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INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES TO
ENHANCE ALPHABET KNOWLEDGE IN
KINDERGARTEN
Linda Stanley and Maida Finch
Salisbury University
Abstract The purpose of this action research study was to investigate whether two new instructional
strategies would improve kindergarten students’ recognition of letters and sounds. According to the National
Early Literacy Panel (2008), alphabet knowledge is a key factor influencing reading development. The
instructional strategies included using an alphabet book to identify sounds and letters and direct instruction
and practice in handwriting. Ten students who were unable to identify more than ten upper or lowercase
letters at the beginning of the school year were selected to participate. Significant improvements were made
in letter and sound recognition. Results indicate that students who struggle with letter and sound
identification in the beginning of kindergarten could benefit from multiple learning strategies in small groups.
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Introduction
Alphabet knowledge, the ability to identify letters and sounds, and write letters, is one of
the most important skills students need as they begin to learn how to read (McBride-Chang,
1999; Schatschneider, Fletcher, Francis, Carlson & Foorman, 2004). When I1 began teaching
eleven years ago, it was common for my students to enter kindergarten with little or no
alphabet knowledge, and teachers in my district taught these skills during the school year.
More recently, however, research demonstrates that children who attend preschool know,
on average, 14 lower case and 18 upper case letters when they enter kindergarten (Piasta,
Petscher, & Justice, 2012). Children who cannot recognize at least ten letters face a greater
risk of lower literacy achievement in first grade (Piasta, Petscher, & Justice, 2012). Clearly, it
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has become important to help these students learn their letters and sounds more quickly
than we previously taught them.
In 2014, the kindergarten literacy curriculum in my district changed with the adoption of the
English Language Arts (ELA) Common Core standards. The kindergarten program became
more rigorous: children are now expected to be able to recognize the upper and lower case
letters and identify their corresponding sounds by December instead of June. In the past,
kindergarten teachers taught these skills over the course of the academic year. The
accelerated timeline means that teachers should begin conducting guided reading with
leveled texts in January so that by May students will be able to read a text with two to six
lines of print on a page. The problem is that many of our students still begin the
kindergarten year knowing few, if any, letters. For example, at the beginning of the 20162017 school year, 40 out of 144 students at my elementary school could not independently
write or identify letters in their first name. These students are at risk for becoming
struggling readers (Brookes-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Piasta, Petscher, & Justice, 2012)
According to the National Early Literacy Panel, there are six factors that influence reading
development. One of these factors is alphabet knowledge, the ability to identify letter
names and their sounds (National Early Literacy Panel, 2008). Since alphabet knowledge is
critical for reading success, I designed a study to examine the effect of additional teaching
strategies to help my struggling students learn their letters and sounds.
Literature Review
Importance of Alphabet Knowledge. Alphabet knowledge is widely considered the strongest
predictor of future reading ability (Hammill, 2004; National Reading Council, 1998;
Schatschneider, Fletcher, Francis, Carlson, & Foorman, 2004). For example, kindergarten
students who know the letter names are more likely to know the corresponding letter
sound by the end of kindergarten, compared to other kindergarten students who do not
know the letter name (Huang, Totorelli, & Invernizzi, 2014), and students with strong letter
and sound knowledge are more likely to have strong reading skills and phonological
awareness in first grade (Evans et al, 2006).
Although little is known about the best ways to teach alphabet knowledge, research by
Piasta, Purpura, and Wagner (2010) suggests instruction in both letter names and sounds is
preferred to letter sounds only. Furthermore, daily practice in alphabet knowledge has
been shown to be effective in developing emergent literacy skills with children as young as
three (Elliott & Olliff, 2008). I was interested to see if daily practice in letter names and
sound would help my students develop alphabet knowledge, which provides the building
blocks for reading.
Innovation in Teaching Alphabet Knowledge. Systematic and explicit instruction in alphabet
knowledge has been a hallmark of early literacy instruction since the National Reading Panel
report (NPR, 2000), but the specific approaches to this type of instruction have shifted. For
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example, in the past, teaching one letter a week was common practice in kindergarten
classrooms (Reutzel, 1992). However, teaching one letter a week does not provide enough
time for students to learn the letters they struggle with and wastes time teaching letters
that are already known (Stahl, 2014).
More recently literacy researchers have come to realize the importance of differentiating
instruction based on students’ alphabet knowledge in small-group formats (Stahl, 2014).
Researchers have also debunked the notion that all letters need equal attention (Stahl,
2014). One study found children were more likely to recognize letters in their own names,
letters that occur at the beginning of the alphabet, and letters whose name reflects the
sound it makes (Justice, Pence, Bowles, & Wiggins, 2006). Consequently, a better practice is
to teach letters in a small group, using student’s existing alphabet knowledge.
Two instructional strategies that hold promise for developing students’ alphabet knowledge
are the use of alphabet books and handwriting practice. Each alphabet book covers a single
letter, with the student reading the uppercase and lowercase letter on the first page and
three pages of the lowercase letter on the left page, and a picture of something that begins
with the letter, along with the label of the picture on the right page. The predictable format
of these texts and their focus on print helps students advance through various stages of
word recognition (Bradley & Jones, 2007; Evans, Saint-Aubin, & Landry, 2009). When using
alphabet books in the classroom, teachers should emphasize letter names and sounds over
word meaning and select books with simple illustrations that draw the reader’s attention to
the letter on the page (Both de Vries & Bus , 2014; Brabham, Murray & Bowden, 2006).
Handwriting is also associated with improvement in alphabet knowledge. Research finds
that the movement of handwriting helps students learn to visually recognize letters and
sounds (James & Engelhardt, 2012; Longcamp, Zerbato-Poudo, & Velay, 2005). Since
research concludes alphabet knowledge is a precursor for reading, it is imperative that
incoming kindergarten students who are not proficient in letter knowledge receive
interventions to assist them in learning their letters and sounds. I decided to incorporate
single letter alphabet books and handwriting practice in my small group instruction.
Methodology
Research Questions. In order to assist students in developing alphabet knowledge, this
action research project was conducted with students who recognized fewer than ten upper
and lowercase letters at the start of kindergarten. Students were divided into two small
groups and given additional instruction in alphabet knowledge. This action research project
addressed two questions: 1) Will the addition of a daily letter book, used in a small group,
help students gain letter and sound identification by December; and 2) Will the addition of a
letter writing strategy allow the students to better recognize the letter and sound?
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Participants and Setting. This study took place in a public elementary school in a rural town
of the mid-Atlantic. The school serves just over 500 students in grades pre-K through two.
The student population at the school is 55% White, 27% Black, and seven % Hispanic. Over
half of the students qualify for free or reduced meals. Ten kindergarten students who were
unable to identify ten or more upper case or lowercase letters during the first week of
school were selected to participate in this study. Half of the participants were Black, four
students were White, and one student was Hispanic. Boys and girls were equally
represented in this group. All students were English speakers and none were identified for
special education services.
Data Collection. I assessed students’ alphabet knowledge prior to beginning the study in
September and again at the conclusion of the study in November using upper and lowercase
alphabet flashcards. For letter naming, students were asked to identify lower and
uppercase letters separately. Following this, students were asked to identify letter sounds
using lowercase letters. In keeping with district policy, students are asked to identify only
the sounds of consonant letters. Copies of the assessments can be found in Appendices A
and B.
Small Group Instruction. Participants were divided into two small groups to facilitate
individualized instruction. I met with the groups every day for at least 15 minutes of guided
instruction about letters and sounds. The letters that were chosen were based on letters
that the students did not know from the pre-assessment. I followed the county curriculum
that lists the order that letters and sounds should be taught. Each student had an alphabet
book (see Appendix C for an example), and I guided the students through the following
process:
1. Students point to the uppercase letter on the cover and read it.
2. Students track using their finger to the next lowercase letter and read it.
3. Students then turned the page and used a picture to read a word that began with
the letter.
4. Students continue to read the book with one more page of reading the upper and
lowercase letter, followed by one more word and picture that begin with the letter.
After reading, students discussed the letter name and sound. I asked students if any of the
students had the letter in their name and encouraged them to name other words that begin
with that letter. Emphasis during the first month was placed on letter recognition over
letter sound, as participants needed to be able to identify the letter to produce the sound
on the assessment.
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After the alphabet books, students practiced writing the letter using the verbal path,
directions for forming a letter (see Appendix D for an example). I modeled writing the letter
while stating the verbal path as the children watched, and then students traced the letter on
their letter book as they repeated the verbal path with the teacher. Finally, students wrote
the letter while repeating the verbal path.
Analysis. Pre- and post-assessments were compared to determine alphabet knowledge
development among the students. Because the students demonstrated substantial
increases across all three assessments, paired t-tests were used to determine if the findings
were statistically significant. However, given the small sample size, caution should be used
in interpreting and generalizing the results.
Results
The results of the alphabet letter identification pre- and post-test of alphabet letters are
shown in Table 1. Participants were able to identify a greater amount of upper and
lowercase letters in November than when they began kindergarten in September. For
example, while on average students were only able to identify seven upper case letters in
the pre-assessment, by November they were able to identify 22 upper case letters.
Student 3, who was only able to identify 3 upper and lower case letters in September, made
the greatest gains in the group. Student 3 began the school year quiet and shy, however,
she was eager to learn and came to small groups ready to participate in all activities. As her
letter knowledge grew, so did her confidence in the classroom. Student 4, who made the
least gains, was a severe behavior problem. This student spent much of our small group
time refusing to participate, hiding under the table, or causing other commotions. Student
4 also received other interventions with another teacher in the school, however they were
not able to come as far with alphabet knowledge as most of the others.
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Table 1: Upper and Lowercase Letter Assessments
Student

September

November

September

November

Uppercase

Uppercase

Lowercase

Lowercase

1

3

26

3

25

2

10

26

9

26

3

6

26

3

26

4

3

16

4

15

5

12

25

10

20

6

14

26

9

26

7

1

15

1

15

8

10

21

6

23

9

3

22

2

19

10

9

26

6

26

Mean

7.1

22.9

5.3

22.1

S.D.

4.48

4.31

3.2

4.53

The results of the letter sound identification pre- and post-test are shown in Table 2. The
data show that participants were able to identify more letter sounds in November than
when they began kindergarten in September. On average, students identified 14 more
letter sounds in November. Student 1 showed the greatest growth in identifying sounds as
this student was motivated to learn. Student 4 made very little growth in letter sounds as
this student did not enjoy being in small groups and wanted to avoid our activities.
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Table 2: Letter Sounds Assessments
Student

September

November

Sounds

Sounds

1

1

20

2

4

20

3

0

21

4

0

2

5

0

16

6

2

17

7

0

12

8

0

13

9

0

14

10

3

21

Mean

1

15.6

S.D.

1.49

5.83

T-test results are shown in Table 3. There was a significant difference in the mean scores for
all three assessments. The significant results suggest the change in students’ scores was
unlikely due to chance, and might be the result of the strategies implemented in small
groups.
Table 3: T-test Results

Uppercase letters

Lowercase letters

Letter sounds

Pre-test Mean

Post-test Mean

(s.d.)

(s.d.)

7.1

22.9

(4.48)

(4.3)

5.3

22.1

(3.2)

(4.53)

1

15.6

(1.49)

(5.83)

t-statistic

12.78***

12.46***

8.86***

*** p<0.001
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Discussion
Results of this study show statistically significant improvement in letter and sound
identification after small group instruction with alphabet books and handwriting practice.
At the beginning of the year the participants struggled with letter recognition. During the
letter identification pre-assessment, three students offered substitutions for the letters they
were shown. For example, one student substituted 3 for E, 9 for P, R for F, b for d, and d for
b. Another student identified six of the uppercase letters (F, R B, P, K, Y) as E. Research
shows that until children are familiar with letter forms, it is common for them to make
substitutions or have confusion such as the ones the students made (Both de Vries & Bus,
2014).
In the first four weeks of the study, students continued to struggle with remembering the
letters we practiced. Each afternoon we would review the alphabet book and when shown
the cover, many students could not identify the letter. Over time though, the students
began learning the letters at a quicker pace, and chose to re-read the letter books during
center time, as well as independently complete other alphabet activities and games that we
had used in whole group.
At the beginning of the study most students were unable to identify any letter sounds.
During the reading of the letter books the students often tried to read the pictures with a
word that did not begin with the letter. For example, in the Rr book there was a picture of a
rabbit and the students would say bunny. At the study’s conclusion, students were able to
correctly identify more letter sounds. The students’ performance with two letters deserves
mention.
Letter sound /w/ was the only letter sound that all participants were able to identify at the
end of the study. Since w’s sound is not heard in its letter name, it is sometimes a harder
sound to identify (Evans et al., 2006). During the post-assessment, four students made the
w motion with their hand that we used in when practicing the sounds. The letter sound that
was least known during the post-assessment was y. Letter y contains the /w/ sound so it
was understandable four students confused the y letter sound with /w/.
Limitations
The process our county uses to assess students’ letter sound knowledge might affect the
results. Students are shown a lowercase letter flashcard and asked, “What sound does this
letter make?” However, if the students were given the letter name, they might be able to
identify the sound because this practice can help students with the letter sound (Evans, Bell,
Shaw, Moretti & Page, 2006). For example, letters b, p, and z begin with the letter sound of
their name. After the post assessment, I reviewed the sounds the students could not
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identify and asked them, “What sound does (letter) say?” Many of the students were able to
identify the sound.

Another limitation of this study is the lack of a control group. Although this study revealed
statistically significant improvement in the students’ abilities to identify letters and sounds, I
cannot be sure that the two new instructional strategies caused the significant difference
between pre-test and post-test scores. Without a control group, it is not possible to state
what would have happened without the intervention.

A third limitation is that parents were aware of the study and some expressed interest
working with their students at home. While parent support is helpful, it is not possible to
know how much this affected the students’ progress.

Conclusion
During this study, I learned about the importance of early intervention. Most of the
students took at least four weeks before beginning to show progress with their letter and
sound identification. Once they began to retain the identification of letters and sounds they
progressed more quickly identifying other letters and sounds.

Normally with a class size of at least 24 students, I create groups of six to seven students for
guided reading instruction. In this study I observed how students are better able to
concentrate in a smaller group with instruction targeted at their needs. The smaller groups
also led to more participation from these students during whole group carpet time. After
the study was completed, they felt more confident and often raised their hands to
participate. I continue to use the smaller groups for my guided reading instruction, and it
will be a strategy that I take forward in the future.

Teachers must be flexible and willing to try new instructional strategies to discover what
works best with their students. For future research in teaching letters and sounds, I
propose that we add the flashcards with picture mnemonics to assist students in having a
visual for the letter and sound. I also recommend teachers use many alphabet books as
read-alouds during the first weeks of school. Students who are read alphabet books with an
emphasis on letters and sounds make greater gains in letter and sound knowledge
(Brabham, Murray, & Bowden, 2006).
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Appendix A: Letter Name Assessment Form
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Appendix B: Letter Sounds Assessment Form
Directions: Show a lowercase letter flashcard to the student and ask them: “What sound does this letter make?”
Record accurate responses and note substitutions or confusions.
Letter

Accurate

Substitution or confusion

h
m
t
p
q
c
w
b
x
v
j
s
g
n
y
k
z
r
f
l
d
Score
Journal of Teacher Action Research - Volume 4, Issue 2, 2018, <practicalteacherresearch.com>, ISSN # 2332-2233 © JTAR. All Rights

THE JOURNAL OF TEACHER ACTION RESEARCH

45

Appendix C: Fountas & Pinnell Letter Identification Books
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Appendix D: Verbal Path for the Formation of Letters
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