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Merging Phonemic Awareness and Phonics 
within the RTI  Model 

Efficacy and Training in the Lively Letters Program 

     Presented by Nancy Telian, MS, CCC-SLP 

Phonemic 
Awareness 

Phonics 

What we know 
¥! good language comprehension  & good word reading  

skills are required for effective reading comprehension 

¥! Most poor readers experienced early & continuing 
difficulties in accurately identifying printed words 

¥! Poor readers are slower at developing "sight wordsÓ 

¥!  Ultimately, it is this difficulty in rapid word recognition 
that limits comprehension in older poor readers 

¥! Torgesen, 1998 

¥! Two labels   

 - name  ÒgÓ   
   - sound /g/ 

¥! Two shapes   

   - upper  (G)    

    - lower (g)  

And different 
fonts, too! We  have TWO      

      of each! 

Nancy Telian 

Building Blocks of Successful Reading   

phonological awareness 

comprehension 

reading fluency 

phonics 

vocabulary 

phonemic awareness 

- Penny Castagnozzi 

Phonological Awareness  

Phonemic Awareness 
Awareness of the sounds structure of 

language at the individual sound (phoneme) 
level and the ability to differentiate, blend, 
segment, and manipulate those sounds 

NIH: Prevention & Intervention 

¥! Prevention and early intervention with 
appropriate methods in grades K - 3      
decrease the number of  special ed. referrals 

¥! For 90-95% of poor readers, early intervention 
can increase skills to average levels 

¥! If this is delayed until 9 years old (when most 
children are referred), approximately 75% will 
have reading difficulties through high school 
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Importance of Phonics 

1. Learning to read involves everyday  
encounters with words the child has 
never before seen in print. 

2. Phonemic analysis provides the most 
important single clue  to the identity of 
unknown words in print. 

Torgesen, J.K.  Teaching all students to read: Working together as a school level system.  Invited presentation to 
annual meetings of the American Speech and Hearing Association. Miami, November, 2006. 

¥! Children who learn to read easily, enjoy 
reading, read more, are exposed to more 
complex and varied vocabulary, exhibit 
greater comprehension.  

¥! Children who struggle with reading, become 
frustrated with reading, read less, encounter 
fewer new words, learn less vocabulary, 
and understand less of what they read.  

ÒMatthew EffectsÓ 
                                                       Stanovich (1986) 

Adapted from Coyne, M. Supporting Vocabulary Development. National Reading First 
Conference:New Orleans, July 2005 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Hypothetical ÒMatthew EffectsÓ 

Average Progression 

Poor Reader 

Grades 

Taken from:  Burns, D.  Pathways to literacy 

Children with a history of oral 
language impairment are 4-5 times 
more likely to present with reading 
difficulties than the general population 
(their peers).  

(Catts et al., 2001) 

After 4th grade, the number of vocabulary words a person 
knows depends on how much time he spends reading 

The average student learns 70   new vocabulary words each 
week  (roughly 45,000 words by 12th grade). 

By adulthood, habitual readers have vocabularies  roughly  
four  times the size  of those who rarely or never read.  

We can teach children between 300 and 500 words per year 
through explicit context-free instruction  

Literate children acquire 3,000  vocabulary words per year 

SLPÕs have expertise in:   

- Language basis for  literacy 

- Collaboration with members of the team  

- Using data to inform  instruction 

- Clinical diagnosis and problem solving 

Responsiveness to Intervention: New Roles for Speech-Language Pathologists  
- ASHA 

  Barbara J. Ehren, EdD, CCC-SLP,  Judy Montgomery, PhD, CCC-SLP,  

  Judy Rudebusch, EdD, CCC -SLP, and Kathleen Whitmire, PhD, CCC-SLP                                                                
     

    É. and 
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Roles of SLPÕs in Literacy 

ASHA position Statement 2001:   
1.  Prevention 
2.  Identifying children at risk 
3.  Assessing  
4.  Provide direct intervention in reading and 

writing 
5.  Assuming other roles (providing 

assistance to general curriculum, 
advancing knowledge of school staff) 

American Speech-Language Hearing Association. (2001). Roles and Responsibilities of Speech-Language 
Pathologists With Respect to Reading and Writing Children and Adolescents 

What can you do now to 

-!reduce referrals in the near future 
-!reduce your current workload 

     
andÉ 

- change a childÕs life 

Research - Post N.R.P. 
¥! Foorman et al. (2003)       4872 K students 

¥!Phonemic awareness  activities (not 
syllable and word level) were keys to 
reading instruction in Kindergarten  

¥!Helping students grasp sound/symbol 
relationship 

¥! Instruction that combined PA and Phonics 
was more effective than instruction of PA 
alone.  

    The most effective phonemic 
awareness intervention programs 
include letter sound instruction and 
use of letters in phonemic awareness 
activities. 

Studies showing this:  
- Bradley and  Bryant (1983) 
- Hohn and Ehri (1983) 
- Blachman et al. (1991)             
- National Reading Panel (2000) 
- Oudeans (2003) 
-! Foorman, B. R., Chen, D., Carlson, C., Moats, 

L., Francis, D. J., &Fletcher, J. M. (2003) 

 Ò Éa weakness of some SLPÕs: 
  They donÕt pay enough attention to the 

transition between phonemic awareness 
and phonics.Ó 

Joseph Torgesen   

ASHA Schools Convention - 2006 
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Phonological Awareness Continuum 
Type:  Skill: 

Phonological 
Awareness 

Rhyme 

Phonological 
Awareness 

Alliteration 

Phonological 
Awareness 

Sentence 

Segmentation 

Phonological 
Awareness 

Syllables 

Phonological 
Awareness 

Onset-Rimes 

Phonemic 
Awareness 

Phoneme 

Manipulation 

Less Complex 

More Complex 

During reading and spelling activities, students begin 
to combine their knowledge of phonemic awareness 
and phonics 

/s/  /a/  /t/ 

ÒsatÓ 

Phonemic awareness instruction helps 
students begin to make the connection 
between letters and sounds 

sat 

Nancy Telian 

Programs that Directly Teach the 
Transition from Phonemic 

Awareness to Phonics. 
¥! LiPS 

¥! WKRP 
¥! Lively Letters 
¥! Fundations  

¥! Ladders to literacy 

Response to Intervention  (RTI)  

  ÒResponse to Intervention (RTI) is a 
multi-tiered approach to help struggling 
learners. Students' progress is closely 
monitored at each stage of intervention 
to determine the need for further 
research-based instruction and/or 
intervention in general education, in 
special education, or both.Ó 

     RTI Action Network  

Response to Intervention  
Three Tiers of Instruction 

80-90% of Students 

5-10% 

1-5% 

TIER I 
Research-based     
core academic 

program 

TIER II 
Targeted Intervention 

TIER III 
Intense Intervention 

I 

II 

III 

RTI - Three Tier Model of Instruction  
¥! Tier I    80-90%, performing adequately within core 

curriculum. Benchmarks 3 x / year                              
Reading instruction 90 minutes / day 

¥! Tier II    5-10% need strategic interventions to raise 
their achievement to proficiency or above based on a 
lack of response to interventions at Tier I.  Progress 
monitored 2 x / mth, Instruction 90 + 30 minutes / day 

¥! Tier III   1-5%  need intensive interventions if their 
learning is to be appropriately supported. 

   Progress monitored 1 x / wk, Instruction 90 + 60 / day 
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ÒThe key is  in the coreÓ 
If the staff is overwhelmed with Tier 2  kids 

A Major Flag for the 
Core Curriculum 

Three Tier Model of Instruction 

Crossing all 3 tiers 

Powerful research- based 
instruction in  the lower 
tiers decrease  numbers of 
students moving into the 
higher tiers. 

Sep      Oct     Nov     Dec     Jan     Feb     Mar     Apr    May     June     

Scores over Time 

Average Progression 

Months  

Scores 

R.T.I. 

Focus on measuring changes in student  
performance over time 

In the past the ÒlabelÓ preceded the intervention 

With RTI, this is reversed 

Focus  on instructional intervention before   a 
special education referral is  made 

Student doesnÕt get the ÒlabelÓ until heÕs had  some 
research-based  help 

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills 
           DIBELS  

Benchmarks are where we want the lowest  reader to be  
Ex. Oral Reading Fluency - 40 words per minute  by Spring 1st Grade - 
not great, but O.K. - minimum level 

Make decisions based on patterns of performance over time  
     ÒThink about this as a GPS for educatorsÓ* 

Does the student have Ògoes upness?Ó*   
     Are scores going in the right direction,  toward the benchmark? 

Teach fewer things  - more thoroughly- Òthe big ideasÓ*  
     Ex. Letter Naming -highly predictive indicator, but not Òbig ideaÓ 
     -if we focus on teaching it, it does not affect outcomes 

(information from DIBELS authors, Kaminski, Good, and Knutson) 
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Benchmark Goals  

Predict probability. Students hitting a benchmark  have 
80-100% chance of getting to the next benchmark 

When they hit the benchmark, the risk is low 

Progress Monitoring for Struggling Students 

If a studentÕs scores fall below the Òaim lineÓ three times 
consecutively, need to modify the instruction  

rk rk rk rk rk rk rk rk rk 

* 

* * 

* 
* * 

Has  student flat-lined? 

Is he going in the right direction?   

¥! ÒÓif something isnÕt consistent or great about 
someoneÕs performance, and you donÕt find out 
and do something about it  for a whole year, 
youÕre wasting time and money. 

¥! ÒIf someone hasnÕt met a goal, always ask why. 
Your organization may need to change the way 
it does things.Ó 

ÒFrom Review to RevenueÓ 

ÒGoÓ magazine- Elaine Pofelot 

RTI -  A few more tips  

 If student is not progressing,  
make a notation of the change  
in instruction  and your data 
shows you if  he is responding 

. . . 
. . 

. 

If student hits and maintains 
benchmark 3 times,  can move 
him to  a lower tier BUT after 
he is released, continue 
to progress monitor him at least  
once per month . . 

. 
. 

. . 
. 

Your data wonÕt be important  

If youÕre not assessing the right things  

At the right time  

For literacy, target  the critical skills that are: 
  
 - shown to predict reading success 
  - something we can do something about 
 - something that improves outcome if it is taught 

Time is of the essence. 

  -  for students 
  -  for teachers 
  -  for you  

(Kaminski, Good, and Knutson) 

Most predictive DIBELS assessments 
 (80 - 100% chance of reaching next benchmark) 

Initial Sound Fluency   
-!25 sounds per minute by  winter in K  
-! (helps show who is ready for phoneme level & how to group) 

Phoneme Segmentation Fluency  
- 35 Sounds per minute by spring in K 
ÒThreshold EffectÓ at 35- most students need under 20 hrs total 

Nonsense Word Fluency  
-! 50 sounds per minute (and 15 words) by winter 1st grade 

Oral Reading Fluency   
 - words per minute 
  40 by spring 1st gr, 90 by spring 2nd gr, 110 by spring 3rd gr 
-!118 by spring 4th gr, 124 by spring 5th gr, 125 by spring 6th gr 
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Lively Letters Program 

¥! a multisensory, supplement to core 
reading curricula PK-2,  

¥! intervention program for students of all 
ages 

¥! explicit and systematic 

¥! simultaneously teaches phonemic 
awareness and phonics skills 

 Studies  support   embedding   a  letter  into  
a  picture,  depicting  a  strong,  meaningful 
connection between the letter shape and its 
associated sound. 

   Mastropieri, M. and Scruggs, T. 1991 

 Research  indicates that programs 
providing training in oral kinesthetic 
features of sounds can greatly improve 
the development of phonological skills 
and reading skills.   

  

     Howard, M.P. 1986.  
 Golinkoff, R.M. 1978.  
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Whole Class Instruction 

Small Group Instruction 

Individual Instruction 

Transferring to Plain Letters 
RESULTS: 

Boston Public Schools 1990-1996 

Brigance Inventory of 
Basic Skills ÒOral 

ReadingÓ 

Woodcock Reading 
Mastery ÒWord AttackÓ 

Lindamood Auditory 
Conceptualization Test 

Average Grade Level Gains 

            After an average of 30 small group sessions (several seen individually) 

Boston  - Initial Pilot Studies  

Average Grade Level Gains on LAC 
Specific Student Groups   

After 30  group sessions- in 6-8 weeks 
ELL students- 2.75 grade levels 

Grade 5 students - 4.0 grade levels  

Grade 4 students - 3.1 grade levels 
Grade 3 students- 2.3 grade levels 

DIBELS - Pittsfield, MA  

  Phoneme Seg. 
    Jan. - May  

Letter Ident. 
  Sept. - May  

  Nonsense Words 
    March - May  

 Program Implemented: Lively Letters  

SOUND SEGMENTATION 
ÒPhoneme Segmentation   
FluencyÓ 

1st Grade Classroom 
Fall 2006 Ð Spring 2007  

RESULTS   -  YORK COUNTY, ME   -   DIBELS DATA 
DYNAMIC INDICATORS OF BASIC LITERACY SKILLS 

By May 2007 

82% of students ÒestablishedÓ 

1%  of students at Òdeficit.Ó  

82% 

1% 

Fall 06  Spring 07   

SOUND BLENDING /  PHONICS 
ÒNonsense Word FluencyÓ 

1st Grade Classroom 
Fall 2007 Ð Spring 2008  

By May 2008 

90% of students establishedÓ  

1% of students at Òdeficit.Ó  

RESULTS   -  YORK COUNTY, ME   -   DIBELS DATA 
DYNAMIC INDICATORS OF BASIC LITERACY SKILLS 

 Program Implemented: Lively Letters  

90% 

1 % 

Fall 07 

1 % 

90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%90%
90% 

1% 

Fall 07 Spring 08  
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RESULTS   -  YORK COUNTY, ME   -   DIBELS DATA 
DYNAMIC INDICATORS OF BASIC LITERACY SKILLS 

 Program Implemented: Lively Letters   
ÒPhoneme Seg.FluencyÓ 

Comparison  of two yearsÕ 
classes upon entering   

1st Grade  
Fall 2006 & Fall 2007 

Students entering 1 st grade 
in 2006 (no  Lively Letters 
in  Kindergarten)  
- entered 1 st grade with 20% 
at Òdeficit.Ó  

Students entering 1 st grade 
in 2007 (had Lively Letters 
in Kindergarten)  
 - entered  1 st grade with 
only 4%  at Òdeficit.Ó   

20% 

4% 

York County  logistics of program implementation 

Tier 1  - Lively Letters was the only phonics and phonemic 
awareness program used, along with Guided Reading 

  -SLP provided a Òpush-in coachingÓ model  Ð teacher 
learned to Òthink like a reading specialistÓ 

Tier 2  - Reading specialist  did Òpull-outÓ Tier 2 instruction for Òat 
riskÓ students 5 times per week 

Tier 3  - In 2007-2008 school year, only 1 child in Tier 3 

- Teacher progress monitored the ÒletÕs watchÓ kids (not tier 2) 
- Reading specialist program  monitored the Tier 2 kids 1x/wk 

- Everyone helped out with the Benchmark testing 3 times/ year 

Introducing the Sounds 
Lively Letters  

1.! Explain that youÕre working with sounds 
and HOW theyÕre made. 

3.! Teach on/off feature of voice. 
4.!  Begin with the easiest sounds to produce 

and perceive  
4.   Produce consonants in isolation: 

exaggerate mouth, use hand cues. 

Introducing the Sounds  

5. Students repeat the sound. 
6. Guided discovery of how sound is 

produced. 

7. Teacher labels sound and shows the Lively 
Letters card and story. 

     (For vowels, the card is shown first) 
8. Introduce consonants in pairs, when 

applicable. 
9.  Drill cards, progress through the program. 

Letter Sound Sequence 

  p, b, t, d, f, v, k, g, th, th, qu, a, o, m, 
n, ng, l, r, u, s, z, sh, zh, ch, j,  

   i, w, wh, h, x,y, e, King Ed,  
  oo,oo, ou, ow, au, aw, oy, oi,  
  er, ir, ur, or, ar, c, other vowel pairs 
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Increasing Levels of Difficulty 

When student is at 90% accuracy 
increase difficulty level by: 

¥! Introducing new cards 
¥! Increasing length of words 
¥! Using more difficult materials 

Tracking      Academic     Phonemic Awareness 

Decoding  =  Reading   =       Blending 

Encoding  = Spelling    =       Segmenting 

SKIILLS 
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Trouble Sound Blending  

¥! Begin with real-sounding V-C words 

¥! Help student move first card into next 

¥! Model the sound blending with student 

¥! Elongate vowel sound; produce it loudly 

¥! Introduce  more letter sounds 

¥! If canÕt blend V-C, move to real C-V-C words 

¥! First consonant should be a continuant sound 

¥! For student forgetting first sound, make it louder 

¥! Cover the last sound, blend C-V as a word then add the final 
sound and blend whole word.  

¥! Make substitution changes- all positions 

¥! Student points to and sounds out each letter, then glides 
finger under all the letters- blending word. 

¥!  Have student choose picture of target word, while 
     using the slide activity. 

Trouble Sound Blending (cont.)  

Move to CVC (real words)       
start with a continuant sound 

Move to CVC (real words)            
start with a continuant sound 

Blend CV as a unit then add 
the final sound 

Student points to picture 
after  blending sounds 

  Use the picture-pointing activity 
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Decoding (reading)  
ÒIf that says ________,Ó(teacher changes 

a letter card) ÒWhat does this say?Ó 

Method: 
Student points to and sounds out each 
letter card, then blends them. 

o m p 

Demonstration Trouble With Segmentation  
Transitional Step 

¥! Line up the cards to spell a CVC word 
¥! Draw arrows and lines below 

¥! Teacher produces word, student repeats word 
¥! Student and teacher produce each sound while 

pulling down its corresponding card 
¥! Completely new word each time 

Progressing to sound segmentation activities 
without the use of Lively Letter cards  

or  plain letters  

- with blocks, tokensÉ 

Teacher: ÒTell me the sounds of ÔtopÕÓ  

Student: Ò/t/ /o/ /p/Ó 

Tapping out with fingers 

ÒSay it and Move itÓ activities 

Transitioning to Spelling  
¥! Put out several Lively Letters cards  

 (and later, plain letters) in front of student 

¥! Ask student  to spell a word with the letters in front 
of him. (develops P.A. and spelling) 

¥! Use spelling template and dictate spelling words 

 1._____ ____ ____  

   2. _____ _____ _____  
  

1._____ _____ _____    
2.____ _____ _____ _____ 

b i  n  
b u n

First, one change at a time 

Then, whole word change 
at a time  d  o  t 

Encoding (spelling)  
 ÒIf that says ______, make it say 

_____.Ó (teacher says new word, changing one 
sound) 

Method: 
¥!Instructor places several cards under the word. 
¥!Student repeats the word.  
¥!Student says each sound of the new word, 
while touching each letter of the old  word.  
¥!When the sound made doesnÕt match the card, 
student changes the letter card. 

o b m 

h t g 

Demonstration 
R.O.A.S.T. 

Errors in  speech, reading, and spelling 

¥!Reversals         (lots / lost) 

¥!Omissions        (fog / frog) 

¥!Additions           (track / tack) 

¥!Substitutions     (bet / bit) 

¥!Transpositions  (slip / lisp) 
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If your students have naming problems  

¥! Accuracy first , speed later 

¥! Use powerful teaching methods  initially  to prevent 
incorrect learning in the first place 

¥! Use those powerful cues as needed to get the 
responses correct EACH time  

b 

t 

g w 
w

f 

u For Difficult Phonetic Concepts: 

¥! Prevent  errors  from happening  

¥! Elicit   correct response on the first try  

¥! Ask key questions before  they respond 

Moving towards  fluency! 

1. Letter Sound Sequence-  p, b, t, d, f, v, k, g, th, th, qu, a, o, 
m, n, ng, l, r, u, s, z, sh, zh, ch, j, i, w, wh, h, x,y, e, king ed, oo/oo, ou, ow, 
au, aw, oy, oi, er, ir, ur, or, ar, c, other vowel pairs 

2. Word Lengths 3. Materials Used  
VC or CV 

(up, mi, ob) 
Letter Picture Cards 

(Manipulatives) 

CVC 
(pot, vap) 

Plain Letter Tiles  
(Manipulatives) 

CVCe 
(like, tife) 

Word Cards / word lists / workbooks 
Spelling words to dictation 

CCVC, CVCC 
(spot, list, pred, host) 

Reading Sentences  
Sentence Dictation 

CCVCC, CCCVCCC 
(bland, splints, scronts) Reading Books  

Writing Stories Multisyllable Words 
(conduct, rediption) 

Decoding Initial Consonant Blends  

Student:  
1.! Points to and sounds out each of the initial 

consonants and blends them together (as one 
beat) 

2.! Points to and sounds out rest of letters 
3.! Blends whole word 

1 2 

3 

Decoding Final Consonant Blends Multisyllable words - dividing using syllabication rules 
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¥! Share your unique gifts by 
    bringing  your expertise to the table 

¥! Be the bridge that helps your  students connect to 
print 

¥! Help them  identify the letters that represent sound 

¥! Begin using letters in your P.A. lessons to train sound 
blending, segmenting, and manipulation 

Do classroom 
lessons in the regular 
education classroom 

& 
Train teachers to 
implement your 

methods 

Tier 1 

The easiest and most efficient way to begin   

Share your 
expertise with  
administrators 
for screening, 
assessment, & 
program selection 

Depending on your role, contribute directly  
or indirectly  for tier 2 and tier 3 students 

II 

III 

Your involvement 
now in any  of the 
tiers may reduce 
your caseload in the 
near future 

Some may already be on 
your speech caseload 

And rememberÉ. 

Contact 

Nancy Telian, MS, CCC-SLP 
Author, Lively Letters  

Co-director -  Reading with TLC 
Private Practice -  Weymouth, MA 

Reading with TLC 
781-812-0398 

ntelian@aol.com 
www.readingwithtlc.com 
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