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Fact Sheet 31 - An introduction to phonics 

A guide for teachers and teacher aides in Australian schools. 

Phonics is a part of early childhood language learning from around pre-primary to Year 

2, but it becomes the main focus once students have finished their phonological 

awareness learning (usually in Year 1). It is a method of teaching students about the 

link between phonemes and graphemes (i.e., how sounds are represented by 

symbols).  

Think of a phoneme as a small sound (of a letter or combination of letters) and a 

grapheme as the symbol for that sound. There are 44 phonemes (sounds) in English, 

and each has at least one grapheme. If you are confused, don’t worry – all you need 

to know is that you write a grapheme, but you say a phoneme.  

Teaching children to use phonemes and graphemes as the basis for learning to read 

is a teaching method called ‘phonics’. Currently, phonics is considered the best way 

to teach children to read. In simple terms, it is a way of teaching children the 

connection between a written symbol and its pronunciation. Although technically 

phonics is about reading, students learn and practise writing graphemes at the same 

time (and they also practise pronunciation). 

The goals of phonics 

The ultimate goals of phonics are for students to be able to read, write and manipulate 

combinations of phonemes and graphemes for various purposes. For example, we 

want students to sound out a word by identifying and sounding out each grapheme. 

To do this, they first need to know the main graphemes and how to read them. 

Graphemes are taught in stages from the most common and easiest to the most 

challenging.  

Students can then start dividing whole words into graphemes so they can be sounded 

out. However, this is much more difficult than you may think because some letters are 

supposed to be sounded out individually while others are meant to be grouped and 

sounded out together. For example, the simple word ‘family’ has 3 phonemes or 

sounds (fam + i + ly). Children could easily get confused and try to sound the word out 

differently (such as fa + mil + y). 
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We also want students to combine several letters to write a word and to be able to 

read and pronounce the same word. Finally, we want them to develop the ability to 

delete, replace or add new letters to make a different word that has a different 

pronunciation and meaning. For example, students learn that the letter ‘t’ sounds 

different when combined with another letter (e.g., t + h sounds different to t + e). 

Similarly, they learn that the combination of letters can make a single sound (e.g., ‘g’ 

and ‘o’ makes a single sound ‘go’). 

Phases or levels of phonics 

Phonics is often taught in levels. The first level usually exposes children to sounds and 

letters not dissimilar to phonemic awareness. The goal is for children to become 

comfortable with English sounds and letters. The second stage introduces the first 

letters such as ‘s’, ‘a’, and ‘t’.  

Children are introduced to several sounds per week for about 5 - 6 weeks depending 

on the program (there are many different programs). Teachers first introduce and 

teach a new sound (via explicit instruction) and then give students the opportunity to 

practise using the sound (such as by repeating it after the teacher or doing an activity 

in pairs). Blending and segmenting activities are also common.  

In the third stage, students learn the last of the 44 phonemes and they continue 

blending and segmenting activities. They are given plenty of opportunities to 

experience sounds and letters in different contexts and from different people. Stages 

4 and 5 introduce more tricky graphemes such as ‘their’ and many new high-frequency 

sight words.  

 

  

Hint 
Explicit instruction is not a strategy per se, but a style of teaching where the 

teacher tells their students about something new. It is a traditional, teacher-centred 

style of teaching. Explicit instruction also involves asking questions and providing 

feedback (Hughes et al., 2017).  



© Adam Green - Institute of Teacher Aide Courses V1.0 January 2022  

Helping students with phonics 

There are 3 general rules of thumb to remember when teaching phonics: 

• First, phonics should be taught in the least complicated way possible. For 

example, when teaching vowel sounds, it’s not helpful to use terms such as 

‘short vowels’ and ‘long vowels’. Children don’t need to know the technical 

terms (and neither do TAs, although you will pick them up over time). 

• Second, following explicit instruction (i.e., telling students about sounds or 

letters), students should immediately practise (e.g., ‘repeat after me’ or read 

a short story).  

• Third, reading texts and activities should be interesting, age-appropriate and 

visually appealing. A multimodal approach should be used to reinforce 

learning – this means providing students with the opportunity to see and hear 

sounds and words from various sources (e.g., different people, a diverse range 

of books and authors).  

High-frequency words 

Students start learning high-frequency words (such as ‘the’ and ‘was’) quite early. It’s 

important for students to become fluent in reading high-frequency words because they 

come up so often – imagine stumbling over and over on the word ‘the’ when trying to 

read almost anything! Not knowing high-frequency words inhibits reading 

comprehension (which is the ability to understand an entire text including its key 

messages and meanings). In addition, when reading speed is too slow, reading 

comprehension is severely impacted (which you will learn more about soon).  

Students learning high-frequency words is the next focus for teachers after phonics. 

Armed with knowing a bag of high-frequency words, students can read texts much 

faster, more independently and with less frustration. As they can read faster and more 

fluently, they can read more in the same period of time and become better at reading 

as a result. Their confidence improves and they also enjoy reading more. 
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Sight words 

High-frequency words and sight words are basically the same. High-frequency words 

are those that come up all the time. Sight words are those that students can see and 

process instantly. Students don’t ‘read’ sight words, instead they see their shapes 

(almost like Egyptian hieroglyphics). Knowing sight words makes reading faster and 

much more fluent. 

People seem to naturally develop the ability to see a word as if it was a shape and 

teachers expect children to learn to do this with most basic words. For example, most 

students in Year 3 would not sound out words such as ‘on’, ‘the’ or even bigger words 

such as ‘their’ – they don’t go through each syllable like they were taught in phonics.  

The problem is that the only real way to teach students to automatically see and 

process sight words is to expose them to these words a huge number of times. This 

is easy for the most common words (e.g., the top 100) but more difficult for simple 

words that are not high frequency (such as ‘tree’ and ‘bird’). Teachers want students 

to recognise basic and common words quickly, but they don’t teach sight words per 

se. For example, they will plan activities so students can practise seeing and saying a 

word (e.g., by using flip cards), but they don’t teach students to process the word as a 

single symbol. 

Hint 
The Oxford Wordlist is widely considered to be the go-to list in Australia for high-

frequency words. It was developed by collecting multiple work samples from 1000 

Australian school children. Interestingly, boys and girls differed in the high-

frequency words they used.  

Boys used more words to describe sports and activities (such as ‘football’), 

whereas girls wrote about more passive pastimes (using words such as ‘read’ and 

‘bike’) as well as lots of words referring to family members (such as ‘brother’). 

Characters from fairy tales were commonly used in a very gendered way as well. 

This may be because teachers like to use fairy tales in their lessons. Girls used 

the word ‘princess’ 131 times but it wasn’t used by a single boy. Boys tended to 

write about characters such as ‘ninjas’ (Bayetto, 2018). 
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