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Michigan’s rank in third grade reading has declined (no difference in 
scores but other states are doing better). Suggested reasons include  
(1) a decline in number of school librarians; (2) not enough phonics. 
There is strong evidence supporting (1): the research shows that the 
presence of a credentialed school librarian is a significant predictor of 
reading achievement. 

 (2) is the result of a PR campaign claiming that heavy phonics 
instruction has “scientific” support, but not mentioned in their 
statements are studies that show:
- many children learn to read very well without phonics; 
- many phonics rules are complicated and are hard to teach and 
remember; 
- heavy phonics teaching only improves scores on tests in which 
children pronounce words presented on lists. Heavy phonics teaching 
does not improve scores on tests in which children have to 
understand what they read. 

Children who develop a pleasure reading habit do very well in 
phonics tests as well as on tests of reading comprehension. 

Learning some straight-forward basic rules of phonics may be useful, 
but most of our knowledge of phonics is the result of reading; the 
more complex rules of phonics are acquired as children read and 
understand books. 

This is the position of Anderson, Hiebert, Scott and Wilkinson, 
authors of Becoming a Nation of Readers, a book widely considered 
to provide strong support for phonics instruction:
“…phonics instruction should aim to teach only the most important 
and regular of letter-to-sound relationships … once the basic 
relationships have been taught, the best way to get children to refine 
and extend their knowledge of letter-sound correspondences is 
through repeated opportunities to read. If this position is correct, then 



much phonics instruction is overly subtle and probably 
unproductive.”
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