Hooked On Phonics Really Did Work For Me!

I was sitting next to my mom on our front porch step keeping one eye on the road and one eye on the book I was supposed to be attempting to read. I was hoping that I would see the bus pull up in front of my house soon so I could leave the book behind and get to kindergarten.  I couldn’t wait to play with my new found friends. It was only September; there would be plenty of time to learn how to read later. I did not know why my mom was so upset. So what I said “brown” when the word on the page was “tree?” I did not understand the whole rush about teaching me to read. I loved books, but it was much more enjoyable listening to someone read to me instead of taking the time to sound the words out myself. As I skipped down the driveway to get on the bus I did not look back at the porch step. But if I had, I would have seen my now very nervous mother wondering if her daughter was going to fail kindergarten because she could not teach her how to read. Although this might seem like an overreaction to some people, this is what my mom was really thinking. I was her first child so she did not know what to expect or do about my reading struggles. Oh, if I only could have known what was in store for me! 

Little did I know as I made my way to kindergarten that day that my mom was placing a call in to my Aunt Donna. She was confident that Aunt Donna, who had two young children of her own and had faced some of the same issues, would know what to do with my reading difficulties. The two mothers formulated a plan that they would launch on none other than Christmas Eve. Let me just say that this was a Christmas that would stay etched in my mind forever; it is a year that is impossible to forget.

We were all gathered at my Grandma Comparette’s house once again for our annual Christmas Eve get together. As you can imagine, I was so excited to see everyone, to eat lots of good food, and of course to open the pile of presents that was growing as everyone arrived. That year my cousins and I were so excited about the presents that we were able to talk the adults into letting us open them before we ate dinner. I got lots of toys and games that year, but as we left the living room to eat, my cousins and I could not help but notice the gigantic wrapped package sitting in the corner. Although the sticker on the top of the box said it was for Stacy, Brian, me, and even my baby sister Jenni, we were told that the gift had to wait until after dinner. This was something torturous for a six year old. How was I supposed to concentrate on food when there was a giant Christmas present waiting to be opened with my name on it? I was not hungry; I was too busy pondering the contents of the box.

Alone at the kids table during dinner we tried to guess what could be in the box. We came up with a whole list of possibilities, our favorite being that inside was some kind of a note saying that we were all going on a vacation together that summer. After dinner we gathered back in the living room where we were finally going to get the chance to find out what was in the mystery package. It seemed as though we could not get the wrapping paper off fast enough. There was so much wrapping paper and tape covering the surface of the box that it was hard to decide where to start. I did not think that we were ever going to get to the actual present. It seemed as though a half hour  passed as we furiously ripped at the paper, let out shrieks of excitement, and saw the growing mound of sparkly shredded paper gather at our feet. Finally we struck gold; we got to the present at long last! As we all peered in the box to see what it was we were a little puzzled to see another box with writing on it sitting inside. I obviously could not read the writing on the box, but it looked like something fun, so my cousin Brian and I got really excited and started jumping up and down. But it only took one look at my cousin Stacy, who was a few years older than us and could read, to make the jumping immediately stop. She informed us that it was Hooked on Phonics, which in simpler terms that we could understand meant homework. Even as a kindergartner I knew that whatever was in the box could not be good, no matter how much fun the kids in the picture looked like they were having. Our parents tried to smooth things over by giving us a package of balloons that were supposed to whistle and fly across the room if you blew them up and let them go. But the only thing that came of that was spit flying all over the place. Let us just say that our Christmas Eve did not end the way we had envisioned it would.

Over the next few months I spent a lot of time working with the Hooked on Phonics materials. There were the endless flashcards, word books, and even cassette tapes with catchy little songs on them to memorize. To this day I can still hear the tune of the vowel song… A, E, I, O, and U, and sometimes even Y! Even though these things were supposed to be “fun activities,” my mom still had to fight with me to practice. We worked on my phonics skills every night and sometimes even in the morning while I was waiting for the bus. I started off learning my sounds by practicing with flashcards found on the Hooked on Phonics keychain. This involved single letter sounds such as “d” and “t.” The flashcards also included more complex sounds like “th” and “ck.” Then I moved on to function words like, is the, and a, which were words that I just had to memorize. I then worked my way up to reading actual words that had similar sounds like man, fan, and can. Every level that I progressed to had a different book to work out of. Eventually these words that I was learning were linked together to form sentences that I practiced reading. The whole point of the Hooked on Phonics program was that it built on the concepts that I had learned in previous levels. Before I knew it I was able to put all of the concepts together and was able to start reading. The more words I could read in my favorite book, the more confident I became with my newfound skills. Hooked on Phonics had lit a fire under me. I no longer had to wait until someone had enough time to read a book to me. I could pick up a book on my own at any time I pleased and enjoy reading it myself. My mom was amazed at just how much Hooked on Phonics had helped me in such a short amount of time. This was literally a few months time span. Now, this does not mean that I learned a few songs and magically woke up one day and could read. In those few months I spent hours and hours practicing. But still, those are some pretty amazing results. 

By the time I entered first grade in the fall, my reading level had improved so drastically that I was placed in the highest level reading group in my class. The year before in kindergarten there was not much emphasis placed on reading, at least not that I can remember. My teacher did not even seem to realize that I was struggling to learn how to read. But first grade was a different story. Reading seemed to be at the core of every activity we did. Although each of our reading groups were said to be chosen at random, we were not dumb and soon figured out that the Red Robin group, which I was a part of, was made up of the best readers in the class. This information boosted my self-esteem and made me push even harder to improve my skills.


During that year we were also challenged to read as many books at home as we could. Our first grade teacher had a star system set up around the ceiling of her room. For every five books you read, you got to move your rocket ship forward one star. The goal was to make it around the room one time during the course of the school year. Each student had their own individual rocket ship with his or her picture on it and was encouraged to shoot for the stars. By that time I was reading quite a few books to my mom every night. Granted, they were only a few pages filled with simple sentences, but they still counted towards the tally. That year I definitely met the goal of making it around the room in my rocket ship. In fact, with the amount of books I read I probably made it all the way to Pluto and back. At the end of the year my final tally of books that I had read was an astonishing six hundred and twenty books, and I still have the rocket ship to prove it.

The following summers, after I was old enough to read on my own, my mom used to assign me a story worksheet from the Hooked on Phonics box. These stories dealt with reading comprehension. I would have to read a short story and then answer the questions that followed. Even though my mom “assigned” one of these stories for me to complete each day, I secretly loved doing them.  I no longer hated working with the Hooked on Phonics materials because reading was a skill I now enjoyed. Hooked on Phonics made an immediate difference in my life, but an even closer look shows what a lasting impact it has had on my literacy even to this day.


Today, if asked what my favorite hobby or pastime is I will not hesitate to say reading. Over the years I have read a countless number of books, and can polish off a three hundred page novel easily in one day. I am currently pursuing a degree as an English teacher because of my love of reading and learning. My reading skills help me a lot in college, because it is not unusual for me to have to read multiple chapters from my textbooks for homework. I work in a library, so I am surrounded by books all of the time. Books are my passion, and such a meaningful part of my life today that it is easy for me to forget where my literacy journey began. My mom loves to remind me of this funny story of how I struggled to learn to read. But, it was not so funny at the time. I owe a lot to Hooked on Phonics and my mom. If it were not for the materials and her persistence I might still be mistaking the word “brown” for “tree.” I have a feeling that Hooked on Phonics impact on my life is not over just yet. Because somewhere in my Aunt’s crawlspace is the dusty box of books that shaped my literacy. Someday I might have to pull that box out when I have children of my own.
