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Phonics vs. Whole Language:

Is One Method Really Better Than The Other?

             What is the best method for teaching children to read? This is probably not something that a lot of people think about on a regular basis. However, I think it is very important to discuss the ways in which children learn to read. Reading has become a very important element in our society. With the rapid advancement of America, having good reading skills is essential to getting ahead in jobs and even in making dinner. Children are the future doctors, lawyers, and presidents of our country and I, as a future teacher, wouldn’t want to send children out into the world with poor reading skills. I also think it is important to discuss reading methods because I see, after doing an interview with a veteran teacher, that a lot of new and future teachers aren’t as knowledgeable about different methods of teaching reading as we probably should be.

            I think that before beginning to discuss reading methods, we should first discuss what reading is. According to the International Reading Association, “Reading is complex system of deriving meaning from print that requires all of the following: 

· The development and maintenance of a motivation to read.

·  The development of appropriate active strategies to construct meaning from print.
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·  Sufficient background information and vocabulary to foster   reading comprehension.

·  The ability to read fluently.

·  The ability to decode unfamiliar words.

·  The skills and knowledge to understand how phonemes or speech            sounds are connected to print.”                                                     

The article also states that a skilled beginning reading teacher is a professional who knows what this definition means, can assess children in light of the definition, and then can adjust the balance of methods so that each child is taught what he or she needs to learn (“Using Multiple Methods”). When I decided to use reading as my research topic, I thought I could take on the whole concept of reading, but I soon learned that reading is a complex subject that has many methods.  According to the International Reading Association, “A reading method is a set of teaching and learning materials and / or activities often given a label, such as phonics method, literature based method, or language experience method” (“Using Multiple Methods”). 

            This definition shows that many practices for reading can be called reading method. From the aforementioned reading methods definition and from doing a small amount of research, I decided I would narrow the focus of my research paper to the reading methods of whole language and phonics. I chose to focus on the concepts of whole language and phonics because for many years they have been 
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among the most popular reading methods and because of the ongoing debate surrounding which method is better than the other -- a debate which has caused a constant push - pull trend in these methods. For a while it will pull towards whole language, but then the trend switches to focus on phonics (the current trend). After more research on the concepts of whole language and phonics, I came to believe that this debate between methods the debate between whole language and phonics is an artificial dilemma, and isn’t really about one method or the other when both methods could be combined. Before we begin to discuss the information about each topic, we’ll discuss the main points for the paper. First we’ll discuss the history of the debate between whole language and phonics, then we’ll discuss some information about whole language, then we’ll discuss phonics, and finally we’ll discuss how and whether the two methods should be combined. 

               As I said previously, there has always been a debate about whether whole language or phonics was the better method. According to the article, “Where are Teachers’ Voices in the Phonics / Whole Language Debate?” this debate goes back as early as the 20th century when William S. Gray and others argued for greater balance in elementary reading programs. The programs until that time had involved heavy emphasis on intensive phonics instruction. The article goes on to say that as a result of the disagreements, the teaching of phonics at all was questioned. This gave rise to the whole language method in the 1980s, and then the shift back to phonics. Also from this article I found that the history of this debate has been largely political (Baumann and Hoffman). 
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             I conducted an interview with Mrs. Karen Hammons, a professor of early childhood education at Morehead State University, and she reinforced this point of view for me. She told me that for years the government has dictated to teachers the kind of methods they should use in their classrooms. She also stated that some government officials think that teachers aren’t smart enough to choose the methods of reading they use. Professor Hammons likened the government telling the teachers they can’t use certain methods in their classrooms to telling doctors that they can’t use certain kinds of medicines on their patients. Mrs. Hammons stated that not every kind of medicine is going to work on every patient, just like not every reading method is going to work on every child. From the interview I gathered that the students are the ones being deprived the right to learning good reading skills when the government dictates what they think is best.

                Now I am going to discuss the method of whole language. According to the book Learning to Read, whole language can be defined as a method of reading instruction oriented toward making meaning construction the center of learning. I received a handout from Professor Hammons that emphasized several important points of what whole language is. I also found a lot of these same general ideas in the articles “Phonics and Whole Language: In Sequence?” and “Phonics Teaching and Learning In Whole Language Classrooms.” According to Professor Hammons, “Whole language emphasizes whole-to-part-to-whole learning.” This means that teachers might introduce a book or paragraph to their students, and then they would have their students to read the whole thing. Then the teachers would go back
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 and have the students to select and reread through parts of the work, and then they would go back reread the whole work. This way they would get the whole meaning of the work. “Next, whole language focuses on process being as important as product. Whole language also focuses on language learning being based on experience. Learners in whole language classrooms use writing for personal, functional purposes. Learning begins with need and moves to skills. Language in whole language classrooms is learned through social contract. The whole language concept invented spelling viewed as a child’s attempt to approach standard form. Also within the whole language concept, students get to choose the topics they write about. Primary emphasis is on writing for clarity and meaning with follow – up attention given to editing and revising of surface features” (Hammons). According to the book, Learning to Read, followers of whole language instruction say the method builds on the natural strengths of students and measures progress of students toward learner outcome with documentation as the primary means for gathering data for evaluation of work of students (Pressley). From the interview I did with veteran elementary school teacher, Mrs. Lawrence, whole language classrooms often differ in looks and layout from phonics classrooms. For example, a whole language classroom may have centers where children can apply certain things they learn. 

          Now I am going to discuss the phonics method. According to the book, Learning to Read, phonics can be defined as a method of reading instruction which

                                                                                                                          Platt 6

 involves teaching children letter – sound associations as well as teaching them to blend the sounds of letters to pronounce words (Pressley). From the handout

 Prof. Hammons gave me, as well as the articles “Phonics and Whole Language: In Sequence?” and “Phonics Teaching and Learning in Whole Language Classrooms,” I found that one of the practices of phonics is on parts-to-whole-parts learning. “Another practice is that product is more important than process. Also, in phonics instruction learning begins with skills and moves to need” (Hammons). From the article “Where are Teachers’ Voices in the Phonics / Whole language Debate?” I found that phonics seems to focus on word sounds. An example of this would be a teacher who assigns to her students homework that instructs them to find spelling / sound patterns such as “ch” and “om.” Also, skill instruction may include instruction in and practice of writing (Baumann and Hoffman). Once again from Professor Hammons I learned that emphasis in phonics is on correct production of surface features such as grammar, letter formation, spelling, capitalization, and punctuation. 

          I think that both of these methods have many positive qualities, and I think the most effective way for students to gain good reading skills is to combine these methods, as I stated earlier. If we chose not to combine these methods, I think there would be far more problems with using one or the other exclusively. For example, if only whole language was taught in the classroom then students might not learn correct pronunciation and spelling for certain words, since whole language invented the concept of allowing the child to attempt the correct spelling of a word. This has 
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been one of the concerns of educators and parents for many years, according to the article “Whole Language Lives” (Manzo). However, on the other side, if only phonics is taught in the classroom, then the students might get bored in their reading since phonics has focused on part-to-whole-to-part learning.   

           I am not alone in this belief that the concepts should be combined. Both of the people I interviewed agreed with me, in that the most balanced approach is a combined approach. Prof. Hammons stated, “Why not take advantage of all the tools of instruction if you are given the chance?” According to the article “Where are Teachers’ Voices in the Phonics / Whole language Debate,” the majority of teachers also preferred the more balanced approach of instruction (Baumann and Hoffman). There are several ways that we can implement the two approaches. For example, teachers could be allowed to teach whole language approaches in the morning and then shift focuses to a more phonics centered approach in the afternoon (Bracey). However, they could completely combine the methods. For example, the article “Phonics Teaching and Learning in Whole Language Classrooms” by Karin Dahl, describes a classroom at Garfield Elementary. In the classroom the children got to choose sentences that reported the news. The children had to read through the sentence to make sure they understood the concept (a whole language approach). Then the teacher would read through and make sure they could identify each word (a phonics approach). Another example of the combined approach that we future teachers and parents can use comes from Eastland Elementary in Mrs. Dean’s classroom. Every week she would introduce a new book
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 to her class by having students tell her what they thought they knew about the book just from the cover (whole language approach). The students then read through the whole book (whole language approach), and then broke the book down into parts so they could understand the words used and learn new vocabulary (phonics approach).

              In conclusion, I believe that children’s minds are like sponges and the more we challenge and feed their minds the more knowledge they can gain. If we can put

aside the old debate between these methods then I think we, future classroom teachers and parents, can help children become more effective readers. By combining these methods, we can give children who learn in different ways the chance to gain good reading skills.
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