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ABSTRACT  
Current trends in education indicate that phonemic and phonic awareness are 

essential to developing key English literacy skills. In Malaysia, phonics has been 

recognized by the Ministry of education as a key instrument to improve English 

teaching and learning. Thus, this study aims to evaluate the capacity of THRASS 

phonics in teaching English literacy skills to a Chinese Malaysian primary school 

student in Kuching, Sarawak. The authors selected case study as the theoretical 

framework to illustrate the impact that THRASS phonics had on both teacher and 

student during the study. The paper discusses the findings and concludes with the 

implications for further phonics research in Malaysia. 
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Introduction 
Phonics has been recognized as an instrument for Malaysian primary students to 

build essential English reading and literacy skills in the classroom. The 

Malaysian Ministry of Education (2011) English Standardized Curriculum for 

Primary Schools (KSSR) strongly recommends the use of phonics when teaching 

students (aged between 7 and 12 years) critical literacy skills. Increasingly 

beginning readers in Australia, the United Kingdom, New Zealand and the 

United States use phonics to assist beginning readers to acquire English literacy 

and fluency skills (Davies & Ritchie, 2003; Ehri, 2003). 

 

The ability to read is one of the fundamental skills young students acquire at 

school and early literacy is a prerequisite for success in all aspects of education 

(Callinan & Zee Der Van, 2010; Cihon, 2011). Since the 1990s, THRASS 

(teaching handwriting, reading and spelling skills) synthetic phonics has been 

used to teach key English literacy skills in Australian and British primary schools 

(Callihan & Zee Der Van, 2010; Griffiths, 2008).THRASS creators Davies and 

Ritchie (2003) explain that THRASS phonics teaches the 44 phonemes (sounds 

                                                 
1
The term ‘emerging’in this paper is used as “beginning to read”. 
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of spoken English); it promotes phonemic metacognition, and is a successful tool 

for developing English literacy skills. 

 

These days, there are a number of phonics methodologies that claim to help early 

English readers. This particular study will explore, for the first time, THRASS 

phonics ability in teaching English reading skills to a Chinese 

Malaysian primary school student. The study took place in Kuching, Sarawak 

Malaysia. 

 

Literature Review 
For over 60 years, phonics has received attention in terms of the development of 

English reading skills. Few educators dispute that whole language and phonics 

are essential if students are to learn to read and speak English effectively 

(Coogan, 2005; Ehri, 2002; Stotsky, 2006). Indeed, the UK’s National Literacy 

Strategy (2006) recommends the use of synthetic phonics (THRASS) to teach 

literacy skills in reading and speaking English in primary schools (Callihan & 

Zee Der Van, 2010). Similar reports in Australia and the United States have 

raised phonemic awareness and positioned phonics at the top of the literacy 

agenda (Callinan & Zee Der Van, 2010; Ehri, 2003; Stotsky, 2006; Wilson & 

Colmar, 2008). Wilson and Colmar (2008, p.91) point out that “the 

overwhelming findings indicate that direct and systematic instruction in phonics 

contributes more significantly to children’s initial and ongoing literacy 

development than any alternate approach of either unsystematic or no phonics.” 

In other words, proficient reading instruction should consists of phonemic 

awareness, phonics, guided oral fluency, vocabulary and reading comprehension 

(Ehri, 2003; Stotsky, 2006).  Stotsky describes phonemic and phonics awareness 

as follows: 

 

Phonemic awareness is understanding that spoken language is 

composed of tiny segments of speech called phonemes. The 

National Reading (United States) Panel (2005) found that 

phonemic awareness training “significantly improves their 

[students’] reading more than instruction that lacks any attention 

to phonemic awareness. 

 

Phonics instruction is often confused with phonemic awareness, 

it teaches reading by making explicit the letter-sound 

correspondences in reading and writing. Research evidence 

points to the necessity of teaching phonics sequentially rather 

than merely highlighting phonics elements as they appear in a 

text (2006, p.11). 
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For Australian researchers Wright et al. (2011, p1), early phonological skills, 

particularly the ability to recognize the phonemic structure of spoken words 

helps children develop knowledge of grapheme–phoneme conversion rules 

(GPCs). Moreover, literacy research in the United States has found that 

phonemic awareness and letter knowledge were the two best predictors of 

reading ability in the first two years of instruction (Wilson & Colmar, 

2008).Therefore, phonemic and phonic awareness build foundational skills that 

are predictive of students’ future reading success (Wilson & Colmar, 2008; 

Wright et al., 2011). 

 

Although phonemic awareness and phonics increase reading performance in 

primary school students, it seems that few teachers are confident teaching the 44 

phonemes and the graphemes (letter or group of letters) of written English 

(Davies & Ritchie, 2003).  As Emmit and Pollack explain: 

 

To help students develop appropriate phonic (letter-sound) knowledge, 

you the teacher, must have accurate, explicit knowledge of these 

relationships.  Too frequently students are given misleading information 

which clearly does not assist their learning and often creates confusion 

(2002, p.3). 

 

The academic literature strongly argues that reading programs should include 

phonemes and phonics when teaching English literacy skills are being taught. 

However, in the United States and Australia it is estimated that up to 30% of 

children struggle to learn to read well, and reading programs that include 

phonemes and phonics training have not been widely implemented by schools 

and teachers (Emmitt & Pollack, 2002; Stotsky, 2006; Wright et al., 2011). For 

instance, the United States National Reading Panel Report (2000, p.1) 

concluded:   

 

Instruction strategies that include phonemic awareness, phonics, and 

fluency were especially strong. The panel found that whole language 

instruction that ignores phonics and phonemic awareness was 

ineffective, especially for students with poor language skills and little 

exposure to print (Walsh, Glaser, & Wilcox, 2006). 

 

There seems to be a crisis in pedagogical competency in relation to the 

implementation of literacy programs that use phonemic awareness and phonics to 

develop essential literacy skills, and educators remain confused about the 

differences between phonological awareness, phonemic awareness and phonics 

(Stotsky, 2006; Wilson & Colmar, 2008). Ehri (2002, p.7) argues “teachers are 

not well prepared to teach reading and many have not been taught about the 



The English Teacher Vol. XLII(1) April 2013 

55 

 

processes I have discussed, and they lack sufficient knowledge about the 

alphabetic system and phonemic awareness to teach it to their students.” 

 

In the final analysis, student literacy depends upon the teacher’s mastery and 

knowledge of reading programs that include the 44 English phonemes and also 

explain how to teach them in the classroom (Ehri, 2003).Internationally, in the 

English language classroom, teachers still struggle to teach the science of reading 

and the vast majority of instructors rely on the old system of phonics that 

includes one-letter-makes-one-sound, 21 consonants, and five vowel sounds (a-e-

i-o-u + y).The next section will discuss this old phonics system and draw 

comparisons with THRASS (new phonics). 

 
Old Phonics and THRASS 
The old system of English phonics was based on the idea that one letter makes 

one sound. The THRASS teacher’s manual (2011) explains that when we speak 

English we use 44 phonemes but by using the old phonics system, students are 

only taught 23 of these 44 phonemes. As a result, students do not develop the 

correct visual image and may guess, for example, that the word “cat” begins with 

the letter “k”or “q” as in “qat” (Davies & Ritchie, 2011). The one-letter-makes-

one-sound approach does not provide students with enough information to first 

visualize the phoneme correctly and then to associate it with its corresponding 

grapheme. In fact, the old system of phonics often confuse students when they 

try to put into practice what they have learned, and as a consequence both 

teachers and students soon discover that the “rules” do not hold true as English is 

filled with contradictions that must be overcome in order to become good readers 

(Fewster, 2011).   

 

Furthermore, in the English language there are many ways of writing the 

grapheme (letter, or group of letters) for particular sounds and these seemingly 

endless variations can confuse and intimidate students (Fewster, 2011). In 

contrast, THRASS students do not have to overcome “letters being silent, magic, 

soft, tricky or irregular” (Davies, 2003, p.10) and there is no need for any change 

over teaching to help students change from artificial “letter sounds” to natural 

phonemes (artificial synthesis to natural synthesis), or to unlearn of inappropriate 

behaviours or thinking (Davies & Ritchie, 2003).   

 
New Phonics:  THRASS Periodic Table of English 
In 1991, Allan Davies, along with Australian educator -Denyse Ritchie, created 

the periodic table of English - the THRASS phonics system they claim is based 

on scientific principles (Davies & Ritchie, 2003). With THRASS phonics, native 

and non-native speakers could utilize a systematic phonics methodology that 
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consistently delivered improvements to reading, writing, speaking and 

metacognition skills (Davies & Ritchie, 2003). The key features of THRASS 

phonics that help students acquire key literacy skill in English are described by 

Davies and Ritchie (2003, p.11) and Fewster (2011, p.5) as follows (revised from 

the original): 

 

 THRASS identifies the 44 phonemes we use in English.  The units of 

the program are the 44 phonemes (speech sounds) and 120 key 

graphemes (spelling choices) of English – not the artificial and 

restrictive “letter sounds” of old phonics programs. 

 THRASS links each grapheme to a key word and to a picture. The 

picture cues the student as to how to read the word and the phoneme for 

the particular grapheme demonstrated in that word. 

 With 44 phonemes to learn, the core information is shown on two 

charts: one for vowels and the other for consonants. These charts are at 

the centre to the methodology and students learn to use them very 

rapidly. The charts are arranged to group each of the 44 phonemes with 

the various graphemes that are used to symbolize each of the phonemes.  

 Both lowercase and uppercase letters are always identified by name – as 

is expected of good readers and spellers, whether they be children or 

adults. 

 The program teaches life-long word solving skills (phonographic 

metacognition) 

THRASS phonics brings transparency to English teaching and learning as the 44 

phonemes and graphemes can easily be identified by the consonant and vowel 

groups on the THRASS chart (Appendix A). The THRASS student quickly 

learns to correctly identify picture-phoneme-grapheme relationships. For 

example, on the THRASS chart in the vowel group “o”, “oa”, “o-e”, “ow”, 

students visually match the corresponding pictures “nose”, “boat”, “note”, 

“snow”, and rapidly associate the correct phoneme group “o”withits 

corresponding picture and grapheme(s). More importantly, students also learn 

that the phoneme “o” can have four different grapheme choices and they go on to 

develop proper phonemic awareness of those choices(Davies & Ritchie, 2003; 

Fewster, 2011). In other words, when students encounter the “o” vowel 

combinations in regular text they have developed prior knowledge of the proper 

phoneme-grapheme relationships and are arguably better prepared to identify 

these phoneme-grapheme combinations in real text. 

 

Next, the THRASS picture chart immediately captures students’ attention and 

this provides them with the opportunity to identify the correct phoneme-



The English Teacher Vol. XLII(1) April 2013 

57 

 

grapheme relationship. In this manner, students can develop knowledge of the 

THRASS system and participate more fully in the English lesson. Table 1has 

been adapted from Callihan and Zee. (2010); it outlines the five fortnightly 

stages of THRASS teaching that we adapted for this specific study.   

 

Table 1: Stages of THRASS teaching 

Week Learning Descriptor 

1-2 

 

Picture location-locate the pictures on the chart (120 pictures) 

3-4 Letter formation – name and form letters 

Grapheme location – locate and name graphemes 

5-6 Keyword location-locate and name 120 keywords 

Phoneme location – locate and articulate 44 phonemes 

7-8 Keyword synthesis – blend, read and spell keywords 

Keygrapheme recall – visualize and spell graphemes 

9-10 Keyword analysis – read, spell and analyze 120 keywords 

Transfer THRASS skills to books and real text 

 

The teaching plan outlined in Table 1 also drew upon other THRASS resources, 

such as raps and sequences CDs in additional to other materials created by the 

teacher to correspond with student learning. In fact, the research team recycled 

the phoneme and phonics learning skills to increase students’ comprehension and 

competency with the THRASS chart, vowels, consonants and encouraged 

students to apply these skills in real text situations.   

 

Since THRASS phonics is designed to be used in conjunction with a whole 

language teaching approach, our English lesson sessions consisted of around 20 

minutes of phonics followed by 30 minutes of THRASS chart application with 

real text or story time. During story time the case study student and his fellow 

classmates were encouraged to discuss and connect the THRASS chart with real 

text. They were also encouraged to explore unknown grapheme combinations.   
 

Methodology  
This section describes the methodology and methods used to investigate 

THRASS phonics. First, the research questions are introduced and case study 

methodology is discussed as the underlying framework that guided the research 

investigation. A rationale is provided for the collection methods used in the 

context of this particular case study. 
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Research questions 

 How did THRASS phonics impact our participant’s ability to read in 

English? 

 What were the notable features of THRASS that helped a second 

language student acquire early English reading skills? 

 

Case Study Research  
Educational researchers have recognized case study research as a valid means of 

exploring a particular aspect of teacher or student behaviour, pedagogical 

practice, social justice issues, or curriculum application (Luck, Jackson, & Usher, 

2006; Stake, 1995). Case study research usually investigates a person, group or 

policy and involves an examination of a research question in a real life context 

(Burns, 2000; Yin, 1993). Stake (1994, p.xi) argues that case study is designed 

to: “catch the complexity of a single case. The case itself is of very special 

interest to us and it is the study of the particularity and complexity of a single 

case.” 

 

Stake (1995, p.4) suggests that one of the most important elements of 

undertaking case study research is “to maximize what we can understand about 

that case. We do not study a case primarily to understand other cases. Our first 

obligation is to understand this one case.” Thus, case study researchers resist the 

tendency to draw conclusions but instead, allow the case to unfold naturally 

without preconceptions with respect to the investigation. Stake (1995) also points 

out that case study knowledge is different from other research knowledge in four 

key ways: 

1. Case study knowledge is more concrete; it resonates with our own 

experience because it is more vivid, concrete and sensory than abstract. 

2. Case study research is more contextual. Our experiences are rooted in 

context as is knowledge in case studies.  This knowledge is 

distinguishable from the knowledge derived from other research 

designs. 

3. Case study researchers are much more focused on process than 

outcomes or products.  How do things happen? What is the natural 

history of the activity under study? 

4. The researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and 

analysis.  Data are mediated through the human instrument.   

 

Yin (1993) suggests that case study research offers a great deal of flexibility 

when the researcher has little control over events or variables in the social 

environment. This is also the case when the researcher evaluates whether a case, 

policy or program worked or not.  
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Traditionally, case studies use “thick” description to provide a full, rich, literal 

exploration of the incident under investigation (Burns, 2000; Merriam, 1988). 

However, thick description does not necessarily mean that the educational 

researcher sets about describing every observation and nuance at the research 

event, rather it is designed to enhance reflection, understanding and perceptions 

of the actors involved in order to further the reader’s knowledge of that case 

(Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). That is to say, the actor’s views and actions are a 

source of data in case studies that allows his or her unique voice and ownership 

of the environment to come through to the reader (Elliot & Lukes, 2008; Gerring, 

2004). 

 
Single Case Study Design  
The theoretical assumptions of case study are drawn from the qualitative 

hermeneutic  traditions where the educational researcher’s observations and 

interpretations of research events are considered essential for generating insight, 

discovery and knowledge into the case under investigation (Gerring & 

McDermott, 2007; Stake, 1995; Yin, 1993). While drawing from the qualitative 

tradition, the case study researcher is also free to use a mixture of qualitative and 

quantitative methods to better understand the case (Gerring, 2004).  

Crucial to any successful case study is the definition of the group as a unit which 

sets it apart it in some way from the general population (Burns, 2000; Merriam, 

1988, Stake, 1995; Yin, 1993). Burns (2000) argues that the objective of case 

studies is to gain full understanding of the participant’s perspective and often 

focuses on a classroom, group, teacher or pupil using a variety of observation 

and interview methods as their major tools. Thus a classroom, a cafeteria, a 

specific person can all be subject to case study observation (Burns, 2000). 

Ultimately, case study relies a great deal on research observations and other 

methods to uncover elements that highlight the bounded entity or program under 

investigation (Bogdan & Bilken, 2003).  

Participants 
The participants for this study were four volunteer Chinese Malaysian seven-

year-old primary students’, in Kuching, Sarawak Malaysia. Three participants 

had prior knowledge of English and had been evaluated as emerging readers. We 

decided to focus our research efforts on one student’s experience with THRASS 

and analyze the phonics system’s capacity to teach reading. As a significant case 

study, the research team investigated THRASS’s impact on our participant’s 

ability to read in English. 

Participants were also given self-study materials: the THRASS DVD and 

phonemic THRASS chart in order to build awareness of the phonemes and 
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grapheme relationships of English, which they were encouraged to study at 

home. It is important to note here that the THRASS system is a proprietary, 

copyrighted product developed in England and Western Australia (Fewster, 

2011). 

 
Methods 
In the present study, we employed an action spiral approach that consisted of 

observations, teacher reflection and validation meetings that were used to collect 

data on the participant’s experience with THRASS phonics.  

 

Because our participant was only seven years old, he was considered too young 

to reflect deeply on his personal experience with THRASS. Therefore, the 

research team decided to focus on the THRASS system’s capacity to teach 

English skills, and we used our collective observations and the research spiral to 

interpret the participants reading progress with the phonics system. Thus, we 

relied on case study observation and production activities to assess how effective 

THRASS phonics was for our case study participant. The THRASS textbook 

(2011) outlines specific benchmarks that children should reach with the phonics 

system and THRASS chart. However in a second language context we did not 

follow any rigid protocols rather we employed THRASS as a natural part of the 

weekly English teaching lesson during the study. 

 

The teaching and research of THRASS was conducted in collaboration with 

Shirley Su, a lecturer at IPGKBL, a teachers’ training college in Kuching, 

Sarawak Malaysia. With over 30 years’ experience as a teacher and lecturer, 

Shirley is also the phonics coordinator of the English department at IPGKBL 

campus in Kuching. As a teacher-researcher Shirley was the primary instrument 

for collecting data and mediating that data which is consistent with qualitative 

research methods (Stake, 1995; Stenhouse, 1975). 

 

Despite both my and Shirley’s prior knowledge of English teaching, THRASS as 

a phonics system and new to us and both of us had to learn to teach THRASS at 

the same time as our study participants learned the system. The English lessons 

were conducted from 8:30 am until 12:00pm every Saturday from June 2011to 

January 2012. The case study participant’s parents enrolled their son in the study 

group because they had noticed that “Thomas” struggled to read in English. 

Shirley volunteered to provide him with extra tuition and to use THRASS 

phonics to assist him with English language acquisition. 
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Having established the way THRASS phonics works and case study methods 

used, the next section will explain how validation meetings and teacher reflection 

were the methods used to collect data in this study. 
 
Validation Meetings 
During the study, data was collected through validation meetings as the 

researcher’s perspectives of the research events are considered valid data(Cohen, 

Manion, & Morrison, 2007).  During these meetings the research team can 

develop a new synchronistic view of the research events(Cohen et al., 2007). 

Baker and Johnson (1998, p241) explain:  “talk about teaching produces versions 

of morally accountable action (praxis) because the teacher is at the centre a 

practice that combines care and control. Professional talk is situated professional 

action.” In other words, discussion about pedagogic practice is a form of 

reflective dialogue that can generate data and the development of a praxis 

orientation in the teacher-researcher.  

 

In this study, validation meetings were held after the teaching, observation, and 

personal reflection to triangulate and explore our experience with the case study 

as well as to generate new insights into THRASS phonic’s ability to teach our 

participant to read in English. 

 
Teacher Reflection 
In 1904 Dewey argued teachers needed to be taught reflection to improve their 

thinking, and that encouraging teachers to think about and reflect upon, their 

work can transform ordinary thinking into critical thinking. In Dewey’s (1933) 

view, the purpose of reflective practice was to change pedagogical practice, and 

once the event had been reflected upon action was the next necessary step to 

improve practice. Reflection without action was considered meaningless. Levin 

and Merrit (2006) argue that systematic data collection and reflection can lead to 

the transformation of knowledge and teaching practice. Honan (2004) also calls 

for critical research that involves teachers as active participants in qualitative 

inquiries into their own practices. 

 

Since Shirley was the teacher-researcher of THRASS phonics I asked her to 

generate a series of observations and reflections about her experience which was 

used then to explore and collect data about the THRASS phonics system’s 

effectiveness. The reader may note a change in the writer’s voice as we turn to 

some critical reflection snow follow from Shirley’s experience of teaching, 

observing and reflecting on THRASS phonic’s ability to teach English to 

Thomas (not his real name) - our significant case study. 
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Reconnaissance by Shirley Su 
Many years ago, I was asked by friends “How would you teach a young child to 

read in English?”I could not really give a satisfactory answer at that time even 

though I was an English teacher. Indeed, the question, - “How do I teach a child 

to read?” still haunts me. Years later, I was introduced to teaching phonics 

through the new Malaysian Kurikulum Standard Sekolah Rendah  (KSSR) and 

began to think that phonics held part of the answer to teaching a child how to 

read. 

 

In addition, when I was teaching my teacher-trainees transcription, I observed 

that they faced a lot of problems in transcription, and when it concerned the 

schwa  (/ə/),  more often than not they would transcribe /ɜ:/ in place of schwa. 

On studying the THRASS charts, I realised that some of my trainees’ problem 

could be solved. I thought the THRASS charts could help me answer the 

question: “How would one know when to use /ə /?” THRASS phonics matches 

the schwa to 5 graphs, three diagraphs and one trigraph ( a, e, i, o, u, er, ar, or, 

and ure). With THRASS phonics I realised that one could make an informed 

decision when to use the schwa. 

 

In March 2011, at the request of several parents and relatives I began to teach 

English reading, writing, and speaking to a study group on Saturdays. In 

Kuching, Sarawak Malaysia, our case, Thomas was in standard one (7 years old) 

and he joined the group for additional exposure to the English language. Initially 

in our English lessons, I noticed that each time I wanted to engage him in 

conversation or get him to answer questions, Thomas would not engage in 

English. During story time when I gave Thomas a book to read, he would just 

look at me, then shift his eyes to the book and back to me (almost willing me to 

understand - I do not read in English) and he also passively refused to participate 

in group activities or shared reading.  

 

In contrast, the rest of the group was doing well with their reading tasks which 

made it even more difficult for me to understand what exactly was going wrong. 

In fact I was at a loss about what to do and how to help Thomas read in English. 

My teaching experience tells me that I should start Thomas off with English 

sight words, however what about so many other words that the child is going to 

encounter when he embarks on the reading process? How can he recognize and 

decode the majority of English words he does not know?   

 

From my teaching, I know that I should start with the basics and phonics is one 

of the answers to help students learn English. When I discussed THRASS as a 

potential teaching tool with Dr. Jeff, I thought we could try it out on Thomas to 

see if it could help him read in English. 
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Case Background 
Thomas is a standard one pupil at primary school in Kuching, Sarawak Malaysia. 

His mother tongue is Mandarin Chinese. As a close relative of the family he 

would drop by occasionally and I would speak English to him during those visits 

but Thomas would not reply. But if I spoke to him in Mandarin he would 

respond; albeit softly and shyly. 

 

Stage 1 

Thomas was introduced to THRASS in June 2011. On the first lesson he was 

given a soft landing and learnt THRASS terms like: row, column, grapheme, and 

phoneme. Next, Thomas learnt to associate the phoneme with the grapheme 

explicitly. This was followed by blending and segmenting of phonemes. 

 

At the early stages of THRASS phonics, Thomas could sometimes match the 

grapheme to the sound, but he was reluctant to try blending sounds. Since 

Thomas was studying in a group, he was able to sit and listen to how his peers 

blended the sounds from the THRASS chart but could not as yet participate. 

Because all the students were new to the THRASS system it was teacher 

intensive: I gave the students a lot of help and the opportunity to use the 

THRASS chart, raps, and homework materials.  

 

As a teaching method, when I introduced vocabulary during my pre-stage I 

would draw attention to the THRASS chart, asking him to show me the row 

(coordinates on the THRASS chart:  row 1, picture 3) where a particular 

phoneme is found and its grapheme representation (meta-language). As I did this, 

Thomas began to blend the phonemes on the chart; he would listen, then I would 

get him to say the individual phomene and try blending. Thomas would repeat 

the process when we he did his extensive reading. Over time his speed at 

blending phonemes, graphemes improved. 

 

As Thomas familiarized himself with the THRASS system of phonics we 

deliberately taught the meta-language of phoneme, grapheme and developed 

THRASS chart awareness. During stage one of the research, the teaching and 

learning routinely recycled the skills highlighted in the literature review and we 

began to notice some improvement in Thomas’s attitude and basic THRASS 

awareness while studying English.    

 

Stage 2 
At this point our study group had been using the THRASS phonics system on 

Saturday for about four months and I was able to develop strong impressions, 

and opinions with respect to the THRASS picture chart. However, it would be 

incorrect to claim that trying out THRASS was smooth sailing from the 
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beginning. For instance, in order to use the THRASS chart, a child needs to 

understand that one side is about vowel-and-diphthong sounds, while the other 

side is about consonant sounds. While teaching THRASS at the beginning, I 

noticed that more often than not Thomas would turn to the wrong side of the 

chart. In addition, each chart contains numerous graphemes that add to students’ 

confusion.   

 

Each time Thomas used the chart, he listened to my teaching cues, such as: “This 

is a consonant chart.” “Look for the grapheme in the vowel chart.”In other 

words, as the child flips and refers to the charts regularly, he is able to find a 

grapheme and its corresponding phoneme pretty easily. In short, a child is able to 

work out which chart (consonant or vowel) he should be referring to at any one 

point in his attempt to read. 

 

A positive aspect of the THRASS chart was that it gave a range of graphemes 

that corresponds to a particular phoneme, making it a valuable resource for 

teaching a child how to read. For example, the chart shows that /i:/  manifests 

itself as the graphemes “e”, “ea”, “ee”, “ey”, and “y” as illustrated in Figure 2, 

 

Figure 2:  Phonics Chart 
 

As a result, when a child encounters these graphemes while reading, he’ll 

associate them with this particular phoneme. Thus his learning horizon on this 

particular phoneme is much broader than when he is only introduced to /i:/ - “ee” 

relationship which propels him forward faster in his reading. 

 

In addition, the chart also shows that graphemes “ea” and “e” also correspond to 

/e/.  It could be argued that this might cause slight confusion as to which 

phoneme (/i:/ or /e/) is the correct one for a particular word. At this point, the 

teacher has to step in to help and support the student, overtly informing and 

teaching the child that a particular phoneme (/i:/ or /e/) is the correct one. The 
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child can then blend the phonemes based on the information provided by the 

teacher. 

 

However, one of the challenges for me was that the THRASS charts do not 

contain all the possible graphemes for a particular phoneme; there are simply too 

many combinations in the English language to include on a single chart. But for 

each phoneme, there’s a “grapheme-catch-it-all” represented by an asterisk (*) 

on the chart. This is where a teacher would need to resort to his/her phonetics 

knowledge to add to the list of graphemes for a particular phoneme. For instance, 

the grapheme “ie” (as in the word “piece”) is not found in the charts. Based on 

the teacher’s knowledge of phonetics transcription, the grapheme “ie” would be 

added to the asterisk column shown below, indicating that it corresponds to the 

phoneme /i:/ (refer to the illustration below). Thus, it is important for an English 

teacher to have developed phonemic and phonetics awareness if they are to teach 

THRASS effectively. This should not be a hindrance to using THRASS as most 

dictionaries already cater to this. In addition, the 44 phonemes can be found on 

the UK’s BBC website should teachers wish to check the 44 phoneme sounds in 

the English language. 

 

With reference to the same grapheme and phoneme and the grapheme catch all 

GCA:   

 

E ea Ee Ey Y * ie 

 

By the end of stage two, Thomas had developed competency with the THRASS 

system and was able to use the metalanguage of the system to distinguish 

between phoneme, grapheme, vowels, and consonants on the chart and had 

progressed toward being an emerging reader in English.   

 

Stage 3 
In Stage three we decided to conclude the study with evidence of Thomas’s 

ability to read.  We used video as documentary evidence of the emerging reading 

skills he had acquired with THRASS. Video can be misleading as it is only a 

short summary presentation of all the study, effort, attention and input that was 

required from Thomas to read in English. 

 

The video clip of Thomas using THRASS was taken in January of 2012. Thomas 

was not informed beforehand that we would be filmed that day. Just before the 

video recording, Thomas was told that he would read a storybook on his own, 

as in piece / shriek 
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and that he would be “photographed”. Thomas did not have any choice in the 

selection of reading material. We selected Barnyard Banter as the sentences 

found in the story are short, and mostly consist of about five words. Barnyard 

Banter is an appropriate book for emerging readers and is very colourful and 

attractive. Furthermore it was a book Thomas had not read or heard of before. 

 

The video demonstrates that Thomas had developed emerging reading skills and 

was able to utilize the THRASS phonics chart with confidence to decode words 

and read the Barnyard Banter without adult supervision. The video documents 

Thomas’s transformed attitude instead of being daunted by the task of reading an 

entirely new story, he was now willing to ‘have a go’ in English. He showed 

confidence when sounding out and decoding the words he did not know. The 

video captures a tremendously important moment in Thomas’s life, where he is 

able to self-direct his reading. He was confident enough to decode and sound out 

new words, and clearly emerged as an early reader of English. Moreover, the 

video demonstrates that Thomas had acquired the key foundational literacy skills 

that show promise for his future with the English language. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The findings presented are specifically organized around one finding and two 

factors that correspond to the research question.  This study finds that THRASS 

phonics did have a positive result on our participant’s recognition of the 44 

phonemes in English and it instilled confidence in Thomas to read, sound out and 

decode words in English. That is to say, THRASS phonic system of pictures, 

instructional meta-language and connections between phoneme-grapheme 

relationships supported Thomas’s ability to discern, decode and identify key 

relationships in learning to read in English. 

 

The first contributing factor is that the systematic nature of THRASS phonics 

gave both teacher and student the opportunity to develop essential phonemic and 

phonic awareness skills which enhanced both parties’ ability to teach and learn 

reading effectively. 

 

The second contributing factor is that Thomas benefited from the social 

interaction in the English study group with more knowledgeable others. As a 

member of the group he was able to engage in peer learning, teaching, sharing, 

and experimentation with THRASS phonics as well as learn from the “little 

teachers” in his group. 
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Finding 1:  THRASS Phonics and Emerging Readers 
During the research study Thomas became an emerging reader with the help of 

THRASS phonics. This study finds that THRASS phonics was one of the factors 

that contributed to Thomas’s increased ability to read in English. THRASS 

phonics provided Thomas with a systematic means to begin his English study 

and develop confidence with using the chart. As Shirley Su’s reflections indicate, 

THRASS was not easy to teach or for students to learn initially, Thomas 

struggled to make connections with the metalanguage of THRASS (phoneme, 

grapheme, consonants, vowels, digraph and tri graph) and to connect these with 

his reading. However, after this initial period (stage one) the THRASS system 

proved beneficial as once the student mastered the metalanguage they were, as 

Shirley argues, “propelled forward faster in their reading.” 

 

Contributing Factor One:  Standardized Phonics Instruction 
THRASS phonic’s systematic instruction and recycling of key phonic skills 

using the chart, raps and exercises standardized the teaching and learning that 

Thomas experienced during the weekly English lessons in this study. According 

to Wilson and Colmar (2008) systematic instruction in phonics contributes more 

significantly to children’s ongoing literacy development than any alternative 

approach. Thus, consistent exposure to the teaching and learning of the 44 

phonemes, THRASS picture chart, graphemes and phonics meant that Thomas 

had the opportunity to consolidate previous learning, recycle skills already learnt 

and incorporate new skills into his growing reading repertoire. 

 

English literacy research argues that the most productive and effective teaching 

practices include systematic instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics 

(Wilson and Colmar 2008).For instance, the Rose Report (2006, p.1) that 

reviewed the United Kingdom’s National Literacy Strategy recommended: 

 

High-quality phonic work should be taught as the prime 

approach in learning to decode (to read) and encode (to 

write/spell) print in English. 

 

Phonics work should be set within a broad and rich language 

curriculum that takes full account of developing the four 

interdependent strands of language: speaking, listening, reading 

and writing and enlarging children's stock of words. 
 

Second, the standardized approach that the THRASS phonics system used was 

also important for pedagogy as it specified what was to be taught and mastered 

by the teacher before it was relayed to students. As the literature review points 

out, a challenge in the teaching of English literacy is the teacher’s own mastery 
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of phonemes, phonics and being able to competently teach these skills in the 

classroom. As our case study demonstrates, it is necessary for the teacher to 

develop competency with phonemes and phonics before he or she can teach their 

students effectively. THRASS gives a coherent and progressive way for teacher 

and student to engage in the development of phonemic awareness and phonics 

without being overwhelmed. Conversely, teachers that do not have a systematic 

phonics methodology like THRASS may make up the rules of English literacy 

and this tends to lead to greater confusion for both teacher and student(Cihon, 

2011;   Davies, 2003; Ehri, 2002; Emmitt & Pollack, 2002; Rose, 2006). 

 
Contributing Factor Two:  Social Nature Of Learning 
Another contributing factor in relation to Thomas’s ability to read was his 

engagement with a peer group of students who were more advanced in English 

reading than him. In other words, Thomas benefited from his peers’ social 

interaction and involvement in peer teaching, sharing, story time and 

experimentation with THRASS phonics during the weekly English lesson. The 

transformation of Thomas’s reading ability resulted in part from the social 

interaction he had with more knowledgeable others in English class and this was 

a contributing factor to his emergence as an English reader (Vygotsky, 1978). 

 

Limitations of the Study 

Case study researchers immerse themselves deeply in understanding subjective 

phenomena and form close relationships with their research participants. In light 

of this, they must constantly consider counter measures to ensure their own 

research objectivity (Yin, 2003).  In the present study, we consistently sought to 

counter our subjectivity by using a diversity of collection methods to illustrate 

THRASS phonics’ effectiveness in teaching Thomas to read in English. 

However, it would also be incorrect to claim the research team was totally 

unbiased and objective during the case study because we were intent upon 

teaching and coaching the study group as well as wanting Thomas to acquire 

English literacy skills. 

 

As critics of single case study often point out there is little evidence to support 

qualitative generalizations and it can be difficult to replicate case study findings 

in another location or situation (Burns, 2000). Yet replication of findings is not 

the sole purpose of qualitative research as Simons (1980, p.226) indicates: “case 

study is the way of the artist, who achieves greatness when, through the portrayal 

of an instant locked in time and circumstance, he communicates enduring truths 

about the human condition.” In this study we sought to evaluate THRASS 

phonics’ capacity to transform our participants’ attitude and ability to read and 

study in English. The transformation that occurred in Thomas is reason enough 
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for the case study, and “communicates an enduring truth about the human 

condition” as his ability to read in English will have positive reverberations 

throughout his life.  

 

Conclusion and Implications 

THRASS phonics is a compelling instrument that can be used by Malaysian 

English teachers to ensure systematic and comprehensive phonemic and phonics 

instruction with students throughout Malaysia. THRASS phonics focuses on 

specific coding skills and sub-skills that must be learned by beginning readers, 

but which then teach those readers how to acquire phoneme, grapheme, and 

development of coding competence essential prerequisites for English literacy 

skills(Callinan & Zee Der Van, 2010; Cihon, 2011; Ehri, 2003; Emmitt & 

Pollack, 2002; Rose, 2006; Stotsky, 2006; Walsh et al., 2006; Wilson & Colmar, 

2008).  

 

This study is part of a growing body of literature that argues phonemic awareness 

and phonics are essential in English language acquisition. The literature stresses 

that not all phonics learning systems are equal or of the same quality. The 

literature concludes that the type of phonics system utilized must include the 44 

phonemes and systematic instruction, so that teachers may master the skills to 

teach English literacy to their students. In this case study, THRASS phonics has 

been demonstrated to be an effective method of instruction whereby both teacher 

and student acquired the phonemic, phonics and metalanguage skills necessary to 

be competent in English literacy. 

 

Synthetic phonics has been widely recognized in the United Kingdom(Ehri, 

2003; Rose, 2006), Australia(Emmitt & Pollack, 2002; Wilson & Colmar, 2008), 

and the United States (Pressley, 1998; Stotsky, 2006; Walsh et al., 2006)as the 

key instrument for native and non-native speakers to become literate in the 

English language. In our view, the Malaysian Ministry of Education (MOE) has 

an incredible opportunity to take a leadership role and to introduce and evaluate 

THRASS phonic’s potential to transform English language teaching in Malaysia 

and increase students’ ability to read and speak English effectively. 

 

We recommend a future large-scale pilot study to evaluate THRASS phonic’s 

capacity to teach literacy with a large sample of Malaysian school children that 

would track their progress with THRASS phonics over a six-month study period. 

Such a study would provide the evidence required to demonstrate conclusive 

findings with respect to THRASS phonic’s ability to bring improvements to 

Malaysian English teaching and learning with scientific certainty. 

 



The English Teacher Vol. XLII(1) April 2013 

70 

 

References 
Baker, C. and Johnson, G. (1998) Interview Talk as Professional Practice. 

 Language and Education, 12(4), 229-242. 

 

Burns, R. (2000). Introduction to Research Methods (Vol. 4). New York: 

Longman. 

 

Callinan, C., & Zee Der Van, E. (2010). A comparative study of two methods of 

synthetic phonics instruction for learning how to read: Jolly Phonics and 

THRASS. The Psychology of Education Review, 34(1), 21-34. 

 

Cihon, M., T. (2011). Using Visual Phonics as a Strategic Intervention to 

Increase Literacy Behaviors for Kindergarten Participants At-risk for 

Reading Failure. Journal of Early and Intensive Behavior Intervention, 

5(3), 138-155.  

 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2007). Research Methods in Education 

(6th Ed). London: Rutledge/Falmer. 

 

Coogan, M. (2005). A Critical Look at the Prompts New Zealand Teachers Use 

in Teaching Reading. Educational Threads, 32-45(1).  

 

Davies, A. (2003). Why all teachers of English should be trained to use the 

THRASS “Periodic Table of Phonics". London, England.  

 

Davies, A., & Ritchie, D. (2003). Teaching THRASS Whole Picture KeyWord 

Phonics: The Essential Guide TO progression and Assessment for ALL 

Teachers of English. THRASS Australia.  

 

Ehri, L. (2002). Phases of acquisition in learning to read words and implications 

for teaching. In R. A. T. Stainthorp (Ed.), Learning and Teaching 

Reading (Vol. 1, pp. 7-28). Great Britian: The British Psychological 

Society. 

 

Ehri, L. (2003). Systematic Phonics Instruction  Findings of The National 

Reading Panel. Paper presented at the Paper presented at the 

inivitational seminar organized by the Standards and Effectiveness Unit 

DES British Government, London, Britian. Retrieved from http: 

www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/pdf/literacy/lehri_phonics.pdf. 

 



The English Teacher Vol. XLII(1) April 2013 

71 

 

Elliot, J., & Lukes, D. (2008). Epistemology As Ethics In Research And Policy: 

The Use of Case Studies. Journal of Philosophy of Education, 42(1), 

88-119.  

 

Emmitt, M., & Pollack, J. (2002). Language and Learning. Australia: Oxford 

University Press, Australia. 

 

Fewster, M. (2011). THRASS Works; Now What? Alice Springs Correctional 

Centre. Alice Springs NT 0871.  

 

Gerring, J. (2004). What Is a Case Study and What Is It Good For? American 

Political Science Review, 98(2), 341-354.  

 

Gerring, J., & McDermott, R. (2007). An Experimental Template for Case Study 

Research. American Journal of Political Science, 51(3), 688-701.  

 

Griffiths, C. (2008). Deaf children to be taught synthetic phonics using ground-

breaking free software. Retrieved from 

http://www.prweb.com/releases/2008/10/prweb1503834.htm 

 

Honan, E, (2004). ‘(Im)plausibilities: a rhizo-textual analysis of policy texts and 

teachers’ work’, Educational Philosophy and Theory, 36(3), 267 - 281. 

 

Levin, B.B., & Merritt, S. P. (2006).  Guest editors' introduction:  Actionresearch 

for teacher empowerment and transformation.  Teacher Education 

Quarterly, 3, 3-6. 

 

Luck, L., Jackson, D., & Usher, K. (2006). Case study: a bridge across the 

paradigms. Nursing Inquiry, 13(2), 103-109.  

 

Merriam, S.B. 1988, Case Study Research in Education: A Qualitative 

 Approach,  Jossey-Bass, San Francisco. 

 

Pressley, M. (1998). Reading instruction that works: The case for balanced 

teaching. New York: Guilford Press 

 

Rose, J. (2006). Key findings from the final report of the Rose review into the 

teaching of reading. Retrieved from http: 

www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/rosereview/report. 

 

Simons, H. (ed.) (1980) Towards a Science of the Singular: Essays about Case  



The English Teacher Vol. XLII(1) April 2013 

72 

 

Study in Educational Research and Evaluation. Occasional Publications 

No. I0.Norwich: University of East Anglia, Centre for Applied 

Research in Education. 

 

Stake, RE. (1994). Case Studies. In N.K. Denzin, & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.), 

Handbook of Qualitative Research (pp. 236-247). Thousand Oaks, Sage 

Publications. 

 

Stake, R. E. (1995). The Art of Case Study Research.  London and Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage. 

 

Stenhouse, L. 1975. An introduction to curriculum research and development.   

London:  Heinemann 

 

Stotsky, S. (2006). Why American Students Do Not Learn to Read Very Well: 

The Unintended Consequences of Title II and Teacher Testing 

ThirdEducation Group Review, 2(2), 8-25.  

 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978).  Mind in society:  The development of higher 

psychological processes.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

 

Walsh, K., Glaser, D., & Wilcox, D. (2006). What Education Schools Aren’t 

Teaching and what elementary teachers aren't learning. Paper 

presented at the National  on Council Teacher Quality, Washingtom 

DC.  

 

Wilson, J., & Colmar, S. (2008). Phonemic Awareness and Phonics in Literacy 

Teaching: The Shared Role of School Counsellors and Teachers. 

Australian Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 18(2), 89-105. 

 

Wright, C., Conlon, G. E., Wright, M., & Dyck, H., M. (2011). An Open, Pilot 

Study of the Understanding Words Reading Intervention Program. 

SAGE, OPEN, 1-12. doi: 10.1177/2158244011420452 

 

Yin, R. (1993). Application of Case study Research (3 Ed. Vol. 3). New Delhi: 

SAGE. 

 

 



The English Teacher Vol. XLII(1) April 2013 

73 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

THRASS VOWELS CHART

 
 

 

 

 

 


