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Abstract   
  

Learning   to   write   and   composing   a   story   in   first   grade   requires   multiple   steps   of   phonemic   

awareness   and   phonics.   The   writing   process   they   use   requires   more   than   one   simple   step   of   

putting   words   together   to   make   a   sentence   or   story,   they   need   to   use   their   phonemic   awareness   

and   phonics   skills   to   create   each   individual   word.   This   means   breaking   each   individual   word   up   

into   its   sounds   and   then   taking   those   sounds   and   writing   them   down,   using   the   known   phonics   

patterns,   on   a   piece   of   paper   to   create   the   word.   This   action   research   study   examined   the   

relationship   between   explicit   phonics   instruction   and   writing   capabilities   in   first   grade   students   

of   different   learning   abilities.     
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I   have   been   a   teacher   in   my   current   district   for   three   years   and   writing   has   been   one   of   the   

most   concerning   areas   for   my   first-grade   students.   They   are   struggling   with   the   ability   to   

transform   their   verbal   thoughts   into   written   form   and   the   mechanics   of   writing,   including   

spelling.   The   students   are   provided   with   a   majority   of   the   phonetic   instruction   to   help   them   

accurately   spell   each   word,   but   when   given   the   task   of   writing,   they   struggle   to   put   that   phonetic   

spelling   knowledge   into   correct   use.   Their   sentences   and   stories   that   they   write   demonstrate   more   

inventive   spelling   than   correct   spelling,   although   they   have   been   taught   the   phonetic   patterns   (ex:   

rain   -   student’s   spelling:   rae,   rane).   Phonics   instruction   is   provided   to   these   students   during   whole   

group   instruction,   but   is   not   provided   to   students   in   small   group   form,   which   is   an   instructional   

method   that   only   focuses   on   2-6   students   so   there   can   be   more   focused   instruction.   When   

students   are   exposed   to   and   taught   phonics   patterns   explicitly   that   appear   in   written   words,   their   

writing   success   grows.   Although   writing   isn’t   just   about   spelling,   spelling   is   a   critical   aspect   in   

their   ability   to   be   successful   writers.     

Writing   requires   a   child   to   use   many   literacy   skills   simultaneously.   A   child   is   expected   to   

create   ideas   for   their   writing,   transform   their   verbal   thoughts   into   written   form,   write   their   

thoughts   in   the   correct   format   (friendly   letter,   fairy   tale,   etc.),   use   correct   vocabulary   and   use   

word   processing   skills   to   write   each   word   that   it   is   in   their   story.   A   child   needs   to   be   fluent   in   

each   of   these   areas   to   have   quality   written   work.   Although   each   of   these   literacy   skills   plays   a   

part   in   a   child’s   writing   success,   writing   can   not   be   read   unless   the   words   are   decodable.   Words   

can   not   be   decoded   unless   there   is   understanding   of   the   phonetic   patterns   that   make   up   each   

word.    Phonics   instruction   is   an   attempt   to   provide   the   guidance   and   teaching   that   children   need   

to   learn   how   an   alphabetic   writing   system   works.   Extensive   research   has   shown   that   systematic   

phonics   instruction   as   currently   practiced   leads   to   better   word-level   skills   (Treiman,   2018).   



EXPLICIT   PHONICS   INSTRUCTION   AND   WRITING                                                             4   

Phonics   instruction   focuses   on   the   connection   between   letters   and   phonemes,   which   are   single   

sounds   representing   a   letter   (ex:   /m/   -   /a/   -   /t/),   and   graphemes,   which   is   a   letter   or   letters   

representing   the   sounds   in   speech   (ex:   /sh/   -   /i/   -   /p/).   This   focus   can   help   the   youngest   of   writers   

begin   to   use   inventive   spelling   to   write   words,   sentences,   and   stories.   When   students   begin   to   

make   these   connections   they   can   then   move   on   to   recognizing   the   patterns   and   rules   that   make   

words.   The   understanding   of   the   phonetic   patterns   in   words   will,   in   turn,   allow   students   to   

become   better   writers.   

When   discussing   our   students’   writing   as   a   district,   the   staff   (classroom   teachers,   special   

education   teachers,   administration,   etc.)   came   to   the   conclusion   that   writing   was   an   area   that   

needs   improvement   across   all   grade   levels.   Test   scores   and   student   writing   samples,   formal   and   

informal,   were   analyzed   and   discussed   at   the   beginning   of   the   2019-2020   school   year   to   decide   

this.   Each   teacher   shared   thoughts   and   ideas   about   our   writing   curriculum,   which   is   a   writer’s   

workshop   model   that   was   purchased   from   the   Teachers   Pay   Teachers   website.   The   teachers   also   

shared   data   from   students’   qualitative   spelling   inventories   (Bear,    Invernizzi,   Johnston,   &   

Templeton,   2021 ),   observational   notes   taken   during   whole   group   and   small   group   writing   

lessons,   and   student’s   written   work   so   we   could   compare   and   discuss   what   our   students   were   

knowledgeable   in   and   what   they   were   having   difficulty   with.   When   all   of   the   teachers   in   the   

district   discussed   what   our   students   were   struggling   with,   we   found   that   some   fourth   and   fifth   

grade   students,   including   special   education   students,   were   having   difficulty   with   their   spelling   --   

they   weren’t   using   the   silent   e   or   the   vowel-consonant-e   (vCe)   pattern   at   the   end   of   words   when   

needed,   they   were   misusing   ambiguous   vowels   and   vowel   teams,   and   misspelling   many   other   

spelling   patterns,   such   as   consonant   -le   patterns   and   r-controlled   vowels.   Each   grade   level   uses   

resources   and   materials   that   are   pieced   together   from   our   current   curriculum,   the   writing   
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curriculum   purchased,   and   other   writing   materials   from   other   sources   to   teach   their   students.   As   

a   district,   each   grade   level   shares   what   they   are   doing   in   their   classrooms   each   Wednesday   during   

our   “professional   learning   community”.   Collaboration   is   key   for   our   students’   success,   so   we   

discuss   and   share   what   we   are   doing   and   how   we   are   doing   it.    

When   learning   to   spell,   children   need   to   be   taught   the   phonics   patterns   and   word   study   

that   make   up   many   of   the   words   in   the   English   language.   The   discussions   about   the   district’s   

students   and   their   ability   to   correctly   use   the   phonics   patterns   in   their   writing,   our   current   

professional   development   on   explicit   phonics   instruction   using   the   Guided   Discovery   Teaching   

of   New   Material   resource   book   (Mathis,   2007),   and   the   study   of   phonics   growth   in   our   UW   -   

River   Falls   graduate   program,   lead   to   my   interest   in   the   study   of   explicit   phonics   instruction   and   

the   impact   it   has   on   a   first   grader’s   writing   ability.   This   interest   sparked    my   research   question:   

What   is   the   effect   of   explicit   phonics   instruction   on   first   grade   writing   growth?   

Literature   Review   

Characteristics   of   a   Young   Writer   

Young   students   must   learn   a   range   of   composing   and   encoding   processes,   strategies,   and   

orthographic   knowledge   to   be   able   to   write,   which   can   pose   considerable   cognitive   challenges   

(Scardamalia   &   Bereiter,   1986).   Early   learning   is   crucial;   research   shows   that   children   who   lag   

behind   in   early   years   reading   and   writing   development   encounter   considerable   difficulties   in   later   

experiences   with   literacy   skills   as   texts   get   longer   and   more   complicated   ( Myrberg,   2007 ).   

Beginning   writers   must   make   decisions   about   what   to   write   and   hold   those   ideas   in   short-term   

memory   while   using   their   knowledge   of   letter   sounds   and   letter   formation   to   get   that   message   

into   print.     

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0360131513000857#bib14
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Spelling   is   a   complex   cognitive   activity   that   involves   the   integration   of   motor,   linguistic,   

and   memory   processes   (Bigozzi,   Tarchi,   &   Pinto,   2016).   Students   can   face   many   difficulties   in   

the   spelling   component   of   writing,   so   it   is   crucial   to   assess   spelling   performance   early   on,   in   

order   to   determine   any   difficulties   that   might   impair   a   child’s   writing   skills.   A   child’s   spelling   

performance   can   be   varied   by   task,   dictation   or   spontaneous   spelling,   and   level   of   language,   

word   and   text.   When   analyzing   their   writing   performance,   these   areas   will   inform   the   educator   

on   the   nature   of   the   students'   writing   in   its   early   stage   of   development   (Bigozzi,   Tarchi,   &   Pinto,   

2016).   The   good   news   is   that   teachers   can   support   the   learning-to-write   process   through   explicit   

instruction,   modeling,   and   guided   practice   (Harris,   Graham,   Friedlander,   &   Laud,   2013).    

Orthography   

Orthographic   knowledge   is   the   information,   which   are   the   rules   for   how   a   letter   or   letters   

represent   speech   sounds,   rules   for   what   letters   can   be   used   together,   rules   for   how   the   words   can   

be   used,   and   the   mental   images   of   words   or   word   parts,   that   is   stored   in   memory   that   tells   us   how   

to   represent   spoken   language   in   written   (Apel,   2011).   Student   writings,   especially   unedited   rough   

drafts,   are   a   goldmine   of   information   about   their   orthographic   knowledge   (Bigozzi,   Tarchi,   Pinto,   

2016).   When   a   child   has   developed   orthographic   knowledge,   they   have   information   stored   in   

their   memory   that   allows   them   to   represent   spoken   language   in   written   form   (Apel,   2011).   When   

decoding   or   spelling,   individuals   typically   apply   their   knowledge   of   orthographic   patterns(e.g.   

vCe,   vowel   teams,   diphthongs)   along   with   their   phonemic   blending   abilities.   The   individual’s   

writing   success   is   dependent   on   their   mental   graphemic   representations,   which   are   mental   images   

of   written   words   or   word   parts.   Then   moves   on   to   whether   they   are   able   to   figure   out   the   words'   

sounds   to   determine   the   spelling,   where   they   then   use   their   knowledge   of   the   phonics   patterns   to   

write   the   sounds   (Apel,   2011).   
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Figure   1   

Visual   Representation   of   Orthography   Components.     

  

Note.    This   image   was   created   to   show   the   definitions   of   orthographic   knowledge   and   the   components.   From    Apel,   
K.   (2011).   What   is   orthographic   knowledge?    Language,   Speech,   and   Hearing   Services   in   Schools,     42 (4),   592-603.   
doi:10.1044/0161-1461(2011/10-0085)   
  

There   is   an   abundance   of    research   that   identifies   the   reciprocal   nature   of   reading   and   

spelling   (Ehri,   1992,   1997).   The   knowledge   and   understanding   of   the   orthography   of   the   

language   being   learned   is   vital   in   both   decoding   words   while   reading   and   encoding   words   while   

spelling   (Ehri,   1997;   Richgels,   1995).   For   example,   Ehri   and   Wilce   (1980)   found   that   word   

decoding   practice   improved   the   spelling   of   kindergarten   and   first-grade   children.   

There   are   also   other   complementary   areas   of   research   that   show   that   young   children   are   

able   to   draw   upon   detailed   information   about   the   words   themselves,   relating   the   word   or   word   

parts   to   the   vocabulary   of   the   language   in   order   to   produce   spellings   (Steffler,   2001).   One   
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example   of   such   research   is   in   the   area   of   lexical   priming,   which   is   one’s   ability   to   read   or   hear   a   

word(s),   store   the   knowledge   or   context   of   the   word(s),   and   then   use   that   word(s)   in   the   future   

based   on   the   knowledge   of   the   word(s),   of   non-word   spelling.   Children’s   spelling   of   non-words   

can   be   influenced   by   the   orthography   of   real   word   primes,   under   conditions   of   direct   priming   

where   prime   and   target   non-word   share   phonology   (for   example,   using   ‘soap’   to   prime   the   

spelling   of   the   non-word   ‘boap’   (Campbell,   1985;   Nation   &   Hulme,   1997).   

Inventive   Spelling   

First   graders   are   beautifully   positioned   for   writing   --   they   can   write   many   of   the   words   

they   can   say.   Even   younger   children   who   don’t   know   the   alphabet   can   write   if   they   have   seen   

other   people   write.   They   just   scribble,   scribble,   scribble   --   but   with   complete   understanding   of   

what   they’re   writing   --    and   they   can   “read”   their   writing   back   to   you.   All   that   is   needed   is   to   

invite   them   to   use   invented   spelling   or   kid   spelling,   whatever   letters   come   easily   (Elbow,   2004).   

When   children   use   invented   spelling,   they   listen   for   the   sounds   that   they   hear   and   use   their   

letter-sound   knowledge   to   spell   the   word.   Each   child   has   different   letter-sound   knowledge,   which   

is   based   on   their   print   exposure,   phonics   exposure,   lexical   priming,   etc,   so   every   child’s   invented   

spelling   will   look   different.   When   a   child   is   writing   the   word   bright   but   has   not   been   exposed   to   

the   magic   e   pattern   or   the   igh   pattern,   they   will   more   than   likely   spell   it   like   this,   brit.   If   they   

have   been   exposed   to   the   magic   e   pattern   they   will   more   than   likely   spell   it   like   this,   brite.   The   

child   is   going   to   use   what   they   know   when   they   write,   which   means   not   all   of   their   words   will   be   

spelled   correctly.   Their   spelling   will   demonstrate   the   phonics   and/or   word   patterns   that   they   have  

been   exposed   to   and   the   rules   that   they   know   and   can   apply.     

Looking   closely   at   a   child’s   writing,   more   specifically   their   inventive   spelling,    provides   a   

glimpse   of   the   major   principles   of   the   writing   system   that   they   are   trying   to   master   (Invernizzi,   
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Abouzeid,   &   Gill,   1994).   Research   indicates   that   children   seek   patterns,   use   analogies   or   

comparisons,   and   consider   context   in   encoding   and   decoding   words   (Goswami,   1986,   1990,   

1993;   Goswami   &   Bryant,   1990;   Goswami   &   Mead,   1992).   Researchers   exploring   inventive   

spelling   note   that   children   often   learn   about   phonics   through   early   writing   (Clay,   1991;   Tierney   

&   Leys,   1986;   Treiman,   1993)   and   that   experimentation   with   letter-sound   relations   has   led   to   

better   spelling   and   improved   reading   (Clarke,   1988).   Current   information   shows   us   that   learners   

actively   construct   phonics   knowledge   and   draw   from   both   instruction   and   independent   

experimentation   in   order   to   understand   phonics   concepts.   Studies   on   inventive   spelling   in   which   

children   are   encouraged   to   attempt   to   spell   words   using   their   knowledge   of   letter   names   and   

letter   sounds   have   also   shown   that   such   experiences   contribute   to   both   spelling   and   reading   

development   (Clarke,   1988).     

Silva   &   Martins   (2003)   reported   significant   advantages   on   initial   

phoneme   identification   and   deletion,   and   word   segmentation   from   invented   spelling   efforts.   

Thus,   it   is   possible   that   linking   letter–sound   correspondence   instruction   with   attempts   to   spell   

words   that   include   target   letter–sound   correspondences   will   enhance   both   children’s   word   

reading   and   spelling   performance   by   both   teaching   them   letter–sound   correspondences   and   

affording   practice   in   analysis   of   the   phonemic   structure   of   words   (Silva   &   Martins,   2003).    

Phonemic   Awareness/Phonological   Processing   and   Spelling   

Phonemic   awareness   is   one   of   the   important   foundational   skills   of   learning   how   to   read   

and   write.   Phonemic   awareness   is   the   ability   to   manipulate   or   use   individual   sounds   (phonemes)   

in   spoken   words   (Student   Achievement   Partners,   2020).   When   individuals   are   able   to   manipulate   

or   focus   on   phonemes,   they   can   then   be   combined   to   make   words.   A   phoneme   can   be   an   

individual   sound   representing   an   individual   letter,   or   a   group   of   letters   representing   a   single   
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sound.   Phonemic   awareness   is   completely   oral   and   requires   the   individual   to   listen   carefully   to   

the   sounds   in   order   to   manipulate   the   sounds   in   words   (ex:   /b/   -   /a/   -   /t/;   change   the   b   in   bat   to   m;   

/m/   -   /a/   -   /t/).   Phonemic   awareness   is   critical   and   forms   the   building   blocks   of   learning   to   read   

and   write   (Student   Achievement   Partners,   2020).   

Other   studies   attest   to   the   importance   of   phonological   processing   in   both   spelling   and   

writing   acquisition   (Clarke,   1988).   These   studies   show   that   the   development   of   spelling   ability   

can   be   characterized   as   moving   from   letter   awareness   to   partial   phonetic   and   finally   to   phonetic   

principles   and   that   at   even   the   earliest   stages   children   are   utilizing   phonetic   cues   to   guide   their   

developing   competencies   in   writing   (Clarke,   1988).   Additional   evidence   reveals   that   children   

progress   faster   in   reading   and   spelling   if   they   receive   spelling   instruction   in   the   early   grades   

(Tangel   &   Blachman,   1995;   Uhry   &   Shepherd,   1993).     

Explicit   Instruction   and   Multisensory   Approach   

When   trying   to   maximize   student   achievement   and   growth,   there   is   a   tool   available   to   

educators   called   explicit   instruction,   which   is   a   structured,   systematic,   and   effective   design   for   

teaching   academic   skills   (Archer   &   Hughes,   2010).   This   lesson   design   is   called   explicit   because   

it   is   a   clear   and   direct   approach   to   teaching   that   includes   both   instructional   design   and   delivery   

procedures.   When   using   this   type   of   instruction,   students   are   guided   through   the   learning   process   

with   clear   statements   about   the   purpose   of   learning   the   new   skill(s),   clear   expectations   and   

demonstrations   of   the   instructional   target(s),   and   supported   practice   with   feedback   until   

independent   mastery   is   achieved   (Archer   &   Hughes,   2010).     

Multisensory   structured   language   programs   utilize   direct   and   explicit   instruction   and   

include   systematic   phonics   instruction.   In   addition   to   systematic   phonics   instruction,   lesson   

activities   incorporate   the   simultaneous   engagement   of   at   least   two   sensory   modalities   (visual,   
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auditory,   or   kinesthetic/tactile)   (Birsh,   2006;   McIntyre   &   Pickering,   2001).   Based   on   this   theory,   

teaching   that   engages   a   child’s   sensory   modalities   (e.g.,   visual,   auditory,   and   kinesthetic),   as   well   

as   their   linguistic   system,   may   enhance   learning.   Multisensory   strategies   ensure   that   the   student   

sees,   hears,   and   feels,   simultaneously.   When   a   student   activates   the   kinesthetic   piece   of   their   

learning   (motor   activity   through   body   muscles   and   speech   organs),   this   functions   as   the   glue   that   

bonds   the   information   to   the   brain   (Flynn,   2005).   

Language   and   Word   Study   Instruction   

Children   who   have   substantial   word   knowledge   may   find   it   easier   to   comprehend   text   and   

communicate   through   writing   on   many   different   topics   (Silverman   &   Hartranft,   2015).   Word   

knowledge   is   very   important,   as   it   plays   a   role   in   a   child’s   ability   to   comprehend   a   spoken   and   

written   word,   as   well   as   produce   words   in   speech   and   writing.   When   children   learn   words   at   a   

young   age,   they   use   the   information   about   the   words,   such   as   what   they   mean   or   how   they   sound,   

to   store   and   retrieve   words   in   memory.   They   start   to   compare   and   contrast   sounds   phonemically.   

They   learn   that   pie,   eye,   high,   and   sky   sound   similar   but   refer   to   different   things.   Knowing   the   

meanings   of   the   words   helps   children   when   they   start   decoding   because   as   they   sound   out   words   

they   connect   the   sounds   and   meaning   of   the   words   in   memory   (Silverman   &   Hartranft,   2015).   

Students   do   not   just   learn   words;   they   learn   word   knowledge   that   can   be   applied   to   their   

reading   and   writing   (Bear   &   Templeton,   1998).   They   also   learn   specific   strategies   for   spelling   

words   that   are   unknown   to   them   (Williams   &   Phillips-Birdsong,   2006).   Young   students   must   

learn   a   range    of   composing   and   encoding   processes,   strategies,   and   orthographic   knowledge   to   

be   able   to   write,   which   can   pose   considerable   cognitive   challenges   (Scardamalia   &   Bereiter,   

1986).   Since   a   struggling   writer   has   difficulties   with   spelling   (Graham   &   Harris,   2003)   the   main   
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action   research   question   that   emerges   here   is:   What   is   the   impact   of   explicit   phonics   instruction   

on   first   grade   writing   growth?   

Methodology   

Setting   and   Participants   

This   study   took   place   at   a   school   district   located   in   a   small,   rural   community   in   the   upper   

midwest   of   the   United   States.   This   elementary   school   serves   about   200   students   in   grades   PK-5   

with   a   student:teacher   ratio   of   about   15:1.   The   ethnic   minority   enrollment   is   at   9%   of   the   student   

body,   with   a   majority   being   Hispanic   and   American   Indian.   This   rate   is   lower   than   the   state   

average   of   30%.     

This   research   took   place   in   my   classroom,   with   three   of   my   current   first-grade   students.   

Table   1   

Focal   Student’s   Information   

  

Each   participant   was   chosen   based   on   parent   permission   and   writing   ability.   One   of   these   

participants   is   identified   as   a   struggling   writer,   one   is   identified   as   a   grade   level   writer,   and   one   is   

identified   as   an   above   average   writer.   I   determined   the   focal   students   ability   levels   using   the   

qualitative   spelling   inventory   ( Bear,   Invernizzi,   &   Johnston,   2005) ,   the   analysis   of   their   everyday   

writing,   and   observations   prior   to   the   study.   Informed   consent   was   received   by   the   

parent(s)/guardian(s)   and   the   participants   prior   to   beginning   this   study.   This   study   was   conducted   

Student   Names   
(Pseudonyms)   

Gender   Age   Birthday   Month   Ethnicity   

Colin   Male   7   August   White   

Faye   Female   6   August   White   

Brandon   Male   7   October   White   
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in   the   classroom   setting   during   the   students’   regularly   scheduled   writing   time.   The   scheduled   

writing   time   is   a   45-minute   block   of   time   that   allows   for   whole   and   small   group   instruction,   as   

well   as   independent   writing   time.   The   focal   students   received   their   small   group   explicit   phonics   

instruction   during   their   small   group   meeting   time.   The   study   spanned   over   a   six-week   period,   

including   pre-and   post-assessments,   as   well   as   24   instructional   sessions.   Small   group   explicit   

phonics   instruction   was   not   administered   on   Fridays,   due   to   a   change   in   schedule   on   Fridays.   

Data   Collection   and   Analysis   

To   answer   my   research   question,   I   collected   data   using   multiple   sources:   Words   Their   

Way   PSI,   student   writing   papers,   and   observational   notes.   The   PSI   was   administered   to   the   entire   

classroom   prior   to   the   study   to   assess   what   three   students   would   be   chosen   as   the   focal   students   

for   the   study   and   after   the   study   to   assess   if   any   growth   had   occurred.   Students   writing   papers   

were   used   as   a   resource   prior   to   the   study   to   determine   who   the   three   focal   students   were.   The   

focal   students’   writing   papers   were   looked   at   throughout   the   study   to   monitor   phonetic   writing   

growth.   Observational   notes   were   taken   throughout   the   study.   The   observational   notes   

documented   focused   on   the   students’   during   our   small   group   instruction,   as   well   as   independent   

writing.   Writing   strategies,   phonetic   patterns   used,   statements   made   by   the   focal   students,   and   

emotional   behavior   were   all   observed.     

Qualitative   Spelling   Inventory   

Prior   to   this   action   research   study,   the   participants   were   asked   to   complete   the   Words   

Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   ( Bear,   Invernizzi,   &   Johnston,   2005) ,   which   is   used   to   

determine   each   student’s   developmental   stage   of   spelling   in   kindergarten   through   third   grade   

(Appendix   A).   The   word   list   contains   words   that   have   multiple   spelling   features   that   slowly   

increase   in   difficulty   as   the   test   is   administered.   After   the   test   was   administered,   the   test   was   
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scored   using   the   feature   guide,   which   focuses   on   specific   spelling   features   of   each   word   

(Appendix   B).   Some   of   the   spelling   features   that   are   assessed   are   consonants   (beginning   and   

end),   short   vowels,   digraphs,   blends,   vowel   teams   (long   vowels),   vowel   consonant   e   (long   

vowels),   etc.   Each   of   the   words   is   used   to   show   each   students’   knowledge   of   these   features   

( Bear,   Invernizzi   &   Johnston,   2005) .   In   this   study,   the   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   (PSI)   was   used   

as   a   pre-and   post-assessment   of   the   participants’   knowledge   of   the   features   (phonics   knowledge   

and   patterns).   Before   administering   the   PSI,   I   shared   the   purpose   of   this   assessment   and   gave   an   

example   of   what   the   assessment   looks   and   sounds   like   with   the   participants.   The   assessment   

contains   twenty-six   words   with   multiple   spelling   features.   All   three   participants   were   expected   to   

spell   all   twenty-six   words   to   the   best   of   their   ability.   The   assessment   was   administered   the   same   

way   at   the   beginning   of   the   study   and   at   the   conclusion   of   the   study.   I   provided   each   word   to   the   

participants,   then   used   the   word   in   a   sentence,   and   then   repeated   the   word.   After   the   assessments   

were   completed,   I   scored   each   assessment   using   the   point   system   suggested   for   the   PSI.   Each   

spelling   feature   is   a   point   and   each   word   spelled   correctly   is   a   point.   The   first   word   administered   

was    fan.    If   the   participant   spelled   it   correctly,   they   got   a   point   for   each   letter   (three   points   total)   

and   then   a   point   for   the   correct   spelling   (one   point).   The   points   are   scored   in   two   columns,   the   

features   column,   where   they   get   their   points   for   each   correct   feature   and   then   the   correct   spelling   

column,   where   they   get   their   points   for   each   word   spelled   correctly.    Each   participant   can   receive   

a   total   of   sixty-two   feature   points   and   twenty-five   points   for   words   spelled   correctly.   These   

points   are   then   totaled   together   to   make   eighty-seven   points.   Each   participant's   feature   points   and   

words   spelled   correctly   points   are   recorded   and   then   added   together.   This   number   is   then   divided   

by   eighty-seven   (the   total   number   of   both   columns).   This   gives   the   percentage   of   points   the   

participant   receives.   
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This   assessment   was   given   to   the   whole   first-grade   class   prior   to   determining   the   three   

participants   for   the   study,   so   there   was   a   strong   understanding   of   each   participant’s   writing   

ability   and   phonics   knowledge.   The   three   participants   were   then   chosen   based   on   their   scores.   

Writing   Samples   

Every   students’   writing   within   the   class   was   also   used   to   determine   who   the   three   focal   

participants   would   be.   Their   writing   was   used   as   a   tool   to   analyze   their   phonetic   writing   abilities.   

I   made   copies   of   each   of   their   writings,   which   were   completed   near   the   beginning   of   the   study,   

and   looked   closely   at   their   phonetic   writing   ability.   These   were   prompted   writings   but   worked   on   

independently,   and   then   went   through   and   looked   closely   at   their   phonetic   writing   ability.   As   I   

looked   through   each   writing   piece   I   took   notes,   documenting   what   phonetic   skills   they   were   

using   correctly,   what   skills   they   were   using   but   confusing,   and   what   skills   were   being   missed   

completely.   Each   of   these   writings   was   completed   within   the   two   weeks   prior   to   starting   the   

study.   Their   writing   was   also   used   to   determine   their   growth   during   the   study   as   well.   I   took   at   

least   one   writing   piece   a   week   to   use   as   an   informal   assessment   tool.   I   looked   closely   at   each   

writing   piece   they   completed   during   our   research   study   to   determine   if   the   small   group   phonics   

instruction   showed   evidence   of   the   skills   that   were   instructed   within   their   writing   (eg:   the   

participant   was   using   the   correct   long   vowel   pattern    ai    in   the   word   rain   instead   of   using   a_e,   

rane).   I   also   looked   back   at   my   notes   on   their   writing   pieces   taken   prior   to   the   study   to   see   if   they   

were   using   more   phonics   patterns   correctly,   if   they   were   using   the   same   patterns   as   before,   or   if   

they   were   regressing   in   their   phonetic   writing   skills.   I   made   copies   of   each   original   writing   piece   

to   ensure   that   no   changes   were   made   after   the   writing   was   completed.     

Observational   Notes   
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Throughout   the   study,   I   also   took   observational   notes   during   the   lessons,   as   well   as   during   

independent   writing   time,   about   my   participants’   phonetic   spelling   ability   (inventive   spelling).   

The   data   was   collected   using   a   printed   spreadsheet   with   the   student’s   pseudonyms   on   it.   This   

spreadsheet   was   used   to   take   weekly   observational   notes   about   each   participant's   spelling   

strategies   and   writing   ability.   These   notes   consisted   of   the   participant’s   phonics   knowledge   

during   their   writing,   the   strategies   they   were   using   to   write/spell,   and   how   they   completed   their   

writing   (talking   about   their   writing,   sounding   out   words,   etc.).     

Procedures   

Writing   instruction   was   provided   to   all   students   during   the   study   and   then   the   focal   

students   were   provided   with   10-15   minute   explicit   small   group   instruction   with   a   focus   on   

phonics   using   the   multisensory   approach.   For   the   entirety   of   the   study,   the   class   was   directed   to   

sit   in   their   seats   and   get   out   their   writing   materials   (pencils,   writing   folder,   writing   projects,   etc).   

Once   the   participants   were   ready,   writing   instruction   began.   I   provided   writing   instruction   during   

the   scheduled   writing   time   in   the   same   way   as   before   the   study   began.   After   writing   instruction   

was   completed,   participants   began   their   independent   work   time.   During   this   time,   the   three   focal   

participants   brought   back   their   writing   materials   to   the   small   group   kidney   table   and   received   

their   focused   phonics   instruction.   During   this   explicit   phonics   instruction,   participants   were   

working   directly   on   the   phonics   material   that   was   taught   during   whole   group   reading,   to   

reinforce   the   material.   We   also   focused   on   phonics   patterns   that   they   were   using   but   confusing   

and/or   missing   as   well.   This   instruction   lasted   10-15   minutes   for   24   days.   The   other   students   

received   their   individualized   and   small   group   conferences   as   normal.   These   steps   happened   each   

day   of   the   research   study.   The   students   were   allowed   to   write   on   the   floor   or   in   their   desks,   which   
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provided   them   with   diverse   and   comfortable   writing   options   during   their   independent   writing   

time.   This   allowed   the   participants   and   students   to   take   charge   of   their   learning.   

Table   2   

Timeline   of   Study   

  
  

Week(s)   Task(s)/Instruction/Assessment(s)   

Week   1   Initial   Assessments:   
● Words   Their   Way   Spelling   Inventory   
● Initial   Observations   and   Notes   
● Looking   Over   Student’s   Daily   Writing   

Daily   Instruction/Small   Group   Instruction:   
● Students   received   normal   writing   instruction.     
● Students   began   explicit   small   group   phonics   instruction   after   

assessments   have   been   looked   over.   

Weeks   2-3   Assessments:   
● Observational   Notes   
● Student’s   Writing   

Daily   Instruction/Small   Group   Instruction:   
● Students   received   normal   writing   instruction.   
● The   selected   three   students   received   their   daily   explicit   

small   group   phonics   instruction.   

Week   4-5   Assessments:   
● Observational   Notes   
● Student’s   Writing   

Daily   Instruction/Small   Group   Instruction:   
● Students   received   normal   writing   instruction.   
● The   selected   three   students   received   their   daily   explicit   

small   group   phonics   instruction.   

Week   6   Final   Assessments:   
● Words   Their   Way   Spelling   Inventory   -   End   Assessment   
● Final   Observations   and   Notes  
● Looked   Over   Student’s   Daily   Writing   

Daily   Instruction/Small   Group   Instruction:   
● Students   received   normal   writing   instruction.     
● Students   received   explicit   small   group   phonics   instruction   

until   the   last   day   of   the   research   study.   
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Multisensory   Lessons   

Phonics   teaching   is   enhanced   by   an   emphasis   on   multi-sensory   activities.   Strong   phonics   

instruction   involves   the   use   of   auditory,   visual   and   kinesthetic   activities   that   acknowledge   

students'   different   learning   styles   and   encourages   them   to   activate   as   many   of   their   senses   as   

possible.   Activities   could   involve   students   moving   their   bodies   to   make   letter   shapes,   

manipulating   magnetic   letters   to   make   words,   tracing   letters   and   words   with   fingers   in   the   air   or   

with   sticks   in   sand,   tapping   out   phonemes,   writing   letters   with   crayons,   pencils,   chalk,   

whiteboard   markers   (Fletcher,   2009).   Each   small   group   lesson   provided   the   participants   with   

reinforcement   of   previous   phonics   material   taught   during   whole   group   instruction.   The   lessons   

that   were   delivered   were   found   in   the    Guided   Discovery   Teaching   Of   New   Material:   A   Resource   

Book   ( Mathis,   2008) .    This   resource   book   provides   in   depth   multisensory   lessons   for   each   

phonics   pattern   that   was   worked   on.    Each   lesson   reviewed   the   phonics   pattern/feature   by   using   a   

multisensory   approach,   which   consisted   of   kinesthetic,   visual,   and   auditory   learning   strategies.   

Each   strategy   was   modeled   for   the   participants   and   then   the   participants   utilized   the   strategy.   

With   the   data   gathered   from   the   participants   pre-assessment,   I   was   able   to   determine   the   target   

multisensory   strategies   that   would   be   utilized   during   this   study:   auditory,   kinesthetic,   and   visual.     

Table   2   

Multisensory   Strategies   and   their   Variations   

Multisensory   Strategies   Variations   

Auditory   Processing   information   through   hearing;   say   the   letter   
name   or   pattern,   the   key   word,   and   sound   (b,   ball,   “b”)   
(Flynn,   2005)   

Kinesthetic/Tactile   Processing   information   through   touch   and   automatic   
memory   of   sequential   (specific   order)   motor   movements;   
skywriting,   desktop   or   tabletop   tracing,   tracing   in   sensory   
beads,   tracing   in   water   beads   (Flynn,   2005)   
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The   kinesthetic   strategy   was   used   during   each   lesson   and   was   used   in   multiple   ways.   The   

phonics   pattern/feature   was   introduced   to   the   participants   in   a   visual   and   auditory   format   

(showing   the   participants   the   phonics   pattern   in   written   form   on   a   small   white   board   or   sound   

card   (eg:   ai)   and   then   stating   the   phonics   pattern   in   a   verbal   form   (eg:   This   is   the   vowel   team    ai .   

The   vowel   team    ai    says   the   long   a   sound;   /ā/).   After   the   pattern   was   introduced,   the   participants   

would   stand   up   at   the   table   behind   their   chairs   and   use   their   arms   and   hands   to   write   the   pattern   

in   the   air   while   saying,   “ ai    says   ā.   They   would   write   the   ai   with   their   arm   and   hand   when   saying   

“ai,”   make   mouth   movements   with   their   hands   when   saying   “says.”   and   then   make   a   u   shape   

when   saying   the   long   /a/   sound.   They   would   also   do   this   when   sitting   in   their   seats   and   writing   it   

in   the   air   and   sitting   in   their   seats   and   writing   it   on   the   table   with   their   fingers.   Each   of   these   

strategies   was   used   in   repetition.   They   would   do   the   modeled   strategy   three   times   in   a   row.     

Visual   strategies   were   used   using   small   white   boards   and   sound   cards.   The   white   boards   

were   used   to   write   the   phonics   pattern   on   and   practice   the   pattern.   The   participants   would   use   the   

white   boards   to   practice   writing   words   that   contained   the   sound(s)   and/or   the   pattern   that   we   

were   working   with.   I   also   used   sound   cards,   which   consist   of   letters   and   letter   combinations,   to   

show   the   participants   the   phonics   pattern   (eg:   ai)   and   then   the   participants   would   practice   

segmenting   and   blending   the   sounds   as   I   flipped   over   the   cards.   I   would   flip   over   the   first   card,   

which   consisted   of   a   single   consonant   or   a   consonant   blend,   the   medial   vowel   sound   would   then   

be   flipped,   which   consisted   of   a   single   short   vowel   sound,   vowel   team,   or   dipthong,   and   then   the   

final   sound   would   be   flipped,   which   was   a   single   consonant   sound,   consonant   blend,   or   ending   

vowel   sound.   The   cards   were   prepared   prior   to   the   lesson,   based   on   the   phonics   pattern   we   were   

Visual   Processing   information   through   sight;   constants,   vowels,   
and   patterns   are   flashed   to   student   on   sounds   cards   or   
wrote   on   a   small   whiteboard   (Flynn,   2005)   
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working   on.   An   example   would   be,   if   the   participants   were   working   on   “ai”   I   would   use   the   

medial   “ai”   card   and   then   have   different   beginning   and   ending   sounds,   which   created   real   and   

nonsense   words   (eg:   /f/   -   /ai/   -   /d/;   /th/   -   /ai/   -   /z/;   /m/   -   /ai/   -   /n/).     

An   auditory   strategy   was   also   used   to   help   reinforce   the   phonics   pattern   that   the   

participants   were   learning.   The   phonics   pattern   was   introduced   using   the   specific   sound   that   the   

pattern   made.   I   would   ask   the   participants   what   patterns   made   a   specific   sound   (eg:   What   

phonics   patterns   make   the   ā   sound?”).   The   participants   would   then   list   the   patterns   that   they   

knew   of   that   made   the   long   a   sound   (a_e,   ai,   ay,   etc.).   We   would   say   the   sound   together   when   

practicing   the   pattern.   I   would   also   have   the   students   say   the   letter   name   or   pattern,   the   key   word   

(if   the   letter   had   one),   and   the   sound.     

At   the   end   of   the   research   study,   I   took   all   of   the   data   collected   at   the   beginning   of   the   

study   and   throughout   the   study   and   analyzed   each   piece.   This   analysis   allowed   me   to   assess   each   

student’s   phonetic   writing   growth.   I   also   looked   at   the   progression   of   growth   to   determine   if   the   

small   group   that   received   explicit   phonics   instruction   grew   at   a   faster   rate   than   the   other   first   

grade   students.   All   data   collected   was   used   to   determine   how   explicit   phonics   instruction   

effected   students   of   three   different   writing   levels,   than   regular   writing   instruction   in   a   first-grade   

classroom.     

Findings   

After   data   was   collected,   I   analyzed   the   data   and   organized   my   findings   into   quantitative   

and   qualitative   results.   The   quantitative   data   is   based   on   the   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   

Inventory   providing   data   on   spelling   features   (short   vowels,   vowel   teams,   etc.)   and   words   spelled   

correctly.   The   qualitative   data   came   from   my   observational   notes   and   participants’   writing.     

Quantitative   Data   
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The   results   from   the   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   are   listed   in   Table   3   and   shows   that   all   

three   participants   increased   their   spelling   ability   in   both   areas   (feature   points   and   word   spelled   

correctly).   Colin   had   a   feature   point   pre-assessment   score   of   43/56.   Colin   had   a   feature   point   

post-assessment   score   of   49/56,   showing   a   growth   of   six   points.   Some   of   the   features   he   showed   

growth   in   were   the   ea   vowel   team   (dreim   -   dream),   the   oa   vowel   team   (colche   -   coach),   the   igh   

trigraph   (frite   -   fright),   the   oi   diphthong   (spoul   -   spoil),   etc.   Colin   had   a   words   spelled   correctly   

pre-assessment   score   of   12/26.   Colin   had   a   words   spelled   correctly   post-assessment   score   of   

19/26,   showing   a   growth   of   seven   points.   The   words   he   spelled   correctly   in   the   post-assessment   

compared   to   the   pre-assessment   were   dreim   and   dream,   colche   and   coach,   frite   and   fright,   crol   

and   crawl,   shooted   and   shouted,   and   spoul   and   spoil.   Colin’s   total   pre-assessment   score   was   

55/82   (67%)   and   had   a   post-assessment   score   of   68/82   (83%).   Colin   had   a   total   growth   of   13   

points   (16%).   Colin’s   composite   sheet   is   located   in   Appendix   C.   

Faye   had   a   feature   point   pre-assessment   score   of   43/56.   Faye   had   a   feature   point   

post-assessment   score   of   49/56,   showing   a   growth   of   six   points.   Some   of   the   features   she   showed   

growth   in   were   the   oa   vowel   team,   the   igh   trigraph,   the   r-controlled   o,   the   oi   diphthong,   and   the   

r-controlled   i.   Faye   had   a   words   spelled   correctly   pre-assessment   score   of   10/26.   Faye   had   a   

words   spelled   correctly   post-assessment   score   of   18/26,   showing   a   growth   of   eight   points.   The   

words   she   spelled   correctly   in   the   post-assessment   compared   to   the   pre-assessment   were   coche   

and   coach,   frite   and   fright,   thorne   and   thorn,   spoyll   and   spoil,   thrd   and   third,   and   showtid   and   

shouted.   Faye’s   total   pre-assessment   score   was   52/82   (63%)   and   had   a   post-assessment   score   of   

67/82   (82%).   Faye   had   a   total   growth   of   15   points   (19%).   Faye’s   composite   sheet   is   located   in   

Appendix   D.   
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Brandon   had   a   feature   point   pre-assessment   score   of   27/56.   Brandon   had   a   feature   point   

post-assessment   score   of   46/56,   showing   a   growth   of   19   points.   Some   of   the   features   he   showed   

growth   in   were   the   short   u,   the   vCe   pattern,   the   oa   vowel   team,   the   igh   trigraph,   the   r-controlled   

o,   and   the   r-controlled   i   .   Brandon   had   a   words   spelled   correctly   pre-assessment   score   of   5/26.   

Brandon   had   a   words   spelled   correctly   post-assessment   score   of   13/26,   showing   a   growth   of   

eight   points.   Some   of   the   words   he   spelled   correctly   in   the   post-assessment   compared   to   the   

pre-assessment   were   gom   and   gum,   hop   and   hope,   blad   and   blade,   coch   and   coach,   fit   and   fright,   

3d   (this   is   the   spelling   used   on   the   pre-assessment)   and   third.   Brandon’s   total   pre-assessment   

score   was   32/82   (39%)   and   had   a   post-assessment   score   of   59/82   (72%).   Brandon   had   a   total   

growth   of   27   points   (33%).   Brandon   had   the   most   growth   out   of   all   three   participants,   having   a   

33%   growth   rate   compared   to   Faye’s   15%   and   Colin’s   15%   growth   rate.   Brandon’s   composite   

sheet   is   located   in   Appendix   E.   

Table   3   

Pre-and   post-assessment   scores   for   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   

  

Student   
Names   

(Pseudonyms)   

Pre-   
Assessment:  
Feature   
Points   

Post-   
Assessment: 
Feature   
Points   

Change   Pre-   
Assessment: 
Words   
Spelled   
Correct   

Post-   
Assessment: 
Words   
Spelled   
Correct     

Change  

Colin     43/56     49/56     6     12/26     19/26     7   

Faye     42/56     49/56     7   10/26     18/26     8   

Brandon     27/56     46/56     19   5/26   13/26     8   
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Qualitative   Data   

After   reviewing   each   participant’s   writing,   I   determined   whether   the   explicit   phonics   

instruction   impacted   their   independent   writing   ability.   Since   each   participant   in   this   study   was   

determined   to   be   at   different   writing   levels,   each   participant   showed   growth   in   different   ways.     

Colin   

At   the   beginning   of   the   study,   Colin   was   leaving   off   the   silent   e   in   vowel-consonant-e   

(vCe)   words   a   majority   of   the   time.   Colin   needed   prompting   of   the   long   vowel   patterns   in   the   

words   as   he   wrote   independently.   As   the   study   progressed,   Colin   began   repeatedly   using   the   vCe   

accurately   in   his   writing.   I   noticed   he   would   segment   the   words   by   tapping   out   the   sounds   while   

writing   (/sh/-/ī/-/n/),   stating   the   long   vowel   sound   and   then   saying,   “It   has   a   long   vowel   sound   

with   a   consonant   after   it,   so   it   needs   a   magic   e.”   Colin   did   begin   to   overgeneralize   the   magic   e   

pattern   as   we   learned   about   it   and   began   spelling   many   long   vowel   words   with   a   magic   e.   

As   we   began   to   focus   on   more   phonics   rules   (ex:   igh),   Colin   began   to   choose   the   correct   patterns   

when   writing   (ex:   frite   -   fright).   He   started   connecting   patterns   with   rules   during   our   study,   

stating   the   rules   aloud,   and   started   making   those   connections   when   writing   independently,   such   

as   using   ai   in   the   middle   of   a   syllable   versus   using   ay   at   the   end   of   a   syllable   when   spelling   long   

“a”   words   (day   -   rain).   Near   the   end   of   the   study,   Colin   was   noticing   others   writing   and   

prompting   them   to   use   the   magic   e   when   they   would   forget   the   pattern.   

Faye   
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At   the   beginning   of   the   study,   Faye   was   misspelling   many   words   and   misusing   many   

phonetic   spelling   patterns.   She   was   using   short   a   instead   of   short   e   (pat   instead   of   pet),   leaving   

off   the   magic   e   in   vCe   words   (shin   instead   of   shine),   misusing   vowel   teams   and   diphthongs   

(spoyl   instead   of   spoil),   and   leaving   off   the   second   consonant   in   blends   (sick   instead   of   stick).   As   

we   began   the   study,   I   noticed   that   Faye   was   a   participant   that   needed   segmenting   help   while   

receiving   explicit   instruction,   so   we   worked   on   tapping   out   each   sound   in   the   words   that   we   were   

working   on.   As   the   participants   worked   on   vCe   words,   Faye   needed   reminders   to   tap   out   each   

sound   in   the   words   that   we   worked   on.   When   talking   about   the   word   shine,   I   had   Faye   and   the   

rest   of   the   participants   tap   out   each   sound   to   figure   out   what   letters   and   patterns   were   in   the   

word.   Faye   would   take   her   right   hand   and   tap   each   time   she   said   a   sound;   /sh/   -   /ī/   -   /n/.   When   we   

first   began,   she   would   tap   the   sounds   and   then   quickly   write   the   letters   down   without   thinking   

about   the   vowel   sounds   in   the   word.   As   we   progressed   through   the   study,   she   started   to   take   

more   time   listening   to   the   sounds   and   would   voice   her   thoughts   about   the   word.   “I   am   hearing   

the   digraph   sh.   Now   I   hear   the   long   i   sound.   I   hear   the   n   sound   at   the   end   of   the   word.   I   hear   the   

long   i   sound   in   the   word,   so   it   must   have   a   magic   e!   If   I   don’t   put   a   magic   e   on,   it   will   say   shin   

instead   of   shine!”   As   Faye   moved   through   the   study,   she   also   began   making   connections   about   

different   vowel   teams   and   diphthongs   in   words,   as   she   would   state   things   like,   “I   know   that   the   

word   brain   has   an   ai   vowel   team   because   the   ai   is   in   the   middle   of   the   word   and   not   at   the   end.”   

She   also   stated,   “Joy   has   an   oy   because   oi   is   at   the   beginning   or   the   middle   of   a   syllable!”   Faye’s   

segmenting   abilities   became   very   automatic   throughout   the   study,   as   she   used   the   finger   strategy   

each   day   during   our   group   and   during   independent   writing.     

Brandon   
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Brandon   made   the   most   progress   in   the   group.   He   started   out   with   minimal   understanding   

of   word   parts   and   patterns   and   had   difficulty   identifying   short   vowel   sounds.   Brandon   would   

mistake   short   a,   e,   and   u   in   many   different   consonant-vowel-consonant   (CVC)   words.   Brandon’s   

pre-assessment   showed   many   misspellings;   pat   as   pet,   gam   as   gum,   slad   as   sled,   shin   as   shine,   

coch   as   coach,   chris   as   tries,   and   so   on.   As   the   study   began,   Brandon   started   using   the   strategy   of   

tapping   out   the   sounds   in   each   word   as   he   segmented   them.   He   took   the   time   to   identify   each   

sound   that   he   heard   so   he   was   able   to   work   on   what   letter   or   pattern   he   needed.   He   stated   the   

sounds   in   fan,   /f/   -   /ă/   -   /n/”.   He   then   said,   f   says   /f/,   a   says   /ă/,   and   n   says   /n/,   then   spelling   the   

word   correctly.   As   Brandon   worked   through   each   day,   he   would   state   the   new   material   he   was   

learning   as   we   worked   together.   He   would   say   things   such   as   /B/   -   /l/   -   /ā/   -   /m/.   “B   says   /b/,   l   

says   /l/,   a   says   /ā/,   and   m   says   /m/.”   “   The   a   says   its   name   so   it   needs   a   magic   e   on   the   end!”   As   

we   progressed   through   the   study,   he   started   making   connections   with   words   that   had   the   same   

sounds   (ex:   blame   and   game).   Brandon   made   a   comment   during   one   of   our   groups,   “Blame   and   

game   rhyme   so   they   have   the   same   ending   sound!   If   blame   ends   with   -ame   then   the   word   game   

must   end   with   the   same   thing!”   He   then   made   other   connections   during   the   study,   such   as   day   

and   play,   soil   and   spoil,   boy   and   toy,   etc.   As   the   study   started   to   come   to   an   end,   Brandon   started   

using   these   connections   and   phonetic   pattern   rules   to   help   him   determine   what   letters   and   

patterns   to   use   when   writing.   “This   word   (fright)   has   the   long   i   sound   in   the   middle   and   rhymes   

with   light.   /F/   -   /r/   -   /ī/   -   /t/   (tapping   and   saying   the   sounds).   It   is   spelled   f   -   r   -   i   -   g   -   h   -t,   just   like   

light!”     

All   participants   showed   positive   results   and   a   positive   attitude   when   writing,   as   they  

would   use   exclamatory   sentences   when   stating   things   during   our   groups.   The   participants   were   

excited   to    start   each   phonics   lesson   and   expressed   statements   such   as,    “I   am   so   excited   to   learn   
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about   vowel   teams   today!” ,    “I   can’t   wait   to   use   the   whiteboards   to   learn   about   our   new   phonics   

pattern!” ,   and    “This   is   so   much   fun!   Can   we   keep   learning   like   this   every   day?”    They   would   

sway   their   arms   in   the   air   showing   excitement   when   they   were   ready   to   share   thoughts   and   

information.   After   they   were   called   on   they   would   get   excited   and   say,   “That   word   has   the   /oi/   

sound!   I   heard   it!   It   must   have   an   oi   in   it!”    They   used   the   tapping   strategy   to   say   each   sound   in   

the   word   and   used   these   sounds   to   help   them   make   and   write   the   correct   phoneme   (letter)   or   

grapheme   (pattern)   choice.     

Discussion   

In   this   study,   I   examined   the   impact   of   explicit   phonics   instruction   on   first   grade   students’   

writing   abilities.   As   the   study   was   conducted,   many   new   understandings   began   to   emerge   as   I   

analyzed   each   child’s   writing   techniques   and   abilities.   I   found   that   explicit   phonics   instruction   

does   have   a   positive   impact   on   a   first   grade   student's   writing   and   spelling   abilities.    Current   

information   shows   us   that   learners   actively   construct   phonics   knowledge   and   draw   from   both   

instruction   and   independent   experimentation   in   order   to   understand   phonics   concepts   (Clark,   

1998).   As   they   began   to   construct   phonics   knowledge   during   our   sessions,   they   started   

successfully   implementing   the   phonetic   patterns   in   words   as   they   wrote   independently.   I   found   

that   linking   letter–sound   correspondence   instruction   with   attempts   to   spell   words   that   include   

target   letter–sound   correspondences   will   enhance   both   children’s   word   reading   and   spelling   

performance   by   both   teaching   them   letter–sound   correspondences   and   affording   practice   in   

analysis   of   the   phonemic   structure   of   words   (Silva   &   Martins,   2003).   This   explicit   instruction   

allowed   students’   growth   in   the   ability   to   use   word   features   correctly   and   spell   words   correctly.    

The   multisensory   approach   aided   in   the   success   of   the   explicit   phonics   instruction   

provided   to   the   participants.   It   allowed   for   full   participation   and   engagement,   during   the   extra   
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10-15   minutes   of   explicit   instruction   that   they   received   each   day.   This   approach   focused   on   each   

phonics   skill,   while   providing   the   participants   with   movement   activities   (kinesthetic   piece),   

verbal   repetition   and   sound   activities   (auditory   piece),   and   sight   activities,   such   as   using   the   

sound   cards   as   visual   aids   and   learning   tools   (visual   piece).   The   phonics   patterns   that   the   

participants   learned   were   developmentally   appropriate,   based   on   the   curriculum’s   instructional   

layout,   and   reviewed   material   from   our   whole   group   phonics   lessons.   This   allowed   for   continual   

practice   of   each   phonics   skill.   The   multisensory   approach   allowed   each   student   to   learn   in   

different   ways,   as   many   students   have   learning   differences.   The   integration   of   the   senses    is  

accomplished   through   certain   teaching   techniques,   which   integrates   associations   between   the   

learning   pathways   for   word   recognition   and   spelling   skills   (Flynn,   2005).     

Although   all   three   participants   made   growth   in   both   areas   (word   features   and   words   

spelled   correctly),   Brandon   made   the   highest   rate   of   growth   in   both   areas.   Brandon   was   chosen   

as   participant   number   three   for   the   group   and   was   found   to   have   the   lowest   writing   ability   in   the   

group   based   on   the   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   and   his   independent   writing   

papers.   Brandon   had   the   least   phonetic   word   pattern   knowledge,   which   could   have   impacted   how   

much   he   learned   and   the   growth   that   he   made.   Children   who   lag   behind   in   early   years   of   reading   

and   writing   development   encounter   considerable   difficulties   in   following   education   later   on   as   

texts   get   longer   and   more   complicated   ( Myrberg,   2007 ).   Myberg’s   statement   had   me   focused   on   

Brandon’s   writing   growth,   as   he   was   able   to   make   considerable   gains   during   the   study,   so   his   

writing   development   is   much   closer   to   grade-level   expectations   than   it   was   before   the   phonics   

instruction.   Brandon’s   writing   growth   will   provide   him   with   reading   and   writing   skills   to   help   

him   so   he   does   not   encounter   considerable   difficulties   moving   forward   in   his   education.   

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0360131513000857#bib14
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During   the   phonics   lessons,   each   participant   was   excited   to   start   and   expressed   statements   

such   as,    “I   am   so   excited   to   learn   about   vowel   teams   today!” ,    “I   can’t   wait   to   use   the   

whiteboards   to   learn   about   our   new   phonics   pattern!” ,   and    “This   is   so   much   fun!   Can   we   keep   

learning   like   this   every   day?”    Their   motivation,   engagement,   and   excitement   made   each   session   

run   smoothly   and   could   have   played   a   large   part   in   their   growth.   Younger   students’   attitudes   are   

short-lived   and   can   be   molded   early   on   with   effective   instruction   (Graham   et   al.,   2007).   Each   

participant   showed   a   positive   attitude   towards   the   explicit   instruction   in   the   sessions.   There   was   

also   a   change   in   their   attitude   during   independent   writing   time.   They   showed   more   excitement   

about   writing.   They   would   immediately   get   their   writing   materials   out   (pencil,   paper,   crayons,   

etc.)   and   be   ready   to   learn   about   the   writing   genre   and   topic.   Brandon   finished   his   story   during   

independent   writing   one   day   and   said,    “   Look   at   my   writing!   Look   at   how   nice   my   writing   is!   I   

can   write   so   many   words   all   by   myself   because   I   know   the   letters   that   make   the   sounds!”     

Each   session   was   10-15   minutes,   which   was   enough   time   to   conduct   the   multisensory   

lesson   on   the   phonics   skill   being   taught.This   time   allotment   allowed   enough   time   to   complete  

each   focused   phonics   lesson.   Fifteen   minute   sessions   allowed   participants   to   remain   engaged   and   

focused   during   the   lesson   as   well.   The   participants   needed   little   redirection   and   each   participant   

participated   during   each   part   of   the   lesson.   Each   participant   repeated   the   phonics   patterns   after   

me,   did   all   of   the   kinesthetic   activities   during   the   lessons   (air   writing,   table   writing),   and   raised   

their   hands   to   answer   any   questions   during   the   lesson   (eg:   What   makes   the   long   a   sound?).   I   do   

believe   a   longer   session   time,   twenty   minutes,   would   have   provided   more   time   for   modeling   of   

the   phonics   patterns,   as   well   discussions   on   the   patterns.   More   time   would   have   also   allowed   for   

review   of   the   previous   day's   session   and   some   connection   time,   so   students   could   hold   

discussions   on   the   previous   material   and   make   any   connections   with   the   newly   introduced   
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pattern(s).   Although   longer   session   times   would   have   allowed   for   more   instructional,   learning,   

and   discussion   time,   the   focal   group   made   growth   with   the   15   minute   focused   phonics   lessons.   

Limitations   

There   were   a   few   limitations   that   interfered   with   the   effectiveness   of   this   study.   The   

greatest   limitation   was   the   amount   of   time   for   the   implementation   of   the   study.   The   study   was   

conducted   for   one   six-week   period,   which   was   not   enough   time   to   show   consistent   progress   and   

growth.   Participants   did   show   growth,   although   each   participant   showed   a   different   amount,   and  

in   a   different   area   even   though   the   participants   were   focusing   on   the   same   material.   With   this   

said,   all   three   participants   showed   a   positive   percentage   of   growth   on   the   post-assessment   data   

compared   to   the   pre-assessment   data.   Further   research   would   have   to   be   conducted   using   a   

randomized   control   trial   with   a   large   number   of   students   in   a   variety   of   settings   to   determine   the   

long-term   effect   of   explicit   phonics   instruction   on   a   first-grade   student's   writing   ability.     

Another   limitation   of   this   study   is   that   there   was   no   data   to   compare   the   students’   growth   

to.   Each   participant   showed   growth,   but   it   is   unknown   if   the   growth   they   made   is   typical   for   

first-grade   or   if   it   was   more   rapid.   A   comparison   of   the   focal   group   of   participants   and   a   

secondary   group   of   students   at   the   same   writing   levels   would   have   provided   information   about   

each   group   of   students   and   the   amount   of   growth   made.   This   data   would   have   provided   us   with   

information   about   the   effect   of   small   group   phonics   instruction   compared   to   daily   literacy   

instruction,   as   well   as   exposure   to   print   and   language.     

Implications   and   Conclusion   

As   I   completed   my   action   research   study,   I   found   that   I   learned   a   lot   about   the   use   of  

explicit   phonics   instruction   and   the   impact   that   it   can   have   on   a   first-grade   student’s   spelling   

ability,   no   matter   the   ability   level.   This   study   was   designed   to   determine   whether   small   group   
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explicit   phonics   instruction   impacted   first-grade   students’   writing   abilities,   specifically   their   

spelling.   I   concluded   that   small   group   explicit   phonics   instruction   improved   each   first   graders   

writing/spelling   ability   by   increasing   their   phonetic   pattern   knowledge   and   encoding   skills   (the   

ability   to   hear   a   sound   and   write   a   symbol   to   represent   that   sound).    Moreover,   the   participants   

were   applying   the   phonetic   pattern   knowledge   that   we   worked   on   (vCe,   vowel   teams,   

diphthongs,   etc.)   and   the   rules   that   go   along   with   the   patterns   (oi   is   placed   in   the   middle   of   a   

syllable,   whereas   oy   is   placed   at   the   end   of   a   syllable),   due   to   the   multisensory,   small   group   

learning   that   we   completed   together.   I   feel   that   the   explicit   instruction,   as   well   as   the   

multisensory   approach,   allowed   the   students   to   be   an   active   participant   in   their   learning,   as   they   

were   fully   engaged   and   participating   during   each   instructional   session.     

If   teachers   incorporate   explicit   phonics   instruction   to   provide   differentiated   instruction   to   

students,   it   can   help   meet   the   needs   of   diverse   learners   within   their   classrooms,   and   in   turn,   

showing   positive   growth   in   the   area   of   writing   and   spelling.   Teachers   need   to   look   at   each   child,   

no   matter   their   academic   level,   and   determine   what   skills   they   are   struggling   with,   as   well   as   the   

areas   they   are   successful   in.   When   the   teacher   takes   the   time   to   focus   on   these   areas   and   provide   

them   with   a   range   of   multimodalities   (kinesthetic,   visual,   and   auditory),   it   allows   for   academic   

success   and   the   ability   to   work   independently.   Therefore,   in   the   future,   student   writings,   

especially   unedited   rough   drafts,   are   a   goldmine   of   information   about   their   orthographic   

knowledge.   I   will   strive   to   learn   about   each   of   my   students'   academic   successes   and   struggles,   so   

I   can   provide   them   with   explicit   instruction   that   meets   their   academic   needs,   as   well   as   their   

personal   learning   needs.     

This   action   research   study   has   given   me   the   opportunity   to   try   something   new   and   

impactful   in   my   classroom.   I   am   currently   in   the   process   of   learning   more   about   a   phonics   
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instruction   program   that   our   district   has   taken   interest   in   and   this   study   has   allowed   me   to   look   

closer   at   how   this   instructional   program   affects   student   learning.   Although   this   study   was   short,   I   

feel   that   it   has   impacted   my   instructional   practices   in   the   classroom   by   opening   my   eyes   to   new   

strategies,   techniques,   and   approaches   to   phonics   instruction,   so   I   am   able   to   meet   the   needs   of   

each   of   my   students,   such   as   the   multisensory   approach   with   the   visual,   kinesthetic,   and   auditory   

strategies.   I   am   eager   to   move   forward   and   continue   incorporating   small   group   explicit   phonics   

instruction   in   my   classroom,   so   I   can   help   students   grow   and   become   successful   writers.   
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Appendix   A   

Words   Their   Way   Sentences   For   Administration   

  

Appendix   A.   Sentences   used   for   administering   the   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory.     
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Appendix   B  

Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   Feature   Guide   

  

Appendix   B.   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   Feature   Guide.     
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Appendix   C   

Completed   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   Feature   Guide   

  Appendix   C.   Colin’s   post-assessment   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   Feature   
Guide.   
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Appendix   D   

Completed   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   Feature   Guide   

  

Appendix   D.   Faye’s   post-assessment   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   Feature   
Guide.   
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Appendix   E  

Completed   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   Feature   Guide   

  
Appendix   E.   Brandon’s    post-assessment   Words   Their   Way   Primary   Spelling   Inventory   Feature   
Guide.   
  


