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Abstract 

A disproportionately large number of New Zealand students fail to learn to read. Results of 

recent international studies demonstrate that the gap between New Zealand’s highest- and 

lowest-achieving readers is wider than most other top-performing countries. Despite 

research showing the crucial role of explicit phonological-based instruction for children at risk 

of reading failure, the New Zealand education system continues to emphasise whole 

language teaching methods at the expense of explicit phonological instruction. Children from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds are at high risk of reading failure and are over-represented 

among New Zealand’s under-achieving readers. The current study investigated the extent to 

which teachers of beginning readers in low socioeconomic communities placed an emphasis 

on explicit phonological-based instruction. The relationship between teacher emphasis on 

phonological instruction and student progress in reading-related skills was also examined. 

Results demonstrated a significant relationship between teacher emphasis on phonological-

based instruction and student progress in word reading whereby students receiving explicit 

phonological-based literacy instruction made superior progress in word reading skills over 

children receiving implicit phonological-based instruction. Moreover, analysis of standard 

deviation in class word reading scores over time demonstrated that a strong emphasis on 

explicit phonological instruction was associated with a reduction in class variation of word 

reading scores, while minimal emphasis on explicit phonological instruction was associated 

with increasing variability of class word reading scores. Correlation results indicated a 

relationship between word reading skills and phonological ability that strengthened over 

time. The study findings support previous research demonstrating that phonological 

awareness and decoding skills play a crucial role in the development of word reading ability 

and that explicit phonological-based instruction can attenuate differences in word reading 

development. Implications for teachers and policy makers are described. 
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