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Abstract 
Phonics is required by National Curriculum for Compulsory Education in 2011. 
Numerous studies were conducted on phonics and its instruction since then. To 
understand the research trend and to locate research gaps, a systematic review study 
was needed. This review was conducted based on the initial searches of China National 
Knowledge Infrastructure, the most popular academic platform. Following PICO tool, 
altogether 42 master theses are included. The findings indicate that in recent ten years, 
empirical studies focus on the application of phonics in EFL settings from pre-school year 
to high school period. Most studies were on primary school years (N=27). The findings 
also indicate that phonics instruction can greatly enhance EFL students’ words 
recognition ability, spelling ability, phonemic awareness, learning motivation as well as 
overall language proficiency. Based on the analysis, all the included studies has 
theoretical support and altogether ten different theories are utilized to support those 
empirical studies, although some of the studies experimental design is not strong enough. 
However, the findings implies no studies have been conducted on EFL teachers and pre-
service EFL teachers knowledge base to implement phonics, implying further 
investigation in this domain. 
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1. Introduction 

English language is an alphabet language with twenty-six letters which not only have their own 
letter names, but also possess corresponding one or more sounds (Bear et al., 2020). The 
correspondence between letters and sounds is often known as phonics (Bear et al., 2020). 
Phonics is also considered as a component of early reading strategies (ILA, 2018, 2019; Kelly, 
2016; Nunn et al., 2019) which has long been employed in English speaking countries, though 
phonics is a hotly debated for decades.  
More precisely, since the mid-nineteenth century the controversy lied between teaching early 
reading via phonics approach or whole-word approach (Balmuth, 2009; Parker, 2019; Sprague, 
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2014). The two approaches are rooted from two distinguished philosophies. Phonics is based 
on bottom-up theory of reading process that reading begins with lower-level skills, such as 
alphabet recognition, phonemic awareness, phonics decoding rules, fluency and move on to 
more advanced level such as meaning comprehension out of text (Amadi, 2019; Holmes, 2009). 
On the other hand, whole-word approach is established on top-down theory that reading is a 
natural process of creating meaning from authentic reading resources in language-rich 
environment (Friedman, 2019). Finally, in the late 1990s, phonics approach was encouraged to 
be integrated into early reading instruction to assist early readers developing reading fluency 
and reading comprehension (Roembke et al., 2018). Then, the controversy is shifted to which 
phonics instruction approach is the most effective one (Sprague, 2014). Essentially, as Blevins 
(2017) noted that, phonics per se is not a specific teaching approach, rather, there are several 
approaches to instruct it, such as analytic phonics instruction approach, synthetic phonics 
instruction approach as well as analogy phonics instruction approach. 
The National Reading Panel [NRP] (2000) drew extensive evidence from empirical studies to 
indicate explicit and systematic phonics instruction is an effective approach which mainly 
refers to synthetic phonics instruction approach (Blevins, 2017). Almost same time, DEST 
(2005) in Australia, DfES (2007) in UK also referred to synthetic phonics instruction approach 
as a universal approach for beginners. To further investigate the efficacy of phonics instruction, 
the research focus shifted to investigating teachers or pre-service teachers’ knowledge base to 
teach phonics because as Blevins (2017) and ILA (2019) noted that a teacher’s knowledge of 
phonics as well as linguistics can significantly affect the implementation of phonics instruction 
and their pedagogical decision making. As a result, ILA (2020) strongly recommends that pre-
service teachers be trained how to teach phonics. In other words, it is a research trend in 
English speaking countries to look into pre-service teachers training program to prepare them 
to teach phonics now. Since this article aims to view studies on phonics in China, the context of 
phonics implementation is introduced as below. 
English is a foreign language in China. In 2011, phonics is included in National English 
Curriculum for Compulsory Education by Ministry of Education of China (Long, 2019; Ministry 
of Education, 2011). Since then studies on phonics and its instruction began to boost in 
mainland China. Via CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure), there are altogether 87 
journal articles and 71 theses related to phonics in English language. Among them, 67 of the 
Master theses are empirical studies on application of phonics from 2012 to 2021. None PhD 
dissertations has been found via the search of CNKI.  

2. Review Process 

As a systematic literature review, the purpose is to review the previous literatures 
systematically to summarize evidence on questions with a comprehensive research plan 
(Shahrol et al., 2020). During the process, widely accepted procedures of systematic review by 
Kichenham and Charters (2007) are adopted to identify, evaluate, interpret and analyze 
available studies on phonics in China to address the above research questions. Hence, the 
present study includes four steps which are formulation research questions, preliminary search 
of previous studies on phonics, identifying inclusion or exclusion criteria and evaluation of 
included studies’ quality. 

2.1. Research Questions 
As suggested by Tawfik et al., (2019), there are two kinds of tools for questions formulation. 
The first one is PICO which indicates population, intervention, comparison and outcome in 
quantitative evidence synthesis. The second is SPIDER which refers to sample, phenomenon of 
interest, design as well as research type in mixed or qualitative methods. Since most of the 
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empirical studies on phonics in China focus on application of phonics instruction are qualitative, 
PICO approach is adopted to assist the formulation of research questions. 
 

Table 1. Criteria and the Scope 
Criteria Scope 
population Papers that propose phonics instruction on EFL learners 
intervention Existing works that includes phonics instruction on EFL learners 
comparison Strengths and limitations of each work in implementing phonics instructions 
outcomes Effects of phonics instruction 

 
Based on the criteria and preliminary search in CNKI, the research questions for this study are: 
RQ 1: What is the research trend on phonics in mainland China from 2012 to 2021? 
RQ 2: What are the main empirical research findings of existing studies?  
RQ3: What are the theories employed to support the empirical studies? 
RQ 4: What are the strength and limitations of existing studies? 

2.2. Search Process 
Since this study focus on reviewing previous studies in phonics in mainland China, the search 
of previous literatures is narrowed in CNKI which is the most popular and reliable database in 
mainland China. The key word for the initial search is “phonics”. Then classify and catalogue 
the studies according to publication types, such as journals, conference, book chapters, theses 
and guidelines. Since this study aims to review phonics and phonics instruction in English 
language, after narrowing down the search only targeting with phonics of English, only 87 
journal articles and 69 master theses are found. 

2.3. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
To conduct a systematic literature review, some inclusion and exclusion criteria are considered. 
First, a collection of studies via preliminary search were reviewed and sorted. Priority is given 
to master theses which focus on empirical studies of phonics in English language. Those journal 
articles without detailed research methodology are excluded. The studies which are not focus 
on English language phonics are excluded. In this case, only 69 master theses focusing on 
application of phonics implementation are left. 

2.4. Quality Evaluation 
Table 2. Search Process and Outcomes 

Search 
process 

No. of 
studies 

Preschool 
level 

Elementary 
level 

Junior middle schools 
level 

High school 
level 

preliminary 158 - - - - 

refine 69 - - - - 

excluded 20 - - - - 

included 42 1 27 13 1 

 
To validate the quality of the selected studies several questions are developed as guideline to 
select most relevant theses for this study. First, does the research design proper and valid? 
Second, does the study clearly state the results and discuss the strength and limitation of the 
proposed work? Otherwise, the studies are excluded. This process on selected theses is 
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important to ensure relevant and valid studies are selected and applied in systematic review. 
Therefore, altogether 42 theses are included. All 42 theses focus on studying effect of phonics 
instruction on EFL students in different academic years. The search process and outcomes 
distribution of the search is in Table 2. 

3. Findings 

To answer the first research questions, the 42 empirical studies are sorted in table 3 below 
based on the study focuses and study level. 
 

Table 3. Research Trends in Recent 10 Years 
Study Level Number of 

Studies 
Design Outcomes 

Pre-school 1 Quasi-
experiment 

Phonemic awareness is improved 

Primary  
school 

27 Quasi-
experiment 

Phonemic awareness, words recognition ability, 
spelling ability and learning motivation are improved 

Junior middle 
school 

13 Quasi-
experiment 

Phonemic awareness, words recognition ability, 
spelling ability and learning motivation are improved 

High school 1 Quasi-
experiment 

Word recognition ability and phonemic awareness are 
improved 

 
Table 4. Studies on Different Levels in Different Years 

 2012 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 total 
High School - - - - 1 - - - - 1 
Junior Middle School - 1 2 5 2 6 6 1 2 25 
Primary School - 1 - - 3 - 5 6 - 15 
Pre-School 1 - - - - - - - - 1 

 

 
Figure 1. Research Trends in Recent 10 Years 
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Table 3, 4 and figure 1 indicate that, from 2012-2021, the research trend in China is that most 
of the empirical studies on phonics focus on the application of phonics instruction to develop 
EFL students’ phonological awareness, words recognition ability, vocabulary spelling ability, 
English language proficiency as well as learning motivation from pre-school year to high school 
years. None of the studies looks into in-service EFL teachers or pre-service EFL teachers’ 
knowledge base to teach phonics.  
More specifically, the study outcomes are summarized in figure 2 below. 
 

 
Figure 2. Study Outcomes in Recent 10 Years 

(outcome1=words recognition ability, outcome2=phonemic awareness, outcome 3=spelling 
ability, outcome 4=language proficiency, outcome5=learning motivation) 

 

 
Figure 3. Study Outcomes of Various Study Level 

(1= pre-school level, 2= elementary school level, 3= junior middle school level, 4=high school 
level) 
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It can be seen from figure 1 that 39 of the studies in the past 10 years indicate EFL students 
improved word recognition ability after phonics instruction. 36 study results indicate EFL 
students’ spelling ability is improved after phonics instruction and 31 study results indicate 
that EFL students’ English learning motivation is encouraged. Only 1 study result indicates that 
phonics instruction can improve EFL students’ overall English language proficiency. 12 study 
results show phonemic awareness is enhanced after phonics instruction 
 

Table 5. Different Study Outcomes in Different Years 
 2012 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 total 
words recognition ability - 2 2 5 7 5 9 7 2 39 
phonemic awareness 1 - - 2 2 3 2 - 1 11 
spelling ability - 2 1 5 6 5 10 6 - 35 
Language proficiency - 1 - - - - - - - 1 
Learning motivation - - 2 2 6 4 9 7 1 31 

 
Figure 3 and Table 5 indicate that, most of the studies are on primary school level by which the 
results mainly focus on the improvement of words recognition ability, spelling ability and 
English learning motivation. Similarly, on junior middle school level, the study outcomes are 
also on the improvement of the above three aspects. On the other hand, on pre-school level, the 
result indicates that pre-schoolers’ phonemic awareness is improved after receiving phonics 
instruction and on high school level, EFL students’ words recognition ability, phonemic 
awareness as well as learning motivations are improved. Thus far, the first two research 
questions are answered. 
 

Table 6. Theories Employed in Previous Studies 
 2012 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 total 
Input hypothesis - 2 2 1 2 1 1 1 - 9 
Inter-language Theory - 2 1 2 1 3 1 2 1 12 
behavorism - 1 - - - 1 - - - 2 
Critical period hypothesis - 1 - 1 1 1 1 - - 5 
Working memory theory - - 1 - - 1 - - - 2 
Constructive learning theory - 3 3 2 3 4 4 3 2 24 
Writing phase theory - - - - - 1 - - - 1 
Reading phase theory - - - - - 1 - - - 1 
Ausubel’s cognitive structure 
migration theory 

- - - - 1 - - 1 - 2 

Affective filter hypothesis - - - - 1 - - - - 1 

 
As indicated in table 6, in the past ten year, to examine the effects on phonics instruction on EFL 
students from pre-school year to high school level, altogether, 10 theories are employed by 
different researchers in 42 studies. Among the theories, the most often is constructive learning 
theory. The least mentioned theories are writing phase theory, reading phase theory as well as 
affective filter hypothesis. Behavioral theory is only employed by two researchers. Thus far, the 
third research question is answered. 
The fourth research question is: “What are the strength and limitations of existing studies”?  
Based on above analysis, all the studies allow educators to look into the impact of phonics 
instruction on EFL students, but some of the studies, such as Wang (2018), Wang (2019) and 
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Zhang (2020) adopted comparatively weak design which means one group pretest and posttest 
design of experiment. On top of that, all studies although reported positive impact on EFL 
students, specific phonics instruction approach was not specified in the study which the 
researcher applied.  

4. Discussion 

Based on the synthesis of the studies from 2012 till 2021, the studies on phonics mainly are 
empirical ones which focus on investigating effects of phonics instruction on EFL students from 
pre-school level to high school level. This finding is in accordance with Huangpu (2017). In 
addition, all the previous studies indicated that phonics instruction benefits EFL students in 
recognizing unknown words, spelling new vocabularies, developing phonemic awareness as 
well as improving learning motivation. Those findings support research findings of Carroll et 
al., (2011) and ILA (2019) that phonics instruction benefits all, especially those struggling 
learners. In China, English is learned as a foreign language which begins at elementary school 
as required by the Ministry of Education (Xiong, 2019). Before elementary school, EFL students 
in China lack rich language environment to gain basic listening and speaking vocabularies 
which are the fundamental bricks for early reading and writing (Trelease, 2013). In that case, 
when English is started to be taught and learned in elementary schools, EFL students struggle 
to follow the basic requirements of reading and writing (Xiong, 2019). Therefore, phonics 
instruction is applicable for EFL students in China and the 42 studies which are analyzed in this 
article provide empirical evidence that EFL students indeed benefit from phonics. 
However, as noted by Bald (2007), Blevins (2017) and Johnson and Watson (2007) that there 
are three main types of phonics instruction approaches which are known as synthetic phonics 
instruction approach, analytic phonics instruction approach as well as analogy phonics 
instruction approach. As Blevins (2017) defined that synthetic phonics instruction approach 
starts with introducing fundamental letter-sound relationship and then encourage learners to 
combine the phonemes to sound out the words. Analytic phonics instruction is considered as a 
top-down approach which requires learners to identify individual phoneme from a list of words 
that contain the same initial sound, middle sound or final sound. Then, the identified phoneme 
is generalized and discussed (Bear et al., 2020, Blevins, 2017). Analogy phonics instruction 
approach is based on introducing word families to learners rather than individual phonemes to 
encourage learners to quickly recognize words based on familiar word chunks (Blevins, 2017). 
Among the three, only while synthetic phonics instruction approach is employed, learners’ 
phonemic awareness can be fostered along with the word recognition ability and spelling 
ability concurrently (Bald, 2007; ILA, 2018; Johnston & Watson, 2007). The 42 studies which 
are analyzed in this article, as shown above, although, most of the studies reported EFL students’ 
words recognition ability and spelling ability are greatly improved, none of the studies 
definitely specify which phonics instruction approach or approaches are adopted in the 
experiment training. This might attribute to different English text books in China which 
includes different types of phonics instruction approach. For example, in the most widely used 
English textbook published by People’s Education Press, phonics is introduced in form of word 
chunks while in other textbooks synthetic phonics instruction approach is presented. Therefore 
the researchers follow certain textbooks without realizing which phonics instruction approach 
they have adopted in the experiment. Another reason might be disclosed by Zhao et al. (2015) 
that EFL teachers are lack the related knowledge constructs in phonics. Similar conclusion is 
mentioned by Xiong (2019) that there is not an official phonics instructional guide for EFL 
teachers to learn to teach phonics systematically and explicitly. This may account for the reason 
that during their research process, researchers did not specify certain phonics instruction 
approach. 
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The second, as Johnson & Bendolph (2018) suggested that in quasi-experiment, one group 
pretest-posttest design is moderately weaker than none-equivalent pretest-posttest control 
group design. Therefore, in some of the previous studies, to some degree, the limitation is the 
moderately weak design to provide empirical evidence that phonics instruction benefits EFL 
students. 
The last point worthy of being discussed is the theories which researchers used in the studies. 
From the findings, constructive learning theory is the most popular theories adopted by 
researchers in examining effects of phonics instruction on EFL students, especially Piaget’s 
Theory of Cognitive Development and Zone of Proximal Development by Vygosky. Piaget’s 
Cognitive Development focuses on children’s development from perspectives of neuroscience 
and psychology which implies phonics instruction should be in accordance with EFL students’ 
cognitive development. In addition, zone of proximal development means the difference 
between current knowledge and ability and what they can do with assistance. This provides 
implications that phonics instruction should be based upon their current level. As for the 
behaviorism, only two researchers adopted it to support their studies on phonics. The notion 
of introducing phonics to beginners is drawn from behaviorist learning theory that reading is a 
linear process by which readers decode the word, linking words into phrases or sentences 
(Weegar, 2012). More specifically, this notion is included in Bottom-up Theory of Reading 
Process. More precisely, as the name implies, Bottom-Up Theory of Reading Process More 
precisely, as the name implies, Bottom-Up Theory of Reading Process views early reading as a 
sequential and progressive process that is best learned in stages, beginning with lower-level 
skills and progressing to higher-level components (Amadi, 2019; Forstall, 2019). This means 
that language learners must first master the fundamental skills required for literacy to fully 
comprehend more complex components necessary for reading comprehension (Amadi, 2019; 
Holmes, 2009). Thus, this approach encourages explicit and direct phonics instruction from 
essentials to advanced phonics decoding rules (Amadi, 2019), consistent with the ILA’s (2018, 
2019) recommendations.  
On top of that, under the category of behaviorism, Stimulus-Response Theory also contributes 
to the application of phonics. Especially Instrumental Conditioning Theory implies that the 
group’s complex behavior can be conditioned. That means, via implementation of phonics 
instruction, EFL students’ can acquire basic skills of decoding words. Last, Thorndike’s Trial 
and Error Theory also applicable for instructing phonics. For example, the law of readiness 
implies that phonics should be introduced when they EFL beginners are ready to learn to 
achieve satisfactory results. Here, the readiness refers to both psycho-biological readiness and 
learning experience which fits their mental development. From this perspective, the law of 
readiness is in accordance with constructivism, especially Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive 
Development and Zone of Proximal Development by Vygosky that to introduce phonics to EFL 
beginners when their cognitive ability is ready and have fundamental knowledge ready for 
receiving phonics instruction. As Blevins (2017) introduced that alphabet recognition and 
phonemic awareness are the two readiness presumptions for acquiring phonics decoding rules. 
Another law under Trial and Error Theory is the Law of Exercise which also provides 
foundation for phonics instruction. Law of Exercise implies that during process of phonics 
instruction, drills should be provided to reinforce the decoding rules. At last, Law of Effect 
implies importance of positive feedbacks during phonics instruction process, including during 
drilling process to reinforce EFL beginners’ confidence and motivation to learn.  

5. Conclusion and Future Work 

The purpose of this article aims to review empirical studies on phonics in the past 10 years in 
China. Based on PICO, four research questions are proposed. The first: “what the research trend 



Volume 3 Issue 5, 2022 

DOI: 10.6981/FEM.202205_3(5).0067 

514 

Frontiers in Economics and Management 

ISSN: 2692-7608 

in China is in recent 10 years. The second question is : “ What are the results of empirical 
studies?”, the third one is: “what are the theories applied in those studies?” and the last question 
is the limitation and strength of the previous studies. To answer those four questions, certain 
criteria are applied to include and exclude certain studies. Finally, 42 master theses are selected 
as samples to be analyzed. Those theses adopted samples range from 30-100 and reported 
positive results on phonics instruction on EFL students range from pre-schools to high schools. 
During those studies, altogether 10 theories are used to support their research design. However, 
based on the analysis, behavioral theory which supports phonics instruction was not paid 
attention to. Another limitation of those studies is that most of the studies did not specify which 
instruction approach they have applied. Therefore, the findings of this article implies first, aside 
from empirical studies on effects of phonics instruction on EFL students on different levels, 
teachers’ or pre-service EFL teachers’ knowledge base should be examined to help better 
implementing phonics instruction. The second, as Xiong (2019) pointed out a phonics 
instructional guide is expected to enhance EFL teachers’ knowledge construct in phonics and 
its implementation approaches. The third, to carry out empirical studies, behavioral theories is 
suggested to be integrated into theoretical framework and none-equivalent pretest-posttest 
with control group design is recommended as this design is considered to be stronger. In a 
nutshell, the studies of phonics in China just start and there are several unexplored areas. This 
article hopes to intrigue more studies on phonics and its implementation in EFL settings in 
China. 
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