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Abstract

Creating proficient readers requires high quabhtstiuction in literacy skills. The
National Reading Panel (2000) identified five sktthat are foundational for proficient
readers: phonemic awareness, phonics, readingcflugncabulary, and reading
comprehension. A balanced literacy curriculum iraggs each of these skills for effective
reading instruction. The purpose of this paper twaxplain each of these five skills as well
as instructional strategies for promoting thes#ssia early childhood education. It is
recommended that empirical research be conductéldeoinstruction of these skills in the
Nigerian context. Furthermore, curriculum chandesutd be implemented in literacy
instruction in early childhood education, and tiagnbe conducted with both pre-service and

in-service teachers to enable them to effectivedch each of the five literacy skills.



Introduction

The most important element of a quality educaisditeracy (Greaney, 1996). A
strong foundation in literacy for young childrercrstical for future success in school
(Strickland, 2010). Strong literacy skills are ailsgortant to improve the national economy,
civic participation, and national development (Wagr2000). As such, a major
developmental goal for countries across Africaisitrease literacy rates (Richmond,
Robinson, & Sachs-Israel, 2008).

Creating proficient readers requires high quatistruction in literacy skills. The
National Reading Panel (2000) identified five sktthat are foundational for proficient
readers: phonemic awareness, phonics, readingcflugncabulary, and reading
comprehension. A balanced literacy curriculum iraggs each of these skills for effective
reading instruction. When one skill is overemphediar underemphasized, the development
of the other skills suffers, resulting in poor reesd(Tompkins, 2011).

It appears that many teachers in Nigeria belieatliteracy is a unidimensional skill,
consisting only in the ability to read words on gaper (Korb, 2010). This belief held by
Nigerian teachers contradicts current internati@olaicational research in literacy
development. Therefore, the purpose of this paptr explain each of the five skills that are
necessary to develop proficient readers. Furthemostructional strategies for teaching
each of these skills will be explained with a foomsearly childhood education, ranging from
nursery school through primary three.

Foundational Literacy Skills
Phonemic Awareness

Phonemic awareness is the understanding that speaaomposition of individual

units of sounds. Phonemic awareness provide a fmagéonics and spelling (Morrow,

2005; Pang, Muaka, Berhendt, & Kamil, 2003; Tompki2010). It is important to teach



children phonetic awareness because it helps theatbgnize that it possible to segment
speech into smaller units. This knowledge prepahnédren to learn the sound-symbol
correspondence that is necessary for reading aitingppatterns (Morrow, 2005). When
educators discuss the ingredients of effectivedgheng children to read, phonetic awareness
receives much attention (National Reading Pan€l0R0

When teachers manipulate spoken language in vanays, children develop their
phonemic awareness skills. This is typically dangroup discussions together with the
children. For example, during a class discussiomtéacher can have the pupils do the

following.

Identifying sounds in words. Pupils can identifgecific sound at a certain place in
the word, including the beginning, the ending,l@ tniddle of the word. For
example, when the teacher says the voalt] pupils can identify that the word ends
with the /I/ sound.

- Blending of sounds to form words. Children blenffedent numbers of individual
sounds to form words. For example, when the teasdyarately says the /p//i/lt/
sounds, the children repeat the sounds, then tleey Ibhe sounds together to create
the wordpit.

- Segmenting words into sounds. Children learn tasdp words into initial, middle
and final sounds. For example, a word ldte can be segmented in the /b/ /i/ In/
sounds.

- Categorizing sounds in a word. Children can leametognize the odd word in a set

of three or more words. For example, when givendwolikeride, run, round andsit,

pupils can tell or recognize thsit does not belong because it does not begin with the

/rl sound.



Substitution of sounds to make new words. Childeann to take away a sound from
one word and replace it with another sound at ggriming, middle or end of the
word. For example changirmgpto tap, sapto sip, orlate to lame

The above strategies, especially segmenting amdlinlg, are used by children to

spell and decode words. For example, when leatoisgell words, children say words

slowly to themselves. As the children are slowlyisg the words, this is segmenting sounds.

Children’s phonemic awareness is nurtured whemguiage-rich environment is

created in the classroom. As children sing soregs] word-play books aloud, play games,

and chant rhymes, they orally match, isolate, bland substitute sounds and segment words

into sounds. In this way, phonetic awareness igrally incorporated into oral language and

literacy activities (Tompkins, 2010).

Instruction on phonemic awareness should medbtlmving criteria.

Phonemic awareness instruction is primarily fotdriein between 4 — 6 years old, and
by extension 0 — 3 years old inclusive, since ieyall active learners in the early
childhood programme. As a foundational literacyls&ince children are proficient at
identifying sounds in words, phonemic awarenessungonal activities become less
important.

The activities to be chosen should be nursery risym@dles and words plays because
these allow children to engage in playful experitagon with the oral language.
Instruction should be planned and purposeful andnoadental. Instructional
materials should be chosen by the teacher andtagighould focus on the sound
structure of children’s oral language.

Activities in phonemic awareness should be integtatith other components of a
balanced literal program, so that children can @eecthe connection between oral

and written language.



One of the best ways for children to learn phonesmiareness is by exposing them to
rhyming activities, because rhyming activities emasidered the easier task. It involves
simple chanting of nursery rhymes and readingaies that rhyme by the teacher (Morrow,
2005). Rhyming helps children identify patternshe sounds, which fosters phonemic
awareness.

Sounds can be segmented by children when theyskesl 4o listen for, clap, and
count syllables in words like their name. This bamplayfully done as the teacher recites
both rhyming and non-rhyming words from books askiahe children to differentiate
between the various sounds.

Phonics

The correspondence between the sounds in spelechajpgy) and the spelling
pattern of written language (orthography) is phsrfitompkins, 2010). Phonics is the
connection of sounds and symbols (Morrow, 2005hsas the connection of the /k/ sound to
the letterc. Effective use of phonics requires children tandatter sounds and combination
of letter sounds (phonemes) in association witlr twresponding letter symbols
(graphemes). When children learn to associatersetigh their corresponding sounds, then
they can blend or combine the sounds to decodesvbat example, when children can
identify the /k/ /a/ In/ sounds based on the lsttea, andn, then they can combine those
sounds to decode the wardn Phonics helps improve children’s ability to deeadgularly
spelled words and pseudo-words and it helps grawthildren’s reading comprehension
ability.

Phonics is best taught through a combination stfirction and application activities
(Tompkins, 2010). The most effective phonics pratggare systematic where the phonics
skills are taught in a specific sequence (Natiétedding Panel, 2000). Effective teaching of

phonics must follow a developmental continuum fatematic phonics instruction which



starts with consonants and ends witontrolled vowels, as described below (Tompkins,
2011). Phonics instruction should begin in thelfyear of nursery school or in primary one
for the biggest impact on reading development (et Reading Panel, 2000). Phonics
instruction should be finished by primary threesttaction in phonics should not be done in
isolation; the purpose of learning letter-soundegpondence is to enable children to apply
this skill in authentic reading and writing exp&ges. Therefore, children need ample
opportunities to practice putting their phonics erstianding into practice.

The developmental sequence of teaching phonicsfisllaws.

- Consonants should be taught first, followed by stiowels. Consonants are
taught first because they generally are easiervtbaels because most
consonants represent a single sound consisterdmgkins, 2011). All
vowels, on the other hand, can be pronounced sit tea different ways, with
a long or short sound. After the consonants and slowvels have been learnt,
younger children can read consonant-vowel-consonards likecap and
bag

- Next, instructions should focus on consonant blewtien two or three
consonants appear together so their sounds blehdasuthe wordreat
digraphs, when a single sound is represented bytmnsonants such as the
/th/ sound in the worthrow, and long vowels. This enables pupils to read
consonant-vowel-consonaepattern, such as the wadbike as well as the
consonant-vowel-vowel-consonant pattern wordsdikeepandplain.

- Finally, children should be taught the less commowel diagraphs that
include words likeclaw andtaught as well as the-controlled vowels such as

in words likehair, heart warm, andlearn.



Children must also learn the phonics rules thadgthe link between sounds and
letters because the correspondence between soohdistirs is not perfect in the English
language (Tompkins, 2011). For example, one phaniesis that the lettes followed by an
e, i,ory usually has the sound of ansuch as in the wority.

Reading Fluency

Reading fluency is the ability to read a text aatelly, quickly, and with expression
(National Reading Panel, 2000). In other wordgaaler can recognize familiar words
automatically and without conscious thought, and aqaickly identify unfamiliar words
(Tompkins, 2011). Reading fluency is important hiseaquickly and accurately reading
words allows the reader to spend more attentionnmerstanding what is being read instead
of decoding words (Pang et al., 2003). A readeatastified as fluent if he or she can read at
least 100 words per minute (Tompkins, 2011).

Reading fluency is improved when learners pracgeegling texts (National Reading
Panel, 2000). Simply, the more a learner readsynitre fluent they become in reading.
Therefore, teachers and parents should give stsi@d@mble opportunities to read in order to
improve their fluency skills.

The most basic way to improve reading fluency ibdwe learners read the same text
multiple times (National Reading Panel, 2000). Wheaxt is read out loud by the students,
the teacher can give the student feedback aboujuhléy of their reading, correcting
mispronounced words. Another strategy to promaaeirg fluency is to pair learners up with
a partner. The partners can either read the temtlah unison, or take turns reading alternate
pages. To ensure that learners are motivated tbaréaxt multiple times, it is important that
the texts are interesting and meaningful to thdeeéPang et al., 2003).

Furthermore, teachers can provide direct instraatichigh frequency words. (Note

that high frequency words are sometimes called suginds.) These are the most common



words that are found in texts, such as the wara@sn, do, inandwe (Tompkins, 2011). A

list of 300 words has been identified by Eldred?@06, as cited in Tompkins, 2011), and it is
estimated that these 300 words make up approxiyna2éo of the words that beginning
readers will encounter when reading texts. Thugrbyiding pupils practice in identifying
these high frequency words, students will be abienprove their reading speed and
accuracy.

To directly teach high frequency words, teachemikhintroduce three to five words
each week to the learners, beginning in primary dheoughout the week, the teacher should
involve the pupils in a variety of activities whehey practice reading and writing the high
frequency words. For example, teachers can wrdenibrds on cards and post them in a
specific place in the classroom, called a word Wetimpkins, 2011). At various times
throughout the school day, the teacher can refet tuathe word wall and ask students to
read and spell various words on the wall, and isevords in a sentence.

Vocabulary

Vocabulary is a term used to describe the storeondls that a child knows (Roskos,
Tabors, & Lenhart, 2009). It has two large typegaressive vocabulary which are words
which children can express themselves with, andptaee vocabulary which are words that
can be understood when heard in context. The aggnaggchooler knows an average of
5,000 words. Children are exposed to many diffenemt words, at different times, and in
different ways when they find themselves in a laggsrich environment. According to
Strickland (2010), vocabulary is important in eartyldhood because having well developed
vocabulary gives a child the opportunity to learorenwords with ease than peers who have
limited word knowledge. Furthermore, once childiesrn how to decode words, a broad

vocabulary is vital for children to understand tin@ds that they are reading in a text.



The National Reading Panel (2000) found that volzakucan be learnt incidentally,
or without explicit instruction, through the contexf storybook reading or listening to the
reading of others. However, repeated exposurenewavocabulary word is important.
Therefore, teachers should provide pupils withdpportunity to use a new vocabulary word
in multiple different ways, such as reading a text{ing sentences, and in a discussion.
Vocabulary words can effectively be taught by diseteaching new vocabulary words that
children will encounter in a specific text thatisout to be read. A single method of teaching
vocabulary is ineffective. Therefore, teachers &hplan a variety of activities to help their
pupils expand their vocabulary.

In teaching children vocabulary, Morrow (2005) sestg the use of semantic maps
which help children see how words relate to ondtardo enrich vocabulary development.
A semantic map is developed by the following steps:

- Choose a word related or students’ interest oeméwunder study.

- Write the word on the board.

- Brainstorm other words that are related to thewesd.

- Create categories for the new words that emergelasdify the words into those
categories.

- Use the words to create a story.

Other ways that vocabulary can be developed cdandacstructural question and
answer discussions where the teacher poses areaded question to the children that will
encourage talks, like “what would you do if ...?] ted how...?” These open-ended
discussions allow pupils to explore the use of meesabulary words in an informal setting.

Also, conservations can be used in improving volaguwevelopment in young
children. These conversations are most effectivamall groups that include three to six

children and can either be with or without the beac The conversations need to have



established guidelines like children should ligi@others during conversations, children
need to take turns talking, children need to rthe@ hands to get turns without interrupting
each other, and keeping talk relevant to the topeonversation. When the teacher is
involved in the conversation, redirection of thewersation to stated purpose may be
necessary, and the teacher as a fellow particgtanild follow same rules and talk less to
allow children to be more fully engaged in vocabyldevelopment.

Finally, pupils should be taught strategies to hiegm when they encounter an
unknown vocabulary word while reading a text. Omehsstrategy is using context clues,
where the reader uses clues from surrounding geatvay of finding out word meaning. For
example, leaving blanks spaces in sentences folsgopdetermine the appropriate word will
help them find word meanings (Morrow, 2005).

Comprehension

Reading comprehension is defined as extractingcandtructing meaning through
interaction with a written text (RAND Reading Stu@youp, 2002). Simply, reading
comprehension means deriving meaning from a teatdret al., 2003). Reading
comprehension is the essence of reading (NatioeatliRg Panel, 2000). Indeed, just
correctly pronouncing words does not mean thatdeeunderstands the meaning that is
being communicated by those words. Reading compséhe is not passive, but is an active
process that requires the reader to use their lgumyel of vocabulary words and think and
reason about the message that the text is comntungi¢®ang et al., 2003).

To engage in effective reading comprehensionlghmer must first have an
understanding of the vocabulary in the text, be éblread the text fluently, and have
relevant background knowledge about the text (TangkR011). Relevant background
knowledge is important to understanding a text beeaf the text is describing a topic that is

unfamiliar to the learner, then the learner camnmaterstand the text. For example, a student
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who has been raised in the village will have diffig understanding a text that is describing
the noisy traffic of Lagos. Therefore, it is impant that the teachers select texts that are
relevant to the learner’s context.

Comprehension strategies are thoughtful behaviatsreaders use to improve their
understanding of a text (Afflerbach, Pearson, &$&008). There are many comprehension
strategies such as activating prior knowledge atimutext, monitoring the reading process to
determine whether the reader understands whatdeasrkad so far, predicting what will
happen next, summarizing the text, connectingdketo the reader’s life, visualizing what
has been read, and asking questions of the tegteTdre two primary ways that reading
comprehension can be taught: the first is througbsadiscussions of a text that is read by the
class, and the second is through direct instruai®pecific comprehension strategies.

Class discussions of the text are useful becaasders can model comprehension
strategies before, during, and after reading tkie(Rang et al., 2003). Before reading a text
together with pupils, the teacher can first lookhattitle of the text and have a discussion
about what the text appears to be about. Thish&l|b learners activate their prior
knowledge. While reading the text, the teachermaiodically pause to tell the pupils to
close their eyes and imagine what is happeninanext, helping the pupils learn the
comprehension strategy of visualizing. The teachearalso ask the students questions about
what is being read, and ask the readers to prediiat will happen next. After reading the
text, the teacher can ask questions to help thedemsummarize the key elements in the text
and connect what has been read to their lives.

Recommendations

Because of the importance of these five literdaissin developing proficient

readers, further educational research needs tormucted on these literacy skills in the

Nigerian context. First, researchers should agbesability of Nigerian pupils in these five
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reading skills to determine which skills need addial focus in early childhood education.
Research should also be conducted on the extevitiahh each of these five literacy skills are
currently being taught in Nigerian classrooms, a#i as teachers’ knowledge of these skills
and their ability to provide appropriate instruatio each of the skills.

Professional development must be created to lzlp ehildhood educators
effectively teach each of the five literacy skilBsAND Reading Study Group (2002) states
that effective professional development should gl®teachers with theoretical
understanding of the subject matter, in this chedive literacy skills. Second, effective
professional development covers longer periodgwd.t Therefore, this professional
development should not be just a one-time traing,should provide continual interaction
with teachers as they implement what they haveatdeom the training in their classroom
instruction.

The early childhood curriculum should be modifiedeflect the five fundamental
literacy skills. Activities should be developed amampiled into a manual for teachers to
effectively provide instruction in each of the taey skills.

Conclusion

Developing proficient readers requires good irgtom (RAND Reading Study
Group, 2002). Effective literacy instruction hejpgpils develop each of the five fundamental
literacy skills as described in this paper. Siradyditeracy skills impact learning at
subsequent levels and in other classes, increttsgnguality of literacy instruction in early

childhood classrooms will improve on educationdliacement at all levels.

12



References

Afflerbach, P., Pearson, P. D., & Paris, S. G. @0Clarifying differences between reading
skills and reading strategieBhe Reading Teacher, 6364-373.

Greaney, V. (1996). Introduction. In V. Greaney .j[EBromoting reading in developing
countries: Views on making reading materials act#sgo increase literacy levels
(pp- 1-4). Newark, DE: International Reading Asation.

Korb, K. A. (2010) Reading is not a laughing matter: Nigerian teachéeiefs about
literacy developmenPoster presented at the’dmhternational Congress of the
International Society for the Study of Behaviorav@lopment, Lusaka, Zambia.

Morrow, L.M. (2005).Literacy development in the early years: Helpingdren read and
write. Boston: Pearson Education.

National Reading Panel. (2000eaching children to readVashington, DC: National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development.

Pang, E. S., Muaka, A., Bernhardt, E. B., & Kall,L. (2003).Teaching readingBrussels,
Belgium: International Academy of Education.

RAND Reading Study Group. (200Beading for Understanding: Toward an R&D program
in reading comprehensio®anta Monica, CA: RAND.

Richmond, M., Robinson, C., & Sachs-Israel, M. @00 he global literacy challenge: A
profile of youth and adult literacy at the mid-poaf the United Nations Literacy
Decade 2003-2012aris, France: UNESCO.

Roskos, K.A., Tabors. P.O., & Lenhart, L.A. (2000)al language and early literacy in
preschool: Talking, reading and writinlewark, DE: International reading
Association.

Strickland, D. S. (2010). Introduction. In D. Sri&land (Ed),Essential readings on early
literacy (pp. 1-9). Newark, DE: International Reading Asation.

Tompkins, G. E. (2010)iteracy for the 21st century: A balanced approg&sf ed.) Boston:
Pearson Education Inc.

Tompkins, G. E. (2011).iteracy in the early grade@™ ed.). Boston: Pearson Education
Inc.

Wagner, D. A. (2000)Literacy and adult educatioffhematic study for the World Education
Forum, Education for All 2000 Assessment. ParisBHIEO.

13



