
is heggerty science of reading

Heggerty vs. The Science of Reading: A Comprehensive
Deep Dive

is heggerty science of reading a question that echoes through classrooms and professional development
sessions alike. As educators grapple with the most effective methodologies for teaching literacy, the Heggerty
Phonemic Awareness curriculum has emerged as a prominent contender, often discussed in the context of the
broader "Science of Reading" movement. This article will provide a detailed exploration of the Heggerty
program, examining its alignment with, and potential divergences from, the core principles of the Science of
Reading. We will delve into the foundational elements of effective reading instruction, dissect the components
of the Heggerty curriculum, and critically evaluate its strengths and areas for potential enhancement in light
of current research. Understanding this relationship is crucial for educators seeking to optimize their literacy
instruction and ensure all students achieve reading proficiency.
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Understanding the Science of Reading

The Science of Reading is not a single program or a specific methodology; rather, it is a vast body of research
that consolidates the work of hundreds of scientists and researchers across multiple disciplines, including
cognitive psychology, neuroscience, and education. Its overarching goal is to understand how humans learn to
read and what factors contribute to reading difficulties. This research has illuminated the critical skills
necessary for proficient reading, emphasizing the importance of explicit, systematic instruction in foundational
literacy components.

At its core, the Science of Reading highlights the interconnectedness of various reading skills. It moves beyond a
singular focus on phonics or comprehension, recognizing that true reading ability is a complex interplay of
phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. The research consistently points to
the fact that a significant portion of the population, particularly those with dyslexia, struggle with reading
unless they receive direct, explicit instruction in these essential areas. Understanding these foundational
elements is paramount for any educational approach that aims to foster strong readers.



Key Pillars of the Science of Reading

The Science of Reading research has identified several critical pillars that form the bedrock of effective reading
instruction. These pillars are interconnected and mutually supportive, meaning that proficiency in one area
often bolsters another. Without a strong foundation in each of these components, students are at a
significant disadvantage in their reading journey.

Phonological Awareness: This is the ability to recognize and manipulate the spoken language sounds. It
includes skills like rhyming, segmenting words into syllables, and identifying individual sounds (phonemes)
within words.

Phonics: This involves understanding the relationship between letters (graphemes) and the sounds they
represent (phonemes). It is the systematic and explicit teaching of these sound-letter correspondences.

Fluency: This refers to the ability to read text accurately, at an appropriate rate, and with proper
expression. Fluency acts as a bridge between word recognition and comprehension.

Vocabulary: This encompasses a deep understanding of the meanings of words. A robust vocabulary is
essential for comprehending what is read.

Comprehension: This is the ultimate goal of reading – the ability to understand and interpret written
text. It involves making inferences, drawing conclusions, and understanding the main ideas.

The Role of Explicit and Systematic Instruction

A consistent finding across numerous studies is the critical importance of explicit and systematic instruction.
Explicit instruction means that the teacher directly teaches the skill, providing clear explanations, modeling
the skill, and offering guided practice. Systematic instruction means that the skills are taught in a logical,
sequential order, building from simpler concepts to more complex ones. This approach is particularly vital for
students who are at risk for reading difficulties, as it leaves little to chance and ensures that all essential
skills are covered thoroughly and in a structured manner.

The Heggerty Phonemic Awareness Program: An Overview

The Heggerty Phonemic Awareness curriculum, developed by Michael Heggerty, is a widely adopted program
designed to build essential phonological awareness skills in young learners. It is meticulously structured to
introduce and reinforce these skills through daily, explicit lessons. The program is intended for use in
kindergarten through second grade, with some adaptations for older students who may still require
foundational support. Its popularity stems from its systematic approach and the engaging activities it
provides for students.

The core philosophy behind Heggerty is that phonemic awareness is a prerequisite for phonics instruction. The
program focuses intensely on the manipulation of sounds within spoken words, without initially connecting
these sounds to letters. This deliberate sequencing is based on the understanding that students first need to
hear and manipulate sounds before they can effectively learn which letters represent those sounds and how to
blend them into words. The daily lessons are designed to be brief, typically 10-15 minutes, making them easy to
integrate into a busy classroom schedule.



Program Structure and Delivery

The Heggerty program is organized into grade-level specific materials, each featuring a progressive sequence of
lessons. Within each lesson, teachers follow a script that guides them through a series of activities. These
activities are designed to be interactive and engaging, often involving clapping, tapping, or manipulating sounds
verbally. The program emphasizes teacher modeling and student practice, with opportunities for both whole-
group and small-group instruction.

A key feature of the Heggerty curriculum is its focus on building progressively complex phonemic awareness
skills. The program begins with simpler tasks such as rhyming and identifying initial sounds, and gradually moves
to more challenging skills like segmenting words into individual phonemes, blending phonemes to form words, and
manipulating sounds within words (e.g., changing the initial sound of a word to create a new word). This
gradual increase in difficulty ensures that students are continuously challenged and supported in their
development.

Heggerty's Alignment with Science of Reading Principles

When considering the Heggerty Phonemic Awareness curriculum in the context of the Science of Reading, its
alignment is particularly strong in the realm of phonological awareness. The program's foundational principle
– that strong phonemic awareness is a necessary precursor to effective phonics instruction – directly aligns
with extensive research in the field. The Science of Reading consistently emphasizes the critical role of auditory
discrimination and manipulation of speech sounds as a building block for decoding written words.

Heggerty's systematic and explicit approach to teaching phonemic awareness is another significant point of
congruence. The Science of Reading advocates strongly for direct instruction of all foundational literacy
skills, leaving no room for incidental learning. Heggerty’s daily, structured lessons ensure that students are
explicitly taught each phonemic awareness skill, with clear modeling and opportunities for practice. This
structured delivery method is a hallmark of effective reading instruction as defined by scientific research.

Focus on Auditory Skills

The Heggerty curriculum excels in its dedicated focus on developing students' ability to hear and manipulate
sounds in spoken language. Activities such as blending sounds, segmenting words, and manipulating phonemes are
central to the program. This emphasis on auditory processing is crucial because it lays the groundwork for
students to understand the alphabetic principle – the concept that letters represent sounds. Before students
can effectively sound out words, they must be able to perceive and manipulate the individual sounds that make
up those words.

Progressive Skill Development

The Science of Reading highlights the importance of a developmental continuum for literacy skills. Heggerty's
curriculum adheres to this by presenting skills in a logical, progressive sequence. For example, it starts with
easier tasks like rhyming and initial sound isolation and moves to more complex skills like final sound isolation,
medial sound identification, and then phoneme manipulation and deletion. This step-by-step progression ensures
that students build mastery gradually, reinforcing learning and preventing overwhelm. Such a structured
progression is a cornerstone of effective reading acquisition as supported by research.



Components of the Heggerty Curriculum

The Heggerty Phonemic Awareness program is comprised of several core components that work in concert to
develop students' auditory processing skills. These components are designed to be engaging and to provide ample
opportunities for practice and reinforcement. The program’s strength lies in its systematic, sequential
introduction of various phonemic awareness skills, ensuring that students receive comprehensive instruction in
this critical area.

Daily Lesson Structure

Each day, teachers follow a brief, targeted lesson that focuses on a specific phonemic awareness skill or a
review of previously taught skills. The lessons typically include a warm-up activity, direct instruction,
guided practice, and independent practice (or application through a brief game or song). The consistent daily
structure helps to build routine and predictability for students, which is particularly beneficial for young
learners. This regularity also ensures that phonemic awareness is a consistent part of the daily literacy
block.

Warm-up: Often involves activities like rhyming or identifying initial sounds to activate students'
auditory awareness.

Direct Instruction: The teacher explicitly models the target skill, explaining the concept clearly.

Guided Practice: Students engage in the skill with teacher support and immediate feedback.

Application/Review: Students apply the skill in a fun, interactive way, or the lesson reviews previously
taught skills.

Skill Progression

The curriculum is meticulously designed to progress from simpler to more complex phonemic awareness skills
across the grade levels. For instance:

Kindergarten: Focuses on rhyming, initial and final sound isolation, blending syllables and onset-rime, and
segmenting words into syllables.

First Grade: Builds upon kindergarten skills by introducing medial sound isolation, blending phonemes to
form words, segmenting words into phonemes, and beginning phoneme manipulation (e.g., substituting
sounds).

Second Grade: Continues with advanced phoneme manipulation, including addition, deletion, and
substitution, along with more complex segmenting and blending tasks.

This systematic build-up ensures that students gain a deep understanding of the sound structure of language,
which is vital for decoding and encoding words.



Potential Considerations and Enhancements in Relation to the
Science of Reading

While the Heggerty Phonemic Awareness program is a robust and well-regarded resource for developing
phonological skills, its integration within a comprehensive Science of Reading framework necessitates
thoughtful consideration of certain aspects. The Science of Reading emphasizes a fully integrated approach,
where phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension are all taught explicitly and
systematically. Heggerty's primary strength is its focus on phonemic awareness; therefore, educators must
ensure it is seamlessly connected to other essential literacy components.

One area for thoughtful integration is the explicit connection between phonemic awareness skills and phonics
instruction. While Heggerty deliberately separates sound work from letter work initially, it is crucial that
this transition is smooth and that students clearly understand how the phonemes they are manipulating
correspond to graphemes (letters). Educators should actively bridge this gap by ensuring that phonics
instruction immediately follows and builds upon the phonemic awareness skills taught in Heggerty. This ensures
that students can apply their auditory skills to decoding and encoding written words.

Bridging Phonemic Awareness and Phonics

The Science of Reading research clearly indicates that phonemic awareness is most powerful when directly
linked to phonics. While Heggerty provides an excellent foundation in sound manipulation, its effectiveness is
maximized when educators explicitly teach the grapheme-phoneme correspondences. This involves demonstrating
how the sounds students are segmenting, blending, and manipulating are represented by specific letters and letter
patterns. Teachers should intentionally plan for this linkage, ensuring that students can transfer their ability
to hear sounds to their ability to read and spell words.

For example, after students have successfully segmented the sounds in "cat" (/c/ /a/ /t/) using Heggerty, the
next logical step is to explicitly teach that 'c' makes the /c/ sound, 'a' makes the /a/ sound, and 't' makes the
/t/ sound. Then, students can practice blending these sounds together to read the word "cat" and segment the
word "cat" into its letter components for spelling. This direct connection ensures that phonemic awareness
directly supports decoding and encoding skills.

Integrating with Other Literacy Components

A comprehensive Science of Reading approach necessitates the explicit and systematic teaching of all five
pillars of reading: phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. While Heggerty
addresses the first pillar exceptionally well, educators must ensure that the other pillars are equally
emphasized. This means dedicating sufficient instructional time and resources to explicit phonics instruction,
building reading fluency through repeated reading and practice, expanding vocabulary through direct
instruction and rich language experiences, and developing comprehension strategies through explicit teaching and
modeling.

The Heggerty program should not be viewed as a standalone solution but rather as a crucial, foundational
component within a larger, integrated literacy curriculum. When Heggerty is used alongside a strong, evidence-
based phonics program, ample opportunities for fluency practice, rich vocabulary development activities, and
explicit comprehension strategy instruction, it contributes significantly to building proficient readers.
Educators should carefully consider how Heggerty complements and supports these other essential areas of
literacy instruction.



Implementing Heggerty Effectively for Reading Success

To truly leverage the power of the Heggerty Phonemic Awareness program and align it with the Science of
Reading, educators must focus on effective implementation strategies. This involves more than just delivering
the daily lessons; it requires a deep understanding of the program's purpose and its role within a broader
literacy framework. Careful planning, consistent delivery, and thoughtful integration are key to ensuring that
Heggerty contributes maximally to student reading success.

One critical aspect of effective implementation is ensuring that teachers have adequate training and
professional development. Understanding the nuances of phonemic awareness, the rationale behind Heggerty's
progression, and how to effectively model and support student practice are all essential. Teachers who are
well-prepared can deliver the curriculum with confidence and clarity, leading to better student outcomes.
Furthermore, consistent use of the program is paramount. The daily nature of Heggerty is designed to build
skills incrementally; sporadic or inconsistent delivery will undermine its effectiveness.

Teacher Training and Professional Development

Effective implementation begins with well-trained educators. Comprehensive professional development on the
Heggerty curriculum should cover not only how to deliver the lessons but also the underlying theory of
phonemic awareness and its importance within the Science of Reading. Training should equip teachers with
strategies for differentiating instruction to meet the needs of all learners, including those who may struggle
or those who quickly master the skills. Understanding how to use formative assessments to monitor student
progress and adjust instruction is also a vital component of effective training.

Ongoing support and opportunities for teachers to collaborate and share best practices further enhance
implementation. When teachers understand the "why" behind the activities and can confidently apply them in their
classrooms, the impact on student learning is significantly greater. This includes understanding how to address
common misconceptions and provide targeted support for students who are not progressing as expected.

Monitoring Student Progress and Differentiation

Regular monitoring of student progress is crucial for effective implementation. Heggerty provides suggested
informal assessments within the curriculum, and teachers should utilize these tools to gauge student
understanding of each phonemic awareness skill. This data can then inform instructional decisions, allowing
teachers to provide additional support to students who need it or to challenge those who are ready for more
advanced concepts. Differentiation can take many forms, such as providing more intensive small-group
instruction for struggling learners, offering varied levels of support during practice activities, or providing
extension activities for students who have mastered the current skills.

The goal is to ensure that all students are actively engaged and progressing towards mastery. By closely
observing students during practice and using assessment data, teachers can tailor their instruction to meet
individual needs, ensuring that the Heggerty curriculum serves as a powerful tool for building foundational
literacy skills for every child.

By meticulously integrating Heggerty's robust phonemic awareness instruction with explicit phonics, fluency
building, rich vocabulary development, and explicit comprehension strategies, educators can create a powerful
literacy program that is fully aligned with the Science of Reading. This comprehensive approach ensures that
students are not only able to hear and manipulate sounds but can also decode words, read with fluency, and
comprehend complex texts, setting them on a path to lifelong reading success.



Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Is Heggerty a complete reading program according to the Science of
Reading?

A: No, the Heggerty Phonemic Awareness program is primarily focused on developing phonemic awareness skills,
which is one crucial component of the Science of Reading. A complete reading program aligned with the Science of
Reading would also explicitly and systematically teach phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.

Q: How does Heggerty's focus on phonemic awareness align with the Science
of Reading?

A: Heggerty's strong alignment lies in its explicit, systematic, and sequential approach to teaching phonemic
awareness. The Science of Reading research consistently highlights phonemic awareness as a critical
foundational skill for reading acquisition, and Heggerty provides a robust curriculum to build this skill.

Q: What are the main components of the Heggerty curriculum?

A: The main components include daily, short lessons that progressively introduce and reinforce skills such as
rhyming, initial/final sound isolation, blending, segmenting, and manipulating phonemes, all delivered through
engaging auditory activities.

Q: Should Heggerty be used as a standalone phonics program?

A: No, Heggerty is a phonemic awareness program, not a phonics program. While it builds foundational skills
for phonics, it does not teach letter-sound correspondences. It should be used in conjunction with an explicit,
systematic phonics program.

Q: How can educators best integrate Heggerty with other Science of
Reading components?

A: Educators can integrate Heggerty by ensuring that phonics instruction immediately follows and builds upon
the phonemic awareness skills taught. They should also dedicate ample time to teaching fluency, vocabulary,
and comprehension explicitly and systematically.

Q: What is the typical age range or grade level for which Heggerty is
intended?

A: The Heggerty curriculum is primarily designed for kindergarten through second grade, with adaptations
sometimes used for older students who still require foundational phonemic awareness support.

Q: Does Heggerty teach decoding?

A: Heggerty teaches the skills necessary to decode (phonemic awareness), but it does not directly teach the
process of blending sounds with letters to read words (phonics). It prepares students for explicit phonics
instruction.



Q: How does the Science of Reading view the importance of phonemic
awareness?

A: The Science of Reading views phonemic awareness as a non-negotiable foundational skill. It is considered
essential for students to be able to perceive, identify, and manipulate individual sounds in spoken words before
they can effectively learn to map those sounds to letters and decode written words.
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