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Academic recognition of Letterland 
 

1) THE US NATIONAL READING PANEL REPORT Chapter 2, Part II: Phonics Instructions, 
(2000), p2-125  (Report found at http://www.nichd.nih.gov/publications/nrp/upload/report_pdf.pdf and description at 
http://www.nationalreadingpanel.org/Publications/subgroups.htm):  

 
“The value of mnemonics for teaching letter-sound relations to kindergartners is supported by 
evidence. In a study by Ehri, Deffner, and Wilce (1984), children were shown letters drawn to 
assume the shape of a familiar object, for example, s drawn as a snake, h drawn as a house (with 
a chimney). Memory for the letter-sound relations was mediated by the name of the object. 
Children were taught to look at the letter, be reminded of the object, say its name, and isolate the 
first sound of the name to identify the sound (i.e., s - snake - /s/). With practice they were able to 
look at the letters and promptly say their sounds. Children who were taught letters in this way 
learned them better than children who were taught letters by rehearsing the relations with pictures 
unrelated to the letter shapes (e.g. house drawn with a flat roof and no chimney) and also better 
than children who simply rehearsed the associations without any pictures.  
 
Application of this principle can be found in Letterland (Wendon, 1992)…  In this program, all the 
letters are animate characters that assume the shape of the letters and have names prompting the 
relevant sound, for example, Sammy Snake, Hairy Hat Man, Fireman Fred, Annie Apple. The task 
of learning the shapes and sounds of all the alphabet letters is difficult and time-consuming, 
particularly for children who come to school knowing none. The relations are arbitrary and 
meaningless. Techniques to speed up the learning process are valuable in helping kindergartners 
prepare for formal reading instruction.   
 
The motivational value of associating letters with interesting characters or hand motions and 
incorporating this into activities and games that are fun is important for promoting young children’s 
learning. If the task of teaching letters is stripped bare to one of memorizing letter shapes and 
sounds, children will become bored and easily distracted and will take much longer to learn the 
associations.”   
 

 
2) LINNEA EHRI, Distinguished Professor, The Graduate School, City University of New York and 

National Reading Panel Member: 
‘You have uncovered some important principles of learning supported by research findings in your 
efforts to develop Letterland as an effective instructional tool. I am very impressed.’   
 

3) DR SALLY SHAYWITZ, M.D., Professor of Pediatrics and Child Study, Yale University School of 
Medicine and National Reading Panel Member, Overcoming Dyslexia, published in 2003 by 
Alfred A Knopf:  
“Another engaging and helpful phonics program ... is Letterland ... in which animate characters 
take on the names and shapes of the letters they represent as in Fireman Fred and Sammy 
Snake”.   

 
4) PEGGY MCCARDLE Ph.D. & VINITA CHHABRA M.Ed., The Voice of Evidence in Reading 

Research, published in 2004 by Paul H Brookes Publishing Co. ISBN 1-55766-672-5:  
“To help children learn all of the letter-sound correspondences, some phonics programs teach 
mnemonic devices. For example, in the Letterland program (Wendon,1992), the shape of K is 
drawn as the body of "kicking king” whose first sound, /k/, is the sound of the letter. The shape of 
S is drawn as the body of "Sammy Snake." In this way, an easily remembered mediator is taught 
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to help children connect the shape of the letter to its sound. Research shows that this makes it 
easier for the children to learn the correspondences (Ehri, Deffer, & Wilce, 1984)” 
  

5)   Lesley Morrow, Robert Rueda & Diane Lapp, Handbook of Research on Literacy and       
Diversity: Issues Concerning Social Justice, ELL, and Policy, 2010, Guilford Publications.  Chapter by 
Dr Linnea Ehri on mnemonics, including illustrations of Letterland embedded mnemonics and 
evaluative comments on their relevance for English Language Learners.     
   
6) DR DENNIS MOLFESE Ph.D., Distinguished University Scholar, Chair & Professor, Department of 
Psychological and Brain Sciences, University of Louisville, Kentucky, Editor-in-Chief of Developmental 
Neuropsychology:  

"Very clearly, Letterland offers a systematic program of instruction for alphabetic and phonological 
knowledge that is critical for the early stages of reading development. The materials are well 
designed and highly attractive to children, serving to motivate them to spend more and more time 
learning to recognize and name the letters of the alphabet as well as learn the letter sounds AND 
develop their rhyming and rime skills. Researchers across the world have repeatedly found that 
these components are the literal building blocks that lead to reading success."  
 

7)   REBECCA H. FELTON Ph.D. Reading Consultant, Author, Dyslexia Researcher and former 
Faculty member, Neuropsychology Department, Bowman Gray School of Medicine:  

 "Many children who are at risk for reading difficulties have serious problems learning the names 
and sounds for the letters of the alphabet. Letterland, with its engaging characters, stories, songs, 
gestures for each letter, provides a rich and effective system of cues for letter-sound 
associations.   Use of these multiple cues as part of the Letterland reading program should ensure 
that all students develop mastery in this critical component of reading."  
 

8)   BOB SCHLAGAL Ph.D., Professor of Reading, Graduate Faculty and Senior Clinician, 
Department of Language, Reading, & Exceptionalities Appalachian State University USA, Board 
Member, North Carolina Branch of the International Dyslexia Association: 

“Letterland is the most effective of all the synthetic phonics programs for children that I have 
observed or worked with. This program is not only extremely well-thought out, it is highly 
imaginative and distinctly and usefully memorable.  As a result, teachers and children alike take 
pleasure in carefully exploring the terrain in which letters and groups of letters live and interact.  
 
As a long term student of young children’s writing and spelling development, I have been 
singularly impressed at the early start that children get with the aid of Letterland instruction. (This 
is something that teachers comment on with regularity.) I have consistently observed earlier, more 
accurate and more complete phonemic analysis in children’s spelling under this system —
Letterland’s dramatic “live spelling” may be a powerful help in this--as well as a willingness to write 
among even the most shy and least secure children. Although I have focused my comments on 
children’s writing, I see the same kind of excitement and progress in their reading”.  
 

9)   LUANNE MCFARLANE, MSc, Associate Professor, Speech Pathology & Audiology, University of 
Alberta, Edmonton, Canada (extracts from the Journal of Speech-Language Pathology and 
Audiology Vol 22, No. 4, Dec 1998):  

“Letterland is a comprehensive teaching system designed to increase reading success … for use 
with children ages three to seven plus… All aspects of reading are taught through metaphors, 
stories, … songs, … narrative and natural experience... The materials are economical and have a 
multitude of uses... Letterland is a structured, exciting method for introducing early literacy skills 
and continuing the instruction through the early school years...  
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There is immense potential for integration into individual and group intervention for phonemic 
awareness, articulation, phonology, and expressive language... A high degree of structure makes 
it appropriate for use by speech-language pathology assistants and families... The wide range of 
materials saves time in developing activities for use in the home or by aides and assistants… I 
would highly recommend the use of the materials.”  


