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Phonics instruction is an 
important part of literacy 
instruction—especially in 
Michigan where our performance on national tests is 
quite poor as compared to that of other states. Over 
the years, research has addressed effective ways to 
support children’s phonics development. The book, 
Letter Lessons and First Words: Phonics Foundations that 
Work includes the latest research and provides research-
based recommendations for phonics instruction in the 
K-2 classroom. Not only is the book a useful tool for 
instructional ideas, it also provides a solid and very 
important foundation of phonics knowledge for all 
readers. 

Throughout the entire book, Heidi Anne Mesmer uses 
detailed examples to support teachers seeking to imple-
ment more effective phonics instruction into their early 
elementary literacy instruction. In the introduction, 
Mesmer states that she has written the book to provide 
a glimpse into how these practices might look inside 
actual classrooms. She effectively does this through her 
articulate use of language and detailed explanations; 
additionally, there are several references to at least 20 
short video clips that accompany the instructional rec-
ommendations. These videos are definitely an asset to 
the book and will be most appealing to teachers seeking 
to implement the practices. Accessing the videos is very 
easy and highly recommended. 

After an informative introduction, and several chapters 
during which readers gain a better understanding of 

English orthography and the importance of systematic 
phonics instruction, the book provides assessments to 
help teachers better individualize phonics instruction. 
Mesmer argues, and research confirms, that effective 
phonics instruction should be dynamic, engaging, and 
individualized. The assessments she provides will be 
most useful to teachers as they work to differentiate 
phonics instruction. The final chapters of the book 
include numerous instructional ideas to address the 
needs of children at different levels of phonics develop-
ment.

This book is a must read for all K-2 teachers and those 
preparing to become early elementary teachers. It’s writ-
ten with the needs of K-2 students and their teachers 
in mind. The book will certainly inspire more engaging 
phonics instruction and thereby foster more effective 
learning experiences for early elementary students. 
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