Common Mistakes When Teaching Phonics

Note: To be clear, most of these mistakes are caused by systemic issues and pressures on
teachers. As teachers, we can combat these mistakes when we empower and inform ourselves to
make change in our classrooms. However, true transformation will be systematic and alleviate
the pressures on teachers to do things that go against the science of reading.

Mistake: Teacher doesn’t have autonomy
or isn't equipped with linguistic
knowledge.

Instead: Teachers are empowered with
the autonomy and linguistic knowledge to
make skilled instructional decisions for
their students.

Mistake: Fidelity to the curriculumiis
prioritized over fidelity to students’ needs
and assessment results.

Instead: Curriculum is a tool used with
intentionality and differentiated to
support all students in mastering taught
skills.

Mistake: Not using assessments that
actually show what phonics skills students
are mastering and what phonics skills they
need to learn.

Instead: Use research-based assessments
that are aligned with what you are actually
teaching that are cumulative and allow you
to see what students have mastered and
what they still need to work on.

Mistake: Prompting kids while they are
reading with prompts based on the
debunked 3-cueing system.

Instead: Teach and prompt students to
decode so they can become proficient
orthographic mappers.

Mistake: Giving students levelled texts to
read that require them to guess or
reinforce guessing as a reading strategy.

Instead: Give students controlled
decodable texts aligned with the skills
they’ve been taught.

Mistake: Phonics instruction is not
integrated with the rest of literacy
instruction. Students don’t have support
applying what they learn in phonics to
their reading and writing work.

Instead: Design phonics instruction that
connects to reading and writing
throughout the entire day. Refer to
phonics skills and support students in
applying their budding proficiency with
phonics.

Mistake: Phonics lessons are skill and drill
instead of fun and meaningful.

Instead: Make phonics interactive and
joyful and ensure your students know why
it matters for them.
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Mistake: Routines are not consistent
enough and language and directions are
too complicated or lengthy.

Instead: Design and teach consistent
routines with the bulk of their time
protected for student practice.

Mistake: Too much teacher talk and not
enough space and time for student
practice.

Instead: Limit teacher talk to short, clear
directions and prompting.

Mistake: Students who work quickly have
nothing to do when they’re done.

Instead: Account for early finishers, pacing
and differentiation. Make sure students
have texts to read and writing activities
that they can do if they finish early.

Mistake: Taking too long with all of it and
boring the students!

Instead: Keep phonics fast paced,
structured and consistent. Keep activities
brief and impactful. Students build
automaticity with practice and support
over time. And have fun every day!
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