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ABSTRACT

How children are taught to read matters deeply; students who lack
Sfoundational literacy by the end of first grade often face long-term
academic and emotional challenges. As efforts to raise reading
achievement intensify, selecting instructional methods that are
effective, efficient, and equitable is essential. Linguistic Phonics (LP)
reframes how reading is taught by starting with spoken words to
build strong links to print. Drawing on interdisciplinary research,
this reorientation helps demystify English orthography and makes
the code more accessible. Instead of emphasizing skills in isolation,
LP fosters code learning through clear, multipurpose routines and
meaningful application. Its simplicity and coberence support student
learning and classroom implementation across diverse settings. This
paper examines the research supporting LP and its potential to improve
literacy outcomes by accelerating student learning, reducing teacher
workload, and guiding future studies on its broader application.

WHY RETHINK READING INSTRUCTION?

Research suggests that up to 95% of students could learn to read
by the end of first grade with effective teaching (Hasbrouck, 2021;
Snow, 2021), yet many students still fall short of this goal and face
compounding academic and social challenges (Cunningham &
Stanovich, 1997; Juel, 1988; Torgesen, 2000). The Decoding
Threshold Hypothesis helps explain this discrepancy—students
who do not reach a minimum level of decoding accuracy tend
to avoid complex words and struggle to progress, regardless of
ongoing intervention (Double et al., 2019; Gaab & Petcher,
2022; Lyon, 2002; Wang et al., 2020). This finding reflects a
broader understanding that decoding proficiency is foundational;
once students can recognize words automatically, cognitive
resources become available for learning more advanced aspects
of literacy.

Despite general agreement on the value of phonics, instructional
practices often include components that may not be mutually
supportive with one another. For example, explicit decoding lessons
may be paired with leveled or patterned texts, which can lead
students to rely on context or guessing rather than apply phonics
during independent reading. Such combinations can blur the

connections between speech and print, increasing cognitive load
for both students and teachers (Fien et al, 2015).

Such inconsistencies may stem from common misconceptions
about how reading develops. Although literacy includes multiple,
interacting components, these are frequently taught in isolation,
weakening their collective impact. This fragmented approach is
evident in early literacy instruction, where foundational skills are
often introduced without meaningful links to the broader language
systems that give them purpose. For example, many programs
postpone introducing the morpho-phonemic structure of English
until students have mastered basic decoding. As a result, students
are left to bridge critical concepts on their own—connections that
could be made more efficiently through intentional integration
(Seidenberg, 2024; Share, 2025).

This landscape is part of a larger educational ecosystem shaped
by national organizations. The International Dyslexia Association
(IDA) and EdReports, in particular, have significantly influenced
literacy standards and curriculum adoption (Spear-Swerling,
2019). While these resources offer helpful frameworks, their
criteria may inadvertently limit which programs gain traction. For
instance, EdReports emphasizes Common Core alignment, a focus
that does not always reflect instructional effectiveness. Similarly,
IDA standards, rooted in dyslexia intervention, emphasize Orton-
Gillingham-based approaches, which may not close proficiency
gaps or suit Tier 1 instruction (Seidenberg, 2024; Stevens et
al., 2021). As Hanford (2023) observes, these tools can serve as
informal “shortlists,” shaping which programs schools consider. To
support more informed decisions, the Reading League (TRL) has
introduced Curriculum Navigation Reports that highlight both
strengths and limitations in existing materials ('RL, 2024). These
reports may not be widely known, which invites reflection on how
visibilitcy—not just evidence—can influence what gets adopted.

Decision-making around reading instruction remains complex,
as beliefs and assumptions continue to affect implementation
(Carnine, 2000; Hanford, 2018; Snow, 2024). While many
structured phonics programs represent meaningful progress
(Lane et al., 2025), few have undergone rigorous evaluation
or report improvements in standard scores —key indicators of
long-term impact (Kilpatrick, 2017; Petscher et al., 2020; U.S.
Department of Education, 2025). Meta-analyses reveal wide
variability in program effectiveness, pointing to the need for higher
quality research and better reporting standards (Stevens et al.

2021).

Additionally, some evidence-aligned approaches remain
underrecognized—not due to lack of empirical support, but
because they are less familiar. Linguistic Phonics (LP) is one such
example. Though recognized in England’s national guidelines as a
form of systematic synthetic phonics (Department for Education,
2025), LP is still relatively unknown in the U.S., despite converging
research showing strong gains in standard scores and percentile
ranks (Denton et al., 2006; McGuinness et al., 1996; Simos
et al., 2007). Brain imaging studies further demonstrate that
intensive phoneme-based instruction can shift neural activity in
dyslexic learners toward typical language regions, suggesting that
early teaching can rewire reading pathways (Herron, 2008). Yet
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LP remains underutilized, illustrating persistent challenges in
translating research into classroom practice. As a result, many
educators continue to use familiar programs that may lack the
depth or flexibility needed for diverse student needs—underscoring
the role of teacher knowledge in selecting and applying effective,
preventive instruction. (Ellis et al., 2023; Folsom et al., 2017;

Torgesen, 2010).

Linguistic Phonics offers a coherent instructional paradigm that
makes the connections between speech, print, and meaning explicit
from the start. By aligning instruction with how children process
spoken language and how the writing system maps onto it, LP
integrates essential elements of literacy into a practical, unified
framework. This paper presents LP as a promising model for
recalibrating foundational skills instruction by aligning instruction
with how children become literate—building on shared goals
while addressing often-overlooked aspects of reading development.

How LinGuisTic PHONICS ALIGNS WITH
CURRENT MODELS

Linguistic Phonics draws on cognitive science, linguistics, and
developmental psychology to promote a fluid path to mastering
written language. It leverages children’s natural capacity for spoken
language and pattern recognition (McGuinness, 1997) while
supporting efficient processing to build lasting understanding
(Kirschner etal., 2006; Lovell, 2020). Working from this base of
oral language, LD helps learners build reading proficiency through
phoneme-grapheme mapping, while simultaneously expanding
awareness of how larger elements of meaning are represented in
print.

Recent models of reading converge on a view of literacy as a dynamic,
interconnected process. Share’s Combinatorial Model (2025)
likens reading to a tree that grows “up and out” as phonological,
orthographic, morphological, and semantic knowledge becomes
increasingly refined, shaped by each learner’s cognitive-linguistic
profile and instructional experience. Seidenberg (2022) similarly
shows how initial decoding instruction drives growth by activating
pattern recognition and statistical learning, gradually forming a
robust orthographic lexicon. These insights echo broader findings
on how fluent reading emerges from the coordination of neural,
linguistic, and affective systems (Connor et al., 2004; Dehaene
etal., 2015; Orkin et al., 2022). Though developed decades ago,
LP aligns closely with contemporary understandings, emphasizing
coherence, transparency, and integration across systems.

WHAT MAKES LiINGuisTic PHONICS
DIFFERENT?

Given the complexity of English spelling, our brains benefit from
a well-organized system. Because letter patterns can be highly
variable, using sounds as the primary framework for organizing
spelling may offer a more consistent and cognitively manageable
approach (Clarke, 2012). While sharing core principles with
other structured approaches, LP distinguishes itself through the
following defining characteristics that may offer practical benefits
for both learners and educators.

Spoken Word as the Starting Point: Because written
language is biologically secondary (Swain, 2025), beginning
with spoken language is both developmentally appropriate
and empowering (Herron, 2008). Students focus on
sounds before print (e.g., What sounds do you hear in sat?),
map phonemes to graphemes, and turn words they say into
words they see (Herron, 2023). This orientation fosters a
habit of pattern-seeking that extends from foundational
graphic units to larger, meaningful chunks.

The Code as a Logical, Reversible System: Phonemes
become the fixed reference points—anchoring instruction
around a finite set of sounds rather than an ever-expanding
list of spelling options. This reorientation demystifies the
writing system, supports efficient mental organization,
and reduces cognitive load by eliminating the need to
learn numerous “reading alternatives” (Lovell, 2020;
McGuinness, 1997). As Ehri (2002) explains, it’s the
pronunciation of words, not their visual appearance, that
activates recognition; even in silent reading, our brains
are “talking.”

Routines That Build Procedural Knowledge: By
encouraging students to engage in doing and discovering
rather than memorizing, LP prioritizes simple routines,
concise language, and minimal verbal clutter (McGuinness
& McGuinness, 1998). Framing reading as a problem
to solve—how letters represent sounds—encourages
metacognition and metalinguistic awareness. Multimodal
routines like “say-spell-read” coordinate inputs from the
mouth, ears, eyes, and hands, strengthening the brain’s
reading circuitry (Herron, 2008; Torgesen et al., 2010).

Set for Variability: LP cultivates mental flexibility by
directly activating Set for Variability (SfV)—the brain’s
capacity to resolve mispronunciations and identify
unfamiliar words (Edwards et al., 2022). LP treats SfV
not as incidental, but as a critical, teachable component of
fluent word recognition skills.

Multisyllabic Agility: LP introduces polysyllabic
words early using natural spoken syllable breaks, while
drawing attention to common affixes. This approach binds
pronunciation, spelling, and meaning without relying on
rule-heavy instruction. It builds decoding stamina and
supports access to complex texts—critical, as nearly half
of first-grade words are polysyllabic (Kearns & Hiebert,
2021).

Immediate Feedback to Support Self-Regulation:
Teachers provide immediate, targeted feedback to build
accuracy and encourage self-monitoring. This dynamic
loop—more like a conversation than correction—fosters
student agency. Embedded in meaningful tasks, these error
corrections promote growth without overwhelming the
learner (Hattie & Yates, 2014).
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A GrowING Bobpy oF EVIDENCE

While many traditional approaches have supported students
in developing foundational reading skills, emerging research
suggests that instruction may be even more effective when it moves
beyond isolated drills to foster transferable, integrated abilities
(Orkin et al., 2022; Share, 2025). Linguistic Phonics has shown
promising outcomes in both clinical and classroom contexts,
with several studies reporting standard score gains exceeding
those of more conventional programs. Empirical research—
including randomized and quasi-experimental studies as well as
neuroimaging data—suggests LP may be especially effective for
a wide range of learners, including emergent bilinguals, students
from underserved communities, and those with neurodivergent
profiles (Amendum et al., 2011; Denton et al., 2006; Endress et
al., 2007; McGuinness et al., 1996; Schechter & Chase, 2025;
Simos et al., 2007).

In a study by Simos et al. (2007), students aged 7-17 who began
below the 18th percentile showed normalized brain activation and
marked reading gains after just two months of LP instruction.
McGuinness et al. (1996) similarly reported an average gain of 13.7
standard score points in word recognition and 19.34 in decoding
after 12 or fewer hours of one-to-one instruction, equivalent to
1.70 and 2.57 points per clinical hour. Brooks (2012) found LP
particularly effective for older students with a history of reading

failure, highlighting its adaptability.

Schools implementing LP have reported notable gains that exceed
age expectations in reading and spelling (Case et al., 2023; Dias &
Juniper, 2002). A longitudinal study by Gray et al. (2007) across
twelve Northern Ireland schools found sustained progress across
ability levels, regardless of students’ starting points. Educators in
the U.S. and Canada have cited both student growth and ease of
use as reasons for adoption (Gordon, 2024; Harlacher, 2024;
Truch, 2004), contributing to LP’s growing presence in diverse
settings.

While these findings are compelling, many of the studies cited are
limited by small sample sizes, older publication dates, or quasi-
experimental designs. Replication through larger, more rigorous
trials would help validate and extend them.

Even so, these results offer encouraging insights. Traditional
phonics programs often show modest gains of 0-9 standard score
points in word reading (Kilpatrick, 2017), yet many students still
struggle to reach grade-level proficiency (Vaughn etal., 2019). For
older learners, persistent reading difficulties can impact confidence
and engagement. Research points to interventions yielding gains of
12.5-25 points as more likely to close gaps. LP has demonstrated
outcomes at the upper end of this range, offering a useful point of
comparison in efforts to strengthen instructional impact.

WHaY SiMpLICITY MATTERS IN A COMPLEX
CODE

This paper focuses on the prototype developed by McGuinness
(1997; 2002; 2004), not to be confused with the Linguistic
Approaches of the 1960s, which emphasized word families over
phonemes. Through her analysis of writing systems and a detailed

exploration of reading instruction since the late 1800s, McGuinness
identified several successful early linguistic phonics programs and
developed a prototype grounded in four core principles for teaching
reading in opaque alphabetic systems like English:

1. Writing systems reflect the structure of their spoken
languages.

2. Children must learn to “unglue sounds in words.”
3. English operates through four systems of mapping logic.

4. Instruction is most effective when it aligns with how
children naturally process spoken language.

English poses particular challenges: With roughly 40 speech
sounds and only 26 letters, most phonemes have multiple spellings,
and many graphemes represent different sounds depending on
their context. This complexity places a high cognitive demand on
learners and can lead to confusion if instruction lacks coherence.

To reduce this burden, McGuinness proposed anchoring
instruction in phonemes—the finite sound units of speech—as a
stable reference point. She describes phonemes as a “pivot point”
that enables learners to unlock an otherwise opaque writing system.
By beginning with encoding—segmenting the word, identifying
its sounds, and mapping them to their most likely spellings, LP
helps students see that any written word can be recoded back to
its sounds, revealing the code’s underlying logic and reversible
structure. This focus on simplicity and pattern recognition allows
students to integrate essential segmenting and blending skills,
generalize early, and develop confidence in navigating the code.

In contrast, when phonics is taught through a long list of conditional
“if...then” rules, frequent exceptions, and loosely organized spelling
patterns, it can overwhelm young readers’ developing reasoning
and memory capacities (Mesmer & Rose-McCully, 2018).
Research suggests that rule-heavy approaches may inhibit learning,
while methods that prioritize pattern recognition and inductive
learning promote stronger outcomes (Dienes & Berry, 1997;
Kearns & Cooper-Borkenhagen, 2024; Reber, 1989). While
many children do learn successfully with Structured Literacy, LP
offers a streamlined approach that presents the English code not
as unpredictable, but as logical and learnable.

SET FOR VARIABILITY: AN OVERLOOKED
ELEMENT

Set for Variability (SfV), first introduced by Gibson and Levin
(1975) and later expanded by Venezky (1999), refers to a reader’s
ability to refine initial decoding attempts when the result doesn’t
yield a recognizable word. Rather than relying primarily on
context, SfV encourages students to adjust pronunciations based
on their knowledge of sound patterns and meaning, strengthening
decoding accuracy and flexibility (Edwards et al., 2022; Edwards
et al., 2024; Savage et al., 2018).

Though some students develop this skill independently, explicit
instruction in how to engage with irregularities in English can
support all learners in matching partial decodings to known words
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(Petscher et al., 2020). For example, a student might read down
as /d/—/6/—/n/, realize “don” isn’t a word, and adjust the vowel to
produce /down/ (Ginsberg, n.d). This process—flexing sounds to
resolve mismatches—supports what Steacy etal. (2019) describe as
“phonological cleanup,” which in turn promotes successful word
reading.

SfV may also contribute to orthographic mapping—the process
through which known spoken words become linked to print and
stored in long-term memory (Ehri, 2020; Ehri & Wilce, 1985).
By helping students reconcile partial or inaccurate decodings with
familiar spoken words, SfV supports the connections essential to
this process. This kind of flexible problem-solving (Cartwright,
2019) aligns with findings by Colé, et al. (2014), who identified
cognitive flexibility, particularly when applied to reading tasks,
as a key contributor to early reading development. Gentry (2025)
adds, “English spelling is a visual code needed for mapping to one’s
already existing spoken language to create meaning as a reader
or writer” (para. 2). Building on this idea, Snow (2024) notes
that spelling remains consistent even when pronunciation varies
across dialects, further emphasizing the importance of instruction
grounded in students’ natural speech.

Despite strong research support, SfV is often overlooked in phonics
instruction. Linguistic Phonics brings it to the forefront, weaving
flexible decoding strategies into early lessons and offering students
consistent practice and feedback. By highlighting variability from
the outset, LP helps students recognize it as a natural and valuable
part of language, rather than a source of confusion. This approach
makes room for regional accents and natural variation, ensuring
instruction feels familiar and relevant to students from diverse
backgrounds (Beaven et al., 2022; Gray, 2007; Harrison, 2007).
Grounded in what children naturally hear and say, LP helps all
learners connect spoken and written language in ways that support
fluent, skilled reading.

How LP BuiLDps TRANSFER: INTEGRATED
SKILL PRACTICE AND ACCELERATED PACING

Because many Structured Literacy approaches prioritize accurate
recall of individual components before introducing new material,
the IDA notes that mastering the English code may take several
years of systematic, explicit instruction, especially for students
with dyslexia (IDA, 2020). While this level of precision supports
accuracy, it can also slow momentum and delay students’ access
to purposeful reading. Linguistic Phonics takes a different view:
Mastery is not an endpoint, but a process that unfolds through
use. Students apply knowledge through immersive reading and
writing tasks that enhance engagement, deepen understanding,
and draw their attention to orthographic patterns. By engaging
in meaningful reading and writing, students begin to rely less on
external guidance and more on internalized knowledge, eventually
reaching a point where learning accelerates independently, much
like achieving escape velocity (Seidenberg, 2024).

A related factor is how texts are used. In some classrooms,
decodable books may become the main teaching tool rather than
a scaffold to reinforce sound-symbol links. Yet when students
encounter grade-level texts, such as those used in DIBELS, they

face multisyllabic words that require more advanced strategies
(Hiebert et al., 2020). Overreliance on controlled texts or picture
cues may limit acquisition of these skills. Duke and Mesmer (2018)
contend that phonics disconnected from real reading can hinder
transfer. LP addresses this by moving into authentic texts once core
skills are established, blending explicit teaching with meaningful
use. As Castles et al. (2018) explain, once students grasp basic
correspondences, wide reading drives further code learning and
builds deeper code knowledge, not the reverse.

Instructional routines like “say-spell-read” are used across subjects,
reinforcing encoding as a way to anchor vocabulary in memory.
Longer words are introduced using natural spoken syllable
breaks, with explicit attention to affixes, helping students parse
and assemble polysyllabic words (Austin et al., 2023; Kearns &
Cooper-Borkenhagen, 2024; Zuck, 1974). LD also strengthens
metalinguistic awareness by guiding students to examine spelling
by position and context, which improves the quality of lexical
representations (Perfetti, 2007). All students access the same core
content; what varies is the intensity of support. When needed,
small-group work reinforces shared routines, enhancing continuity
and transfer—key factors in effective intervention (Fien et al,
2015).

A MippLE PaTH Focusep oN RESULTS

Structured Literacy (SL) has contributed to important advances,
particularly for students with dyslexia (Galuschka et al., 2014).
Still, some learners remain on the margins of full reading success,
pointing to opportunities for broader impact. While SL provides
valuable tools, other models may offer ways to support a wider
range of learners and align more closely with the realities of
classroom practice. In some contexts, the comprehensive nature
of SL programs can require substantial training and instructional
time, creating trade-offs between depth and usability. This can be
further compounded when schools combine structured methods
with other approaches to meet diverse needs, making it harder for
struggling readers to build the momentum they need.

As a result, many researchers have called for a more balanced
and adaptive approach—one that holds firm to evidence while
remaining responsive to practical realities. More than two decades
ago, Carnine (2000) emphasized the need for transparent, empirical
research to guide instruction. Building on this, Stanovich and
Stanovich (2003) argued that scientific literacy among educators
is essential for evaluating claims, making informed decisions, and
fostering a culture of evidence-based teaching. Recently, Petscher et
al. (2020) have advocated for ongoing reflection and refinement of
foundational literacy practices, while Seidenberg (2024) calls for a
“recalibration” of the Science of Reading movement—integrating
explicit instruction with the strengths of implicit learning.

Linguistic Phonics offers one such approach. Developed with both
impact and usability in mind, LP supports consistent, rigorous
instruction through reliable, teachable routines. While continued
research is needed, LP invites reflection on current practices and
openness to solutions that support all learners and the teachers
who serve them.
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BEYOND FAMILIAR APPROACHES—EXPANDING
THE CONVERSATION

Rather than asking educators to teach more, Linguistic Phonics
emphasizes focus and simplicity, removing barriers that can slow
progress or diminish engagement. Its speech-oriented paradigm
introduces the code clearly and efficiently, accelerating access to
meaningful texts and supporting a// learners, with instruction
grounded in the structure of English. As reading specialist
Harriett Janetos notes, “Simplify the subject, not the student”—a
principle that resonates with efforts to design instruction that is
both cognitively sound and accessible (Janetos, 2025b). Often
described as intuitive and usable across varied settings, LP offers
a more streamlined path for teachers and students (Case et al.
2023; Chahbazi, 2023; Dias & Juniper, 2002; Fein, 2023; Gray
et al., 2007; Janetos, 2025a)

Although existing LP studies have limitations, the convergence
of research, educator experience, and observed outcomes
supports further exploration. As Kilpatrick (2015) and others
have emphasized, rigorous studies—particularly those reporting
standard score gains—are essential for refining instruction and
deepening our understanding of what works. Supporting progress
in the field also means fostering professional curiosity (Goldenberg
& Lambert, 2025; Hejtmanek & Rudzinski, 2023) and ensuring
educators have the preparation and support they need (Moats,
2020). Echoing this, Lyon and Goldberg (2024) remind us that
scientific inquiry must remain open to revisiting assumptions as
new evidence emerges—even those underlying structured literacy.

The accompanying chart outlines key features of LP and how it
balances explicit instruction with opportunities for application and
implicit learning. We offer this paper not as a prescription, but as
a contribution to support reflection, collaboration, and openness
to promising solutions for all learners.
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