachers matter more to student achievement than any other school-related factor, and students need and have the right to knowledgeable and qualified literacy educators. Preservice and job-embedded professional development in early literacy instruction, including phonological awareness and phonics, should be high-quality, rigorous, on-going, and standards-based. Professional development should focus on the knowledge and practices that have been shown to be effective in current research. In addition, it should provide teachers, both preservice and in-service, with opportunities to apply what they are learning, see demonstrations of practice, and receive explicit explanations and examples of effective literacy instructional practices.
Policy
Policymakers at all levels have a responsibility for ensuring that policies support students’ acquisition of strong literacy skills, including a thorough understanding of phonological awareness and phonics principles. Legislators and Department of Education personnel should ensure that all Louisiana policies reflect the importance of phonological awareness and phonics in a comprehensive literacy program. In addition, policies should require coursework in effective literacy practices in undergraduate, alternative certification, and graduate reading specialist programs. District policymakers should ensure that programs are selected that utilize a systematic and cumulative approach to phonics, phonological awareness, vocabulary, fluency, comprehension, and writing. School-based administrators should adopt policies that provide effective support, coaching, and monitoring for teachers to deliver quality instruction to students.
In Summary

The Louisiana Reading Association believes that phonological awareness and phonics are essential components of a comprehensive literacy program for young children. Professional development should support the use of effective instructional practices in early literacy. Legislators and policymakers at all levels should ensure that policies regarding early literacy include the importance of phonological awareness and phonics in early literacy acquisition.
1For a review of key characteristics of effective phonics instruction, see Meeting the Challenges of Early Literacy Phonics Instruction from the International Literacy Association, available online at http://bit.ly/2kKTwcZ. 
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