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Jennifer Buckingham 
provides a carefully-
presented counterargument 
to the recent suggestion 
that the evidence in favour 
of systematic phonics 
instruction is weak, and that 
early phonics instruction 
should be replaced by 
‘Structured Word Inquiry’.

Within the community of 
research and practice 
that is informed by 
scientific evidence, there 

is a general acceptance that children 
need to learn the alphabetic code in 
order to be able to read accurately 
and for meaning, and that the most 
effective way to teach the code is 
through systematic and explicit phonics 
instruction (Castles et al., 2018). 

A recent challenge to that consensus 
has come from Professor Jeffrey Bowers 
who has published a journal article that 
claims to show that “there is little or no 
evidence that systematic phonics is better 
than the main alternative methods used 
in schools, including whole language and 
balanced literacy” (Bowers, 2020, p. 1). 
Furthermore, Bowers says, “Once this is 
understood, my hope is that researchers 
and politicians will be more motivated to 
consider alternative methods.” 

Bowers is right to say that 
researchers should never consider that 

they have found the ultimate solution 
and stop looking for better ones. 
However, it is very different to propose 
that teachers and politicians should 
consider using unproven ‘alternative’ 
methods. Teaching practice and 
education policy should be based on the 
best available evidence unless and until 
it is superseded by new information and 
new evidence.

Bowers reviews major meta-analyses 
of studies that have looked at the effect of 
systematic phonics instruction on various 
reading outcomes. His key criticisms are 
that the strength of the measured effects 
of systematic phonics are overstated and 
that the studies do not directly compare 
systematic phonics with what he calls 
‘unsystematic phonics’.

However, Bowers’ interpretation of 
the findings of these meta-analyses is 
not accurate. There is stronger evidence 
in favour of using systematic phonics in 
reading instruction than not using it. 

What is systematic 
phonics?
The broad term ‘systematic phonics’ 
describes practices for the teaching of 
decoding and word reading. Evidence-
based understandings of systematic 
phonics place it within a comprehensive 
program of instruction that includes 
four additional essential elements 
– phonemic awareness, fluency, 
vocabulary and comprehension. Alone, 
systematic phonics is not a fool proof 
guarantee of reading success and its 
effectiveness is mediated by the quality 
of the rest of the literacy program.

Systematic phonics does not 
supplant or contradict the need for 
instruction that develops language 
comprehension. Therefore, comparing 
the effects of systematic phonics 
instruction with comprehension-based 

programs is a 
false comparison. 
Both phonics and 
comprehension 
instruction are 
necessary; a 
finding of a 
positive effect of 
one on reading 
outcomes does 
not prove that 
the other is unnecessary. Measures of 
reading comprehension are measuring 
both word identification and language 
comprehension factors. In the early 
stages of reading development, 
word identification is the stronger 
predictor of reading comprehension, 
but once decoding is fluent, language 
comprehension becomes more important 
(Garcia and Cain, 2014).

According to Bowers (2020), 
“systematic phonics explicitly 
teaches children grapheme-phoneme 
correspondences prior to emphasizing 
the meanings of written words in text (as 
in whole language or balanced literacy 
instruction) or the meaning of written 
words in isolation (as in morphological 
instruction).” (p. 3)

This is incorrect. Systematic phonics 
does not preclude a focus on the 
meaning of words. There is no directive 
that learning grapheme-phoneme 
correspondences (GPCs) must precede 
all other elements of reading instruction. 

The common recommendation that 
morphology instruction comes after a 
period of systematic phonics instruction 
(the precise optimal time for this has 
not yet been determined) is based on 
scientific evidence that the phonological 
pathway for decoding words is essential 
for beginning readers. While implicit 
morphological understanding is evident 
in young children’s oral language, 
childrens’ use of morphological 
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knowledge in word reading is 
demonstrated later (Rastle, 2019). 

Systematic phonics can include 
synthetic and analytic approaches, 
which differ in the unit of sub-word 
analysis. Synthetic phonics begins 
with phonemes – the smallest 
sub-word level. Children learn the 
associations between speech sounds 
(phonemes) and the letters or letter 
clusters that represent them in writing 
(graphemes), and that this is a reversible 
process. They learn to synthesise the 
phonemes and graphemes to read 
and spell words. Synthetic phonics 
instruction has a defined sequence 
for teaching grapheme-phoneme 
correspondences.

Analytic phonics uses larger 
sub-word units such as onset-rime 
for word analysis. For example, rather 
than learning to read the word rat as a 
composition of three letters and sounds, 
r-a-t, children would learn that the word 
rat is in a ‘word family’ with the rime -at, 
such as r-at, s-at, c-at, and so on. 

There are far fewer GPCs than 
there are ‘word families’ and learning 
phonics at the phoneme level is more 
systematic and efficient than onset-rime 
families (Vousden et al., 2011). The 
vast majority of rimes can be read using 
their component GPCs (Brooks, 2015). 
Knowledge of phonemes is a stronger 
predictor of early reading acquisition 
than knowledge of rimes (Nation & 
Hulme, 1997). 

Is Bowers’ 
interpretation of the 
meta-analyses fair?
In his review of evidence on systematic 
phonics, Bowers looks in detail at 
meta-analyses conducted over the past 
twenty years, starting with the National 
Reading Panel (2000) later published as 
Ehri et al. (2001).

Bowers argues that the effect sizes 
in these studies are not large and do 
not justify the authors’ conclusions that 
systematic phonics has the strongest 
evidence in its favour. However, the 
effect sizes in these studies are certainly 
stronger than the evidence found for 
any other method, including whole 
language. Subsequent studies have 
added to the evidence in favour of 
including systematic phonics in reading 
instruction (for example, Hjetland et al. 
2019). Detailed descriptions of these 
meta-analyses and an explanation of the 
flaws in Bowers’ interpretation of them is 
provided in Buckingham (2020). 

Study Effect size (Cohen’s d or Hedge’s g)

National Reading Panel 
(2000)/ Ehri (2001)

Overall
d = 0.67 (decoding regular words)
d = 0.60 (decoding pseudowords)
d = 0.40 (irregular words)
d = 0.51 (reading comprehension)

Type of phonics
Synthetic phonics d = 0.45 (average for all 
measures)
Analytic phonics d = 0.35 (average for all 
measures)

Grade level
Kindergarten d = 0.56 (average for all measures)
First grade d = 0.54 (average for all measures)
Grade 2-6 d = 0.27 (average for all measures)

Camilli, Vargas & Yurecko 
(2003)

d = 0.24 (average for all measures)

Camilli, Wolfe & Smith (2006) d = 0.123
* phonics only instruction

Torgerson, Brooks & Hall 
(2006)

d = 0.27 / 0.38 (fixed effects/random effects; 
word reading accuracy)
d = 0.24 / 0.35 (fixed effects/random effects; 
reading comprehension)

Suggate (2010) d = 0.5 (average for all measures)
d = 0.59 (pre-reading)
d = 0.42 (reading)
d = 0.41 (comprehension)
d = 0.32 (average for all measures; follow up)

Adesope, Lavin, Thompson, & 
Ungerleider (2011)

g = 0.40

Galuschka, Ise, Krick & 
Schulte-Korne (2014)

g = 0.322 (average for all measures)

Suggate (2016) Post-test
d = 0.44 (average for all measures)
d = 0.48 (pre-reading)
d = 0.45 (reading skills)
d = 0.48 (comprehension)

Follow up
d = 0.25 (average for all measures)
d = 0.26 (pre-reading)
d = 0.30 (reading skills)
d = -0.03 (comprehension)

* included unpublished and published studies
** 8 out of 22 phonics interventions were 
computer-based phonics training

McArthur et al (2018) d = 0.51 (mixed/regular word reading accuracy)
d = 0.67 (nonword reading accuracy)
d = 0.84 (irregular word reading accuracy)
d = 0.45 (mixed/regular word reading fluency)
d = 0.39 (non-word reading fluency)
d = 0.28 (reading comprehension)

Table 1: Effect sizes for reading outcomes associated with systematic phonics instruction
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of meta-analyses and systematic reviews 
of phonics instruction and intervention. 
These are the same studies reviewed 
by Bowers, with the exception of the 
McArthur et al (2018) study which 
supersedes the earlier study included in 
Bowers (2020). The effect sizes relate 
to the difference in reading outcomes 
associated with systematic phonics 
instruction/intervention as opposed to 
non-systematic or no phonics instruction.

The most common interpretation of 
effect sizes is that proposed by Cohen 
(1969): 0.2 is small; 0.5 is medium or 
moderate; and 0.8 is large. Some of the 
studies in the above table are reported 
as Hedges’ ‘g’. According to Torgerson 
et al. (2018), the difference between 
these types of effect size estimates is 
minimal. By Cohen’s interpretation, the 
effect sizes in the table fall mostly in the 
moderate range. The outlier is Camilli 
et al. (2006) who achieved a small 
effect size by making multiple coding 
manipulations to the studies that are 
methodologically debatable. 

However, a recent paper by Kraft 
(2020) explains that these effect size 
classifications were devised from 
clinical studies and makes a persuasive 
empirical case that they are not 
appropriate for applied educational 
research. Kraft proposes the following 
effect size interpretations: <0.05 
is small; 0.05 – 0.2 is medium or 
moderate; and >0.2 is large. Using 
these interpretations, the effect sizes of 
using a systematic phonics program are 
almost all very large.

Bowers’ other key criticism, aside 
from the relative effect sizes, is what he 
regards to be weak evidence directly 
comparing systematic phonics with 
‘unsystematic’ phonics. Given the 
difficulty of classifying the comparison 
conditions as unsystematic phonics, 
whole language (with or without 
unsystematic phonics), balanced 
literacy, and rare ‘no phonics’ teaching, 
it seems reasonable and practical 
to do what almost all studies and 
meta-analyses have done – compare 
the presence of systematic phonics 
instruction with the absence of 
systematic phonics instruction. 

The available evidence from multiple 
studies shows that reading instruction 
that includes systematic phonics is 
more effective than instruction that does 
not. The range of effect sizes is due to 
numerous factors, including the duration, 
level of systematicity, intensity, age of 
students, beginning level of students, 
group size, instructional fidelity, and 

the quality of classroom instruction. 
Nevertheless, the overall effect size is 
invariably and significantly positive. 

What are 
the potential 
“alternatives” to 
systematic phonics 
instruction?
What are the alternative methods 
to systematic phonics, and what is 
the likelihood that they will be more 
effective? Bowers suggests that 
instruction “should focus more on the 
role that meaning plays in organizing 
spellings (via morphology) and that 
English spelling system (sic) makes 
sense once the interrelation between 
phonology, morphology, and etymology 
are considered.” (p. 23). 

Jeffrey Bowers’ brother Peter 
Bowers has developed such a program 
– Structured Word Inquiry (Bowers 
& Bowers, 2008). Jeffrey Bowers has 
co-authored papers with Peter Bowers 
on the rationale for SWI (Bowers & 
Bowers, 2017) as well as participated 
in evaluations of the program 
(Colenbrander et al., 2018). 

There is no problem with academics 
developing reading programs. Such 
reading programs would naturally 
be informed by the developers’ 
understanding of the best available 
evidence. The problem with positing 
Structured Word Inquiry (SWI) as a 
superior alternative to systematic phonics 
is that there are no studies showing that 
SWI is effective for teaching beginning 
reading, either with or without the sort of 
comparison group that Bowers (2020) 
says is necessary to truly prove efficacy. 
Evaluations of SWI do not compare it with 
systematic phonics for initial instruction. 

Studies of SWI show that children 
can benefit from instruction in 
morphology and etymology after one or 
more years of initial reading instruction 
that includes phonics (Bowers & Kirby, 
2010; Devonshire & Fluck, 2010; 
Devonshire et al. 2013; Colenbrander et 
al., 2018). They do not provide evidence 
to support the argument that instruction 
based on morphology and etymology 
could or should be an alternative to 
systematic phonics in the initial stages 
of learning to read.

There is strong evidence for the 
inclusion of systematic phonics in initial 
reading instruction.

Systematic phonics has one of the 
largest and most consistent evidence 

bases in education. Synthetic phonics, 
which is the most systematic form 
of phonics instruction, has been 
specifically investigated in a number of 
randomised control trials (Christensen 
& Bowey, 2005; Hatcher, Hulme, & 
Snowling, 2004; Johnston, McGeown & 
Watson, 2011) and has been found to 
be a common factor in high performing 
schools (Joseph, 2019; Louden, 2015; 
OFSTED, 2010). After the introduction of 
mandatory synthetic phonics instruction 
in 2006 and a phonics screening check in 
2012 in all English primary schools, there 
was an improvement in upper primary 
reading in national assessments and 
early indications of gains in international 
assessments (Buckingham, 2016; 
Machen et al., 2018; Double et al., 2019). 

Synthetic phonics is strongly aligned 
with cognitive scientific research and 
models of reading that have been found 
to be highly predictive – the Dual Route 
Cascading Model (of word reading) 
and the Simple View of Reading (for 
reading comprehension) in particular 
(Castles, Rastle & Nation, 2018). The 
same cannot be said for whole language, 
balanced literacy, or analytic phonics.

And while there is some validity 
to the argument that meta-analyses 
provide a more accurate estimate of the 
effect of an intervention, there is also 
a good argument to be made for giving 
strong consideration to the findings 
of individual studies that investigate a 
higher quality version of the intervention 
of interest. Meta-analyses include 
interventions that are short in duration, 
with small numbers, and restricted 
instructional scope and depth. Emphasis 
should also be given to the findings of 
larger studies with implementations 
that more closely resemble what would 
generally be considered ideal classroom 
practice, such as the Clackmannanshire 
study (Johnston et al., 2011). 

Bowers’ thesis rests on the flawed 
argument that when held up to the 
highest possible standards of evidence, 
systematic phonics falls short. It is 
therefore illogical to suggest using 
“alternative teaching methods” that 
have either much weaker evidence or no 
evidence base whatsoever.

It is one thing to say that 
researchers should consider 
investigating unproven alternative 
methods, but it is irresponsible to 
make the same recommendation for 
teachers. Classroom practice should 
use the methods with the strongest 
evidence available base, and at the 
moment that is undeniably systematic 
synthetic phonics.
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