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Understanding how children develop reading skills is essential for educators, parents, and
anyone involved in early childhood development. One of the foundational elements in early
reading acquisition is phonological recoding—the ability to translate written symbols into
their corresponding sounds. This process is a critical step in the journey from recognizing
symbols to fluent reading. This article explores the stages at which children typically learn
phonological recoding skills and begin to read, focusing on Stage 0 and Stage 1, as outlined
in prominent reading development models.

Introduction to Reading Development Stages

Before delving into the specifics of phonological recoding, it's important to understand the
broader framework of reading development. Researchers, including Marie Clay and Marilyn
Adams, have identified distinct stages that children pass through as they become proficient
readers. These stages describe how children transition from pre-literate awareness to
fluent, independent reading.

The two key stages of interest here—Stage 0 and Stage 1—are part of a developmental
continuum that begins before formal schooling and progresses into early reading skills.
Recognizing these stages helps educators tailor instruction to children’s developmental
levels, ensuring effective literacy development.

What is Phonological Recoding?

Phonological recoding is the process by which a reader converts written symbols (letters or
letter groups) into their corresponding sounds, enabling decoding of unfamiliar words. It
involves phonemic awareness—the recognition and manipulation of individual sounds
within words—and the ability to apply these skills to reading.

Phonological recoding is considered a cornerstone of decoding skills. It allows children to
"sound out" words, which is crucial when encountering new or complex words. Mastery of
this skill marks a significant milestone in early reading development.



Stage 0: The Pre-Reading Stage

Overview of Stage 0

Stage 0, often called the "Pre-Reading" or "Emergent Literacy" stage, typically occurs from
birth to around age 5 or 6, before formal reading instruction begins. During this period,
children develop foundational literacy skills through exposure to language and print in their
environment.

Key Characteristics of Stage 0

Developing phonological awareness through activities like singing, rhyming, and oral
storytelling.

Recognizing that print carries meaning; for example, understanding that a book has a
story.

Understanding the functions of print, such as reading from left to right and top to
bottom.

Engaging in "pretend reading" by mimicking reading behaviors without actual
decoding skills.

Experiencing early print concepts like recognizing letters, especially those in their own
name.

Phonological Skills in Stage 0

While children in Stage 0 do not yet have formal phonological recoding skills, they begin
developing phonemic awareness through:

1.

2.

Listening to and distinguishing different sounds in words.
Engaging in rhyming games and songs that emphasize sound patterns.

Playing with sounds in language without connecting them explicitly to written
symbols.

Does Phonological Recoding Occur in Stage 0?

Not yet. During Stage 0, children are primarily developing phonological awareness and print
concepts but are not yet capable of phonological recoding. They are laying the groundwork



for future decoding skills by becoming aware of sounds and print, but the explicit process of
translating letters into sounds (phonological recoding) begins after this stage.

Stage 1: The Initial Reading/Decoding Stage

Overview of Stage 1

Stage 1, often called the "Decoding Stage," generally occurs from about age 5 or 6 and
continues into the early elementary years. This stage marks the beginning of actual reading
development, where children start to decode words using phonological recoding skills.

Key Characteristics of Stage 1

Decoding unfamiliar words primarily through phonological recoding—sounding out
words based on letter-sound correspondences.

Developing confidence in decoding simple words, often using a letter-by-letter
approach.

Recognizing high-frequency words that do not follow regular phonetic patterns (sight
words).

Beginning to understand that print carries meaning and that decoding is essential to
reading fluency.

Using phonemic awareness and phonics skills to decode words, gradually moving
toward automaticity.

Phonological Recoding in Stage 1

This is the critical stage where phonological recoding skills are explicitly learned and
refined:

1.

Children learn the relationship between letters and sounds, often through phonics
instruction.

. They begin to apply phoneme-grapheme correspondences to decode unfamiliar

words.

Children practice breaking words into individual sounds (phonemes) and blending
these sounds to form words.

They develop the ability to sound out unfamiliar words quickly, leading to increased



reading fluency.

Supporting Skills During Stage 1

To facilitate phonological recoding, children benefit from:

Explicit phonics instruction focusing on common letter-sound patterns.

Activities that promote phonemic awareness, such as segmenting and blending
sounds.

Practice with decoding a variety of words, including regular and irregular patterns.

Exposure to high-frequency sight words to build reading confidence.

Summary: When Do Children Learn Phonological
Recoding and Start to Read?

Key Points to Remember

e Phonological recoding skills are typically acquired during Stage 1, the initial decoding
stage of reading development.

e During Stage 0, children are developing foundational phonological awareness but are
not yet capable of phonological recoding as a decoding strategy.

e The transition from Stage 0 to Stage 1 marks the shift from pre-literate awareness to
active decoding and word recognition based on phoneme-grapheme correspondences.

Implications for Educators and Parents

- Recognize that children in Stage 0 benefit most from activities that build phonological
awareness, such as rhyming, singing, and storytelling.

- When children enter Stage 1, explicit instruction in phonics and decoding strategies is
crucial.

- Patience and consistent exposure to print and sounds support the natural progression
from awareness to decoding.

- Differentiated instruction tailored to each child's developmental stage enhances reading
success.



Conclusion

The journey to becoming a proficient reader involves several developmental stages, with
phonological recoding being a pivotal skill acquired during Stage 1. While children develop
phonological awareness in Stage 0, the explicit process of decoding—sounding out
words—begins in Stage 1. Understanding these stages enables educators and parents to
provide appropriate support, fostering a lifelong love of reading and literacy skills.
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Frequently Asked Questions

At which stage do children typically begin to develop
phonological recoding skills?

Children begin to develop phonological recoding skills during Stage 1.

What is the primary focus of Stage O in early reading
development?

Stage 0 primarily involves pre-reading behaviors such as developing oral language and
print awareness, before phonological recoding skills emerge.



How does phonological recoding influence a child's
ability to read?

Phonological recoding allows children to decode unfamiliar words by translating written
symbols into sounds, which is essential for fluent reading.

At what age do most children start showing signs of
phonological recoding skills?

Most children begin to develop phonological recoding skills around ages 5 to 6, during
Stage 1.

What are the characteristics of Stage 1 in reading
development?

Stage 1 is characterized by children recognizing some words by sight and starting to use
phonological recoding to decode words.

How can educators support children in progressing
from Stage O to Stage 1?

Educators can support this transition by fostering phonological awareness activities, such
as rhyming, segmenting sounds, and letter-sound correspondence exercises.

Is phonological recoding a skill children are born with
or develop over time?

Phonological recoding is a developmental skill that children acquire over time through
exposure and practice.

Why is Stage 1 considered a critical period in reading
development?

Stage 1 is critical because it marks the beginning of decoding skills that form the
foundation for fluent, independent reading.

Can children skip Stage 0 and go directly to Stage 1 in
reading development?

No, children typically go through Stage 0 first, developing foundational language and print
awareness before advancing to Stage 1.



Additional Resources
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Introduction

The process of learning to read is a complex, multi-faceted journey that involves various
cognitive, linguistic, and perceptual skills. Among these, phonological recoding—the ability
to translate written symbols into their corresponding sounds—is fundamental.
Understanding at which stage a child learns phonological recoding skills and begins to read
has significant implications for educators, speech-language pathologists, and parents alike.
This article provides a comprehensive review of the developmental stages of reading
acquisition, focusing on Stage 0 and Stage 1, to elucidate when phonological recoding
typically emerges and how it supports early reading development.

Theoretical Frameworks of Reading Development

Before delving into the specifics of stages, it is essential to understand the theoretical
models underpinning reading acquisition. The Simple View of Reading posits that reading
comprehension results from the conjunction of decoding and language comprehension.
Central to decoding is the ability to translate written symbols into sounds—a process
heavily reliant on phonological skills.

Ehri’'s Phases of Word Reading Development offer a nuanced understanding, delineating the
progression from pre-alphabetic to full alphabetic phases. These phases align with the
stages under discussion and provide a framework for identifying when phonological
recoding skills emerge.

Defining Phonological Recoding

Phonological recoding refers to the mental process of converting graphemes (letters or
letter clusters) into their phonological counterparts, enabling a reader to decode unfamiliar
words. It is sometimes called “sounding out” words and is considered a key component of
early decoding strategies.

Key features of phonological recoding include:
- Recognizing letter-sound correspondences
- Applying phonemic awareness skills

- Using phonological representations to decode words

This skill is vital for transitioning from pre-reading behaviors to genuine word recognition
and fluent reading.



The Developmental Stages of Early Reading

The progression of reading skills can typically be categorized into distinct stages, primarily
based on developmental milestones:

1. Stage 0 (Pre-Reading or Logographic Stage)

2. Stage 1 (Initial or Decoding Stage)

3. Subsequent stages involve more sophisticated phonological, orthographic, and
comprehension skills.

This review concentrates on Stage 0 and Stage 1, as they are critical for understanding the
emergence of phonological recoding.

Stage 0: The Pre-Reading Phase
Characteristics of Stage 0

Stage 0 generally encompasses children aged approximately 3 to 5 years. During this
period, children are not yet reading but are developing foundational skills that prepare
them for reading acquisition.

Key features include:

- Recognizing environmental print (logos, signs)

- Developing oral language and vocabulary

- Engaging in phonological awareness activities such as rhyming and syllable segmentation
- Showing interest in books and print

Children at this stage do not typically recognize the alphabet or have systematic knowledge
of letter-sound correspondences. Their engagement with print is often visual and contextual
rather than phonologically driven.

Phonological Skills in Stage 0

Although phonological recoding is not yet a conscious or systematic skill, children develop
rudimentary phonological awareness during this phase. They may:

- Recognize rhymes
- Count syllables
- Identify initial sounds in words

For example, a child might recognize that "cat" and "car" both start with the same sound,
or enjoy rhyming games. These activities lay the groundwork for phonological recoding but

do not involve explicit decoding of written words.

Reading-Related Behaviors



Children in Stage 0 often:
- Pretend to read by memorizing stories
- Point to pictures while "reading" familiar books

- Recognize some environmental print by sight

Importantly, explicit phonological recoding skills are generally not yet developed at this
stage. Instead, children are engaging in pre-phonological or emergent literacy behaviors.

Stage 1: The Decoding Stage
Characteristics of Stage 1

Typically starting around ages 5 to 7, Stage 1 marks the point where children begin
systematic decoding of written words. This stage is characterized by:

- Learning letter-sound correspondences
- Applying phoneme-grapheme rules to decode unfamiliar words
- Beginning to read simple texts fluently

This stage signifies the emergence of phonological recoding skills as a core component of
reading.

When Does Phonological Recoding Emerge?

Research indicates that phonological recoding skills typically develop during Stage 1, as
children acquire the necessary alphabetic knowledge and phonemic awareness.

Key milestones include:

- Mastery of the alphabetic principle—knowing that letters represent sounds
- Ability to segment words into individual phonemes
- Applying phoneme-grapheme correspondences to decode new words

Empirical evidence:

- Children begin to sound out unfamiliar words using letter-sound knowledge around ages
5-6.

- Studies show a strong correlation between phonemic awareness tasks (e.g., phoneme
segmentation) and decoding success at this stage.

- The development of phonological recoding is often observable through tasks where
children manipulate sounds to decode novel words.

Phonological Recoding in Practice
At this stage, children:

- Engage in explicit sounding out of words
- Use phoneme blending strategies to decode unfamiliar words



- Rely less on context or picture cues and more on phonological decoding

For example, when encountering the word "bag," a child applies knowledge that "b" makes
/b/, "a" makes /ae/, and "g" makes /g/, blending these sounds to read the word.

Transition From Stage 0 to Stage 1

The shift from pre-reading behaviors to active phonological recoding is a gradual process
involving:

- Increased phonemic awareness
- Formal instruction in letter-sound correspondences
- Practice decoding strategies

Children typically begin Stage 1 once they have acquired a sufficient understanding of the
alphabetic principle and can apply phonological recoding strategies reliably.

Factors Influencing the Onset of Phonological Recoding
Several factors influence when children learn phonological recoding skills:

- Instructional quality: systematic phonics instruction accelerates development.

- Language exposure: richer oral language experiences promote phonemic awareness.

- Cognitive development: working memory and phonological processing abilities impact
readiness.

- Individual differences: some children may develop these skills earlier or later depending
on background.

Implications for Educators and Practitioners

Understanding that phonological recoding typically emerges during Stage 1 informs
instructional practices:

- Focus on explicit phonics instruction after children demonstrate foundational phonological
awareness.

- Incorporate activities that promote letter-sound correspondence and blending.

- Support children who struggle with decoding, as difficulties at this stage can impede
reading fluency.

Summary and Conclusions
At Which Stage Does A Child Learn Phonological Recoding Skills And Start To Read?

Based on developmental research and theoretical models, children generally begin to learn
phonological recoding skills during Stage 1, the initial decoding stage, which occurs



approximately between ages 5 and 7. During this period, children transition from emergent
literacy behaviors to active decoding, applying phoneme-grapheme correspondences to
read unfamiliar words.

In contrast, during Stage 0, children predominantly develop pre-phonological skills such as
rhyme recognition and oral language, with phonological recoding not yet a conscious or
systematic skill.

In summary:

- Stage 0 (Pre-Reading): No formal phonological recoding; emergent phonological
awareness

- Stage 1 (Decoding): Emergence and development of phonological recoding skills, enabling
children to sound out words and begin reading fluently

Recognizing these stages allows educators to tailor instruction and intervention strategies
effectively, ensuring children develop strong foundational decoding skills essential for
lifelong reading success.
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