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Who’s Phonics?  The ‘Great Debate’ Over Phonics Instruction in Adult Reading Classes

Introduction: Framing the ‘Great Debate’

Phonics instruction is a highly contested, and contestable, instructional strategy in the field of 

reading studies, and has been called ‘The Great Debate’ (Cummins 1) between ‘phonics’ and ‘whole 

language’ approaches.  For the last 150 years (Cummins 1), this debate has revolved around whether 

‘decoding skills’ lead to, or are even a stage in the development of reading comprehension and fluency, 

where opponents of intensive, systematic phonics instruction advocate for immersion in books and 

extensive reading practice that emphasizes meaning-making (Krashen).  Krashen claims that “[m]ost of 

our knowledge of phonics is the result of reading; the more complex rules of phonics are subconsciously 

acquired through reading” (24, citing Smith 1994).  Yet Krashen complicates his stance when he 

concedes, “I am unaware of any expert that forbids the teaching of some rules of phonics” (24).  Certainly 

the ‘Reading Apprenticeship’ model (Schoenbach, Greenleaf, and Murphy) that is gaining popularity in 

adult reading instruction lies at the ‘New Literacy Studies’ (Cummins 1) end of the ideological spectrum, 

based on the idea of ‘multiliteracies’ and  “social orientations to literacy research” (Cummins 2).  Such 

social orientations to reading instruction “rel[y] predominantly on qualitative research methods such as 

critical ethnographies to articulate claims and generate knowledge” (Cummins 1).  These Reading for 

Understanding approaches to reading instruction are based on contextualized reading within and across 

disciplines, extensive reading for sustained periods of time, modeling of active reading strategies, 

community building and social dimensions, and metacognitive reflections, to name a few salient features 

of the Apprenticeship model (Schoenbach, et al.).  In this view, reading is not “a simple process…[where] 
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readers decode (figure out how to pronounce) each word in a text and then automatically comprehend the 

meaning of the words” (Schoenbach et al. 17).  

Given the ideological shifting between individualistic (phonics) and social (New Literacy 

Studies) orientations of reading research (Cummins 2) over the last 20 to 30 years specifically, it is 

curious that the description of a local Bay Area community college reading course, English K at City 

College San Francisco, “is designed to improve reading fluency and spelling through a concentration on 

patterns of English phonics and use of word attack strategies for decoding college-level 

vocabulary” (Appendix A).  With the political and pedagogical backdrop of ‘The Great Debate’ briefly 

described above, the presence of phonics instruction in community college curriculum raises questions 

about the efficacy of phonics in adult reading pedagogy, what populations of adult students are served by 

phonics, and how phonics builds on or undermines the ‘multiliteracies’ that adult learners bring to the 

classroom from their many experiences with various forms of literacy growing up.  In this paper I will 

explore a sample of the vast literature on adult phonics instruction in order to address these questions and 

investigate at what developmental level, with what populations of students, and through what models of 

phonics instruction adult learners are legitimately served, ultimately investigating whether phonics for 

adults is legitimate at all.

The ‘Research’ on Intensive, Systematic Phonics for Adult Reading Instruction

The literature on adult phonics instruction is complex and often contradictory, reflecting an inner 

debate in the field for those who advocate for some form of phonics instruction, but with markedly 

different approaches based on ‘scientific’ quantitative versus qualitative research methods and 

pedagogies.  According to Scientifically Based Reading Research: A Primer for Adult and Family Literacy 

Educators (Padak, Rasinski, Mraz), “Phonics instruction is most effective if begun in K-1 for children and 

at Levels 1 and 2 for adults” (3), and “by the time they [adults] reach level 3, most ABLE [Adult Basic 

and Literacy Education] learners have developed word identification strategies and, therefore, may not 

benefit from a significant emphasis on phonics instruction” (4).  The 2005 report Applying Research in 
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Reading Instruction for Adults recommends that for adults who are assessed as reading below Grade 

Equivalent (GE) 8 or who read less than 125 words per minute (McShane 106), educators should further 

assess adult readers’ decoding skills and administer systematic approaches to phonics, even though “the 

literature on the efficacy of these approaches is inconclusive” (McShane 42).  Further complicating the 

research, Cummins claims that there is no value for phonics past Grade 1 (8).  However contradictory the 

research, they all infer that past a certain developmental level, phonics instruction is implicit and 

“subconsciously acquired through reading” (Krashen 24).  

Despite these conflicting and somewhat ambiguous recommendations for what level of 

development phonics is appropriate for adults, intensive systematic phonics is still the focus of much 

‘scientific’ research that influences policy recommendations and national funding for ‘adult’ reading 

programs.  Ignoring or undermining ethnographically based qualitative research focused on cultural 

difference, poverty, and multiliteracies, the National Reading Panel (NRP) reviewed the “scientific 

research on reading instruction” (Cummins 7) and interpreted from the findings that ‘systematic phonics’ 

was the answer.  The NRP in this report defined systematic phonics in one example as “scripted phonics 

programs that continue systematic and explicit phonics instruction for a significant part of the school day 

(sometimes up to 90 minutes) well beyond the primary grades …” (Cummins 7).  Cummins found clear 

inconsistencies with these reports based on so-called ‘objective’ and ‘scientific’ research findings.  One is 

that “the NRP and subsequent publications (Ehri et al. 2001) reported that systematic phonics instruction 

was unrelated to reading comprehension after grade 1 for normally achieving and low-achieving 

students” (8), yet recommended systematic phonics ‘well beyond the primary grades.’  The other blaring 

mis-interpretation present the NRP recommendations is that what the Panel defined as ‘systematic 

phonics’ was contradictory in their two examples, manipulated by wording in the report, and 

“undermine[d] the entire construct of systematic phonics instruction” (Cummins 7).  The 90 minute per 

day ‘scripted’ program was presented alongside an integrated program of “book reading, writing, and new 

book components … typical of whole-language approaches to reading” (Cummins 7).  A 2005 report by 
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the National Center for Family Literacy and funded by the National Institute for Literacy, whose report is 

largely based on ‘scientific’ or experimental research, foregrounded their 196 page report by saying, 

“Because very little experimental research on adult reading instruction has been done, the findings are 

carefully phrased.  Note the frequent use of the word may, which indicates that further research is required 

to establish the validity of these results” (McShane 16).  Further, Krashen contends that “[c]ontrary to 

popular opinion, ‘scientific evidence’ does not support intensive systematic phonics …on tests in which 

they have to understand what they read” (24).  It seems that ethnographic, qualitative research on 

socioculturally-based whole language approaches merits more attention, but is systematically ignored in 

national research briefs that determine funding, policy, and practice.  Backgrounding ‘The Great Debate’ 

with this political landscape and the implied undertones of political control over standardized teaching, 

testing, and educational funding complicates the controversy surrounding effective teaching strategies, 

and further undermines sociocultural and critical literacy pedagogies.  What is really at stake here?

The syllabus from English K at CCSF seemingly represents such an intensive, systematic phonics 

approach in it’s course description focusing on “word attack strategies for decoding college level 

vocabulary” (Appendix A).  A qualitative study of 20 adult literacy classrooms in eight states found that 

16 of the 20 classes were defined by “discrete skills instruction … characterized by teacher-prepared and 

teacher-delivered lessons conveying factual information and emphasizing basic skills 

development” (Beder and Medina 3), as opposed to an engaging, collaborative critical thinking approach 

evident in the remaining four of the 20 classrooms.  Beder and Medina say “the norm is substantially 

deficient” (3).  If English K at CCSF represents the norm across the country, I would have to agree.  An 

extreme example of this ideological ‘norm’ was represented in a January 2005 Online Newsletter, 

NetNews, published by the Learning Disabilities Association (LDA) of Minnesota, and funded by the 

Adult Basic Education sector of the Minnesota Department of Education.  Backed by ‘scientific’ research 

cited from the National Reading Panel (NRP) in 2000 and the Center for Applied Linguistics in 2003, this 

online resource for educators, however biased, claims that “one of the best strategies for improving 
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reading skills is systematic, explicit instruction in decoding skills or phonics …[and] should be taught at 

all levels” (1, emphasis in original), contradicting previously cited research suggesting phonics is only 

effective up until a certain developmental level (Cummins; Padak, Rasinski, and Mraz; McShane).  

Despite the name of their organization, the Learning Disabilities Association of Minnesota proposes 

intensive systematic phonics instruction not only for adult readers with learning disabilities, but those 

with “gaps in their education, or [who have] been given ineffective or irregular reading instruction” (1).  

Their intensive, systematic phonics instruction is decontextualized from authentic reading situations to the 

point that “LDA chose to use nonsense words for assessment because many adults have memorized words 

or know familiar words by sight.  Decoding unfamiliar words is considered a truer measure of word 

attack skills [the terminology used in the English K syllabus]” (2, emphasis added).  Or, from my 

perspective on the opposite side of the ideological spectrum, teachers could introduce complex academic 

words in the context of a meaningful text that increased their ‘college level vocabulary’ with a less 

decontextualized approach to phonics.  

Using decontextualized ‘nonsense’ words for teaching reading through phonics is not uncommon 

in reading research and pedagogy, although challenged by proponents of contextualized and integrated 

phonics instruction.  In a 1985 study of A Comparison of Phonics Performance of Skilled Adult Readers 

and Elementary School Readers, Dixon and Powell adapted the 1984 ‘Durkin Test’ of phonics skill levels, 

originally tested on third, fourth, and sixth graders, for experimentation with adult college students.  The 

purpose of the study was to attempt to accurately gauge the implicit development of phonics skills 

following explicit, intensive systematic instruction.  The Durkin Test “consisted of 29 regularly spelled 

pseudo or ‘nonsense’ words to be pronounced aloud by the subjects” (Dixon and Powell 5).  While the 

researchers clearly advocate for the “importance of phonics and decoding skills for the developing reader” 

(5), they critique the Durkin Test, given that Durkin “concluded that children generally performed poorly 

considering the amount of time spent on phonics instruction” (1-2).  These original results signify either a 

deficiency in the ‘basic skills’ phonics instruction, or a deficiency in the decontextualized, nonsensical 
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nature of the Durkin test; in either approach phonics was not effective.  Their interesting conclusions 

point to related arguments that past a certain developmental level, phonics skills improve implicitly as 

reading proficiency develops — through engagement with extensive and authentic reading situations.  

Dixon and Powell advocate for a differentiated assessment to gauge phonics skill level on a 

developmental scale alongside reading development, contextualized in authentic reading practices, as 

opposed to “excessive classroom drill on synthetic phonics skill to unrealistic levels of performance … 

inconsistent with the development of implicit use of phonics rules that occurs through increased reading 

of connected texts” (10, emphasis added).  The review of literature that follows supports integrated 

phonics instruction within the context of such ‘increased reading of connected texts,’ what Cummins says 

“would include appropriate teaching of phonics as part of an immersion of students into a highly engaging 

literacy environment” (17).  

Reconciliation?  Integration of Phonics into Whole Language Approaches

At this stage in ‘The Great Debate,’ most progressive educators and researchers recognize that 

phonics can be integrated into “highly engaging literacy environment[s]” (Cummins 17), at appropriate 

levels of instruction and development.  As stated earlier, even Krashen, from his ‘acquisition by 

immersion’ point of view, concedes that he is “unaware of any expert who forbids the teaching of some 

rules of phonics” (24).  Krashen calls this integrated approach ‘Basic Phonics’ as opposed to ‘Intensive, 

Systematic Phonics,’ where Basic Phonics “maintains that we learn to read by actually reading” (23).  

Within these authentic reading situations, phonics can be taught in the context of extensive reading of 

texts related to students’ experience, building on multiple interactions with literacy throughout their lives, 

and alongside New Literacy Studies and Reading Apprenticeship models briefly described in the 

introduction.  In the context of ESL instructional strategies using phonics, VanDuzer (1999) claims that 

“In order to develop automatic recognition skills, learners who are preliterate or literate in a language 

with a non-Roman alphabet should be given opportunities to develop letter recognition and sound-symbol 

correspondence skills.  This should not be done in isolation [as seen in decontextualized, synthetic 
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phonics sometimes using ‘pseudo-words’], but with familiar texts that they have practiced orally or heard 

before…”(4).  While analysis of ESL phonics instruction for adults is beyond the scope of this discussion, 

it is worth noting that for ‘preliterate’ adults, providing meaningful, engaging texts or allowing adult 

learners to select their own texts is at the heart of the integrationist approach.

In a 2005 research report developed by the National Center for Family Literacy and funded by the 

National Institute for Literacy, McShane recommends that “[a]dults with weak decoding skills need 

explicit and systematic phonics instruction” (13), and “[o]bviously, then, for beginning readers phonics 

instruction is very important.  Intermediate readers may also benefit” (41).  However, the report concedes 

that the “alphabetics skills of phonemic awareness and decoding are necessary but not sufficient for 

reading comprehension” (14), and distinguish “print skills — phonemic awareness, decoding, and fluency 

[from] meaning skills — vocabulary and comprehension” (15).  The report recognizes that meaning-

making in authentic, goal-driven, real-life contexts is the ultimate goal of reading instruction: “You 

[teachers] will be challenged to integrate the skills instruction they need with real-world learning based on 

goals” (19).  Further, this national report defines intensive, systematic phonics as “a means to an end; the 

end is reading comprehension …[where phonics is not] the main focus of reading lessons in such 

classrooms, just that it is a focus, not an occasional activity” (42).  Although complicated by 

inconsistencies and “inconclusive” (42) research findings, the nationally funded report ultimately 

recommends integration of phonics within higher-order comprehension skill instruction in real-life 

contexts.

The research on adult literacy in Australia provides an interesting model of phonics integration 

into a broader meaning-based model they define as the Four Resources Model.  Although in the cited 

study, the focus is on an adult learner with Down syndrome, the Four Resources Model is a popular 

approach in “Australian and many other educational contexts” (Morgan, Moni, and Jobling 54), and is 

based on the general principle that “[e]xplicit phonics knowledge, or a clear understanding of the 

alphabetic principle, develops from multiple and integrated approaches to phonics instruction … 
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including content that is relevant, interesting, meaningful, and has some familiarity” (53).  The four 

dimensions of this model are ‘code-breaker,’ or the first step of integrated phonics, text participant 

practices which draw on “prior knowledge, relevance, and personal experience in constructing meaning 

from texts”, text user practices which focus on rhetorical interaction with texts that change “depending on 

audience, context, and purpose”, and text analyst practices that emphasize critical interaction with the 

“ideological nature of texts” (Morgan, Moni, and Jobling 54).  Such a multifaceted approach builds 

rhetorical knowledge, metacognitive activation of schema, and critical thinking and inquiry skills while 

integrating phonics in a learner-centered approach for adults.  Further, “[i]t is also acknowledged that for 

older learners, building upon their prior knowledge and existing abilities is more successful than the 

redundant repetition of basic skills” (54).  In other words, within a New Literacy Studies ideology, 

teachers need to recognize and embrace the ‘multiliteracies’ that adult basic reading students bring to the 

classroom from their prior life experiences.

Morgan, Moni, and Jobling’s study focused on the effectiveness of the Four Resources Model in 

teaching Gordon, a 17 year old with Down syndrome.  Although the focus of this paper is not on adult 

learners with intellectual disabilities, the authors claim that “phonics instruction is an important literacy 

component for all learners [in] a balanced literacy program” (63).  This general stance is reflected in 

Freebody and Luke’s ‘Literacies’ Programs: Debates and Demands in Cultural Context (1990), where the  

Australian Four Resources Model is described as four integrated literacy practices, or engagement with 

the “technolog[ies] of the written script” (8).  While “many adult literacy clients … argue that they need 

the ‘basics’, conceived of in terms of phonics, letter knowledge, spelling skills, and so forth … this should 

not necessarily be seen as a justification for isolated packets of ‘skill and drill’ - an approach we clearly 

would not endorse” (8-9).  The authors proceed to describe each component of the Four Resources model 

with examples from classroom practice, curriculum, and texts within adult reading programs in Australia, 

where literacy is seen as “a set of social practices undertaken with others” (12) and involves negotiations 

of power, agency, and critical engagement with texts.  Their view of adult literacy sums up the 
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integrationist approach: “literacy is a multifaceted set of social practices with a material technology, 

entailing code breaking, participation with the knowledge of the text, social uses of text, and analysis/

critique of the text… [where]… all of these aspects are requisite … for learners to even be in a position to 

decide where/when/how, they would want to deploy the technology…” (15).  The ‘balanced’ approach of 

Australia’s Four Resources Model is based on empowering adult learners with agency by learning their 

roles as code breaker, text participant, text user, and text analyst, where “one can be learned within the 

context of the other” (15).  Phonics in this instructional model is an important foundational component, 

but by far not the focus.  Phonics is a ‘means to an end’ of teaching rhetorical control, critical thinking 

and critical literacy skills, vastly distinct from intensive, systematic phonics models reviewed earlier and 

seemingly the focus of ‘word attack’ strategies in English K at CCSF.

Conclusion: What is Really at Stake Here?

Following the section on the ‘inconclusive’ (McShane), inconsistent and contradictory ‘scientific 

research’ as it has been applied to national recommendations for intensive, systematic phonics instruction, 

I posed the interjectory inquiry question that arose at that point in my research: What is really at stake 

here?  This review of relevant research on phonics instruction in adult reading classrooms has 

complicated my preconceived notions ‘for’ or ‘against’ phonics in adult classrooms, pointing to the 

complex interaction of political, pedagogical, and ideological forces at work in New Literacy Studies.  

The following bullet points will summarize this complication, pointing to the need for further research 

that balances experimental and scientific data with more meaningful, ethnographic studies of what makes 

active, critically literate learners.

• ‘The Great Debate’ in Reading Research has been going on for some 150 years, between the opposing 

poles of intensive, systematic word decoding and recognition skills, on the one side of the debate, and 

meaning-making in active, authentic, real-life reading situations that involve learners’ knowledge and 

experience on the other.
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• So-called ‘scientific research’ has been manipulated, misinterpreted, and overgeneralized to favor 

systematic, intensive phonics nationally, for children and adults, with implications for standardized 

testing, national funding under NCLB, common practices by educators, and adoption of ‘scripted, skill-

drill phonics programs developed by educational corporations and textbook companies.

• Progressive educators recognize this political bias and innovate integrated approaches based on various 

‘balanced literacy programs’ that take into account quantitative ‘scientific’ and qualitative 

‘ethnographic’ research studies (Cummins).

• The interaction of these political, pedagogical and ideological forces has pressing implications for how 

teachers and institutional curricula serve, or fail to serve, adult reading students.  This is what is 

ultimately at stake.

After this investigation, I realize that the phonics debate gets to the heart of standardized, teacher-centered 

educational practices, what Friere would call the banking model of education, as opposed to student-

centered, critical literacy-based engagement with texts.  My original critique of phonics as 

decontextualized skill-drill instruction was complicated by the vast literature advocating for an integrated 

approach, where the teacher-collaborator encourages critical thinking, active interaction with culturally 

relevant texts, extensive reading with support/scaffolds, and a view of active learning that engages 

students as critically literate participants in a learning community.  In this setting, adult learners are 

potentially empowered to transform their communities through such critical thinking, questioning, and 

literacy skills; all integrated with in-context, meaningful phonics instruction.  This potential 

empowerment through a complex, integrated instructional approach may be the source of national policy 

bias towards intensive systematic phonics, standardization, and passive learning more generally.  As 

progressive reading teachers, we must be critical of national research findings based on ‘objective, 

scientific’ data that prescribes scripted instructional programs.  Hence, a larger critical question about 

education emerges from the discussion of phonics, based on the remaining issues I have outlined in this 

conclusion and on which I have made my position clear throughout:  Do we really want to devolve into a 
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society where education is focused on standardized, scripted skill-drills that are read out of teachers’ 

manuals and filled into student handbooks, the direction that the ‘scientific’ research points towards?  Fill 

in the bl__k.
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Appendix A  

ENGLISH K 

CRN  70764  Section 3 
T / Th  9:30 – 11:00 

AX 186 

CRN 70765  Section 4 
M / W / F  11:00 – 12:00 

C 266 

 

COURSE SYLLABUS 

Description 
English K is designed to improve reading fluency and spelling through a concentration on 
patterns of English phonics and use of word attack strategies for decoding college-level 
vocabulary. 

Course Goals 
• Master common phonics patterns 
• Recognize and sound out unfamiliar words while reading by using knowledge of phonics 
• Utilize the phonogram system to improve spelling 
• Use the pronunciation symbols in a standard college dictionary 
• Use dictionary as a tool for increasing vocabulary and comprehension 
• Improve reading comprehension and fluency 
• Transfer word decoding skills to new academic reading situations 
• Demonstrate metacognitive awareness of when and how to use strategies taught in the 

course 
• Discover and utilize campus resources to support persistence and retention 
• Acquire successful habits and routines for college success 
• To gain basic computer skills 

Elizabeth Zarubin 
Instructor of English / Basic Skills 

Batmale Hall #522 

Office hours:  M 12 - 1    R 2:00 – 3:00  
(subject to change) and TBA 

                           
(415) 452 – 7033  

e-mail ezarubin@ccsf.edu  
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