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Phonemic
Awareness

Phonemic awareness should be playful, engaging, interactive, and social. 

—Yopp, 1995

Aphoneme is defined as the smallest unit comprising spoken language.
In the English language, there appear to be almost 50 phonemes.

In fact, before excited parents hear their baby say “mama” and “dada,”
that baby has already said 47 other phonemes (P. Leach, 1995, as cited on
Prime Time Live, ABC News). Unfortunately, none of the other phonemes
the baby said gain quite the attention of those two magic words that all
parents love to hear.

Alphabet recognition and phonemic awareness—the ability of the student
to focus on or manipulate phonemes in spoken words—have been identified by
correlational studies as the two best predictors of how well students will
acquire reading skills during their first two years of school (National
Reading Panel, 2000). Fluency in reading begins when students are capable
of hearing and recognizing individual sounds in speech, when students
know that spoken words and syllables are composed of a series of spoken
sounds, and when they realize that if one letter is changed in a word, it can
completely change the meaning (Teele, 2004).

Instruction in this area should move from the easier skills of phoneme
identity and isolation to the more difficult skills of categorization, blend-
ing, segmentation, and deletion. A brief description of each skill follows.
Phoneme isolation asks students to recognize the individual sounds in one
word; for example, What is the first sound that you hear in the word fast (/f/)?
Phoneme identity requires that students identify the sounds that are alike
at the beginning, middle, or ending of two or more words. An example
would be, What sound is the same in the words mat, mix, and mud? Phrases
that exemplify alliteration are helpful in teaching phoneme identification;
for example, Sally sells seashells down by the seashore or The nice neat night
nurse needs new nylons.
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Phoneme categorization or so-called oddity tasks require a student
to determine whether two or more spoken words are the same or different
or to identify the odd word in a series of three or more words. Examples
of this skill are as follows: Which word does not belong: tan, van, house, man?
Which word does not begin with the same sound as the other words: cat, boy, car,
can? More difficult tasks include the following: Which of the following words
do not end with the same sound: run, can, sat? Which of the following words do
not have the same middle sound: pig, sit, lap?

Phoneme blending requires that students listen for individual sounds
and blend them into a known word; for example, What is the following word:
/s/ /p/ /u/ /l/ (spool)? Segmentation of phonemes occurs when students are
asked to count or mark the individual sounds in a word: How many differ-
ent phonemes do you hear in the word drip?

One of the most difficult skills in this area is phonemic deletion or hav-
ing students recognize what word parts remain when a specific phoneme
is removed. An example would be, What would bread be without the /ead/?

Although activities will be provided for each of the aforementioned
types of phonemic manipulation, research has shown that instruction focus-
ing on only one or two types, such as blending or segmentation, is far supe-
rior to that which focuses on several types (National Reading Panel, 2000;
Partnership for Reading, 2001). This may be due to a number of factors,
including the confusion caused when too many types are taught at one
time, the limited amount of time the teacher can spend on any one type, or
the student’s inability to master the easier manipulations before proceed-
ing to the more difficult ones. The activities that follow will be instrumen-
tal in incorporating brain-compatible strategies to help students acquire
phonemic awareness skills. Students do not realize that while they are
playing games, working with a partner, or singing a song, they are actu-
ally laying the foundation for the acquisition of reading skills.

RELEVANT RESEARCH

When the 26 letters of the alphabet are introduced prior to the sounds,
12 of the phonemes are not included (Wolfe & Nevills, 2004).

Poetry strengthens students’ oral and written language abilities,
expands their knowledge of content, and adds to their knowledge of
social skills (Pinnell & Fountas, 2004).

Hearing syllables in words has been considered the bridge between
children’s ability to hear a phoneme and their ability to hear a word.
This skill has been identified as a predictor of future reading ability
(Wolfe & Nevills, 2004).

Phonemic awareness activities should be playful and interactive and
are best taught within the context of authentic reading and writing
and not in isolation (Anderson, 2004; Wolfe & Nevills, 2004).
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Students acquire phonemic awareness best when they are taught
using a wide variety of teaching methods that match their learning
styles (Teele, 2004).

When the brain is involved in phonemic awareness, oral language
neural pathways are reshaped and will be used later for reading
(Wolfe & Nevills, 2004).

Instruction in phonemic awareness can help improve the reading and
spelling abilities of all students including beginning readers and older,
less capable ones (Partnership for Reading, 2001).

A well-executed phonemic awareness program should take no more
than 20 hours of class time throughout an entire school year with instruc-
tion differentiated based on need (Partnership for Reading, 2001).

A number of reading experts attribute reading difficulties in children
and adults to a lack of phonemic awareness (Adams, Foorman,
Lundberg, & Beeler, 1998; Lyon and Fletcher, 2001).

It is better to concentrate on only one or two types of phonemic
instruction rather than instructing in several types (Partnership for
Reading, 2001).

The connection between phonemic awareness and real reading should
be clear and explicit to the student (Partnership for Reading, 2001).

Instructing students in the manipulation of phonemes in words
yielded highly effective results whether students were reading words,
pseudo-words, or comprehending (National Reading Panel, 2000).

When phoneme manipulation was taught with the accompanying
letters, children acquired phonemic awareness better than when it
was taught without letters (National Reading Panel, 2000).

Children taught to manipulate phonemes with accompanying letters
were better spellers than those who were taught phonemes only
through speech (National Reading Panel, 2000).

When the brain’s angular gyrus is damaged, reading and writing are
not possible because it is within this structure that letters are trans-
lated into sounds or phonemes (Carter, 1998).

Phonemic awareness should be playful, engaging, interactive, and social
(Yopp, 1995).

An effective approach for developing phonemic awareness along
with word identification and spelling is the use of word boxes (Clay,
1993; Yopp, 1995).

Teachers should be encouraged to stimulate students linguistically
with strategies such as storytelling, word games, rhymes, and riddles
in order to facilitate phonemic awareness (Mattingly, 1984).
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STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES

Objective: Recognize individual
sounds in words (phoneme isolation)

Brainstorming and Discussion

• Read the following list of words aloud. Have students discuss the
first sound they hear in each word: 1. bear /b/ 2. fast /f/ 3. hat /h/ 4. man
/m/ 5. bat /b/

• Read a sample alphabet book aloud to students for enjoyment. Have
students work together to make a class alphabet book. Have them brain-
storm words with the same beginning phoneme as the chosen letter of the
alphabet. For example, for the letter D, the alphabet book could read David
does daily dances. For the letter P, the alphabet book could read Penny puts
pebbles in piles.

Manipulatives

• Stuff small plastic bags with objects and the same number of inter-
locking cubes as there are phonemes in the object. For example, in one bag
could be a nut and three cubes that are connected for the three sounds in
the word nut. Distribute the bags to students in the class. Each student
opens the bag, and pulls out the object and the cubes. The student names
the object and then says the sounds in the object as she or he breaks apart
the cube (Yopp & Yopp, 2000).

Movement

• Have students say the phoneme that represents the first sound in a
given name and then stand if their name begins with that same phoneme.
For example, say the following to students: Tell me the first sound you hear
in the name James. If your name also begins with that same sound, please stand.

• Read the story A, My Name is Alice by Jane Bayer (1984) for enjoy-
ment. Following several readings, have students jump rope as they say
several selected rhymes in the book. Following this activity, have them
name the first sound they hear in the jump rope rhymes. For example,
students tell the beginning sound they hear in the following rhyme:

A, My name is Alice, and my husband’s name is Alex.

We come from Alaska, and we sell ants.

Alice is an aardvark, and Alex is an anteater.

Students work together to write other verses to the rhyme using the
names of students in the class.
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• Students work in pairs or trios to walk around the room finding
objects that begin with the same sound as a given picture. For example, a
trio is given the picture of a dog. The three students then work together to
find objects in the room that begin with the /d/ sound. Objects located
could include a desk, some dust, or a door.

Music, Rhythm, Rhyme, and Rap

• Use music to teach phonemes by having students sing several of
their favorite songs. Following many repetitions, select key words from
the lyrics and have students name the first sound they hear in each word.
For example, in the song “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star,” students could
name the first sound they hear in the following words: how, above, like,
diamond.

• Rhyme is effective for teaching ending phonemes. Have students
identify the ending phonemes in some favorite nursery rhymes such as
Little Miss Muffet sat on a tuffet, The itsy bitsy spider crawled up the water spout,
or Jack and Jill went up the hill.

• Have students rewrite a favorite nursery rhyme to change the ending
phonemes. For example, Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden
grow? could be rewritten as Johnny, Johnny, just as funny, why do you tease
us so?

Storytelling

• Read aloud one of the favorite stories of the class. Following several
readings simply for enjoyment of the literature, select key words from the
story and have students name the first sound they hear in each word.

Objective: Recognize the common
sound in different words (phoneme identity)

Drawing and Artwork

• Select nouns that have the same beginning, middle, or ending
phoneme. Each student draws a picture of one of the nouns selected. Have
one student come to the front of the room and bring his or her drawing.
Ask the student to tell the sound at the beginning, middle, or ending of the
noun that they drew. Any student who drew a word with the same begin-
ning, middle, or ending sound also comes to the front of the room. For
example, say to students, Would the student who drew the picture of a word
that begins with the /t/ sound please come to the front of the room? The student
who drew the tiger would come to the front. Then say, If you drew a word
that begins like “tiger,” would you come to the front as well? Students who
drew pictures of a table or telephone would also come to the front of the
room. Follow the same procedure for the middle and ending phonemes
in selected nouns.
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Adaptation: Have three or four students come to the front of the room
with their drawings. Have students decide whether any of the three words
begin or end with the same phonemes.

Movement

• Have students stand if the two words read have the same begin-
ning phoneme and remain seated if the two beginning phonemes are dif-
ferent. Once students become proficient with beginning phonemes, have
them listen for and stand if two words have the same ending or middle
phoneme.

Storytelling

• Read aloud one of the favorite stories of the class. Following several
readings simply for enjoyment of the literature, select key words from the
story and show students that these words have the same beginning, mid-
dle, or ending phoneme.

Objective: Recognize the word with a different sound in
a series of three or more words (phoneme categorization)

Brainstorming and Discussion

• Pronounce a series of three or four words for students. One word in
each series should have a different beginning, middle, or ending phoneme
from the other words in the series. Students would discuss which word
is not the same. For example, in the series man, sad, bat, and pig, students
would identify that pig would be the word that does not belong because it
is the only word with a different phoneme in the middle.

Drawing and Artwork

• Have students brainstorm and draw three pictures, two with the
same beginning, middle, or ending phoneme, and one with a different
phoneme from the other two. For example, students could draw pictures
of the words finger, farm, and man. Students would explain to the class that
finger and farm begin with the same phoneme and man does not.

Metaphors, Analogies, and Similes

• Have four students come to the front of the room with three of the
four having something in common, such as three boys and one girl or three
students without glasses and one student with glasses. Have the remain-
der of the class guess which student does not belong and tell why.
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Movement

• Brainstorm a list of words that have the same beginning, middle, or
ending phoneme. Write the words on cards and pass them out randomly
to students. Have students move around the room and find other students
holding words with the same beginning, middle, or ending phonemes as
the words they have. They then stand next to the selected student(s). Pick
three students who have words with the same phonemes and one with
a word that is not the same. Allow students to determine the different
phoneme.

Objective: Combine a sequence of separately spoken
words into a recognizable word (phoneme blending)

Manipulatives

• Give each student three phonemes that can be blended together to
make a word. For example, one student has the following phoneme cards:
/b/, /e/, /d/. Another student has the following cards: /p/, /i/, /g/.
Students place their phonemes in an order that will make a word. They
then blend them together and pronounce the word for their partner.
Students see whether they can combine any of their phonemes and those
of their partner in a different order to make another word.

Metaphors, Analogies, and Similes

• Compare the blending of phonemes to the blending or mixing of
paint by showing students that when you mix together yellow and red
paint, you get the color orange. Similarly, when you mix two sounds
together, you get another sound that is a blend of the single sounds. Give
students examples of words with blended beginning sounds such as play,
bread, grape, and swing.

Role Plays, Drama, Pantomimes, and Charades

• Ask two students to come to the front of the class. Pronounce the
word black. Explain to students that at the beginning of the word black are
two sounds that like each other very much, so they work together. Name
one student the /b/ sound and the other student the /l/ sound. Have the
two students stand close together to demonstrate that these two sounds
blend together. Pronounce the two sounds blended together and have
students do the same /bl/. Have other students come to the front of the
room and role play the following additional blended phonemes: /pl/ as in
play, /cl/ as in clock, and /fl/ as in flower. When students appear to com-
prehend blends with the letter /l/, use examples of other blended words
such as /br/ in bread, /sk/ as in skate, or /tw/ as in twinkle.

9Phonemic Awareness

01-Tate (Reading).qxd  3/24/2005  7:32 PM  Page 9



Movement

• Each student is given a phoneme that could be combined with
another student’s phoneme to make a word. For example, one student
could be given the phoneme /f/, another the phoneme /u/, and another
the phoneme /n/. Play music with a fast pace and have students walk
around the room until they find another student with a phoneme they can
combine with their own to make a word. When they find that student, they
stand together. When the music stops, have the class pronounce all of the
words made by the students standing together.

Music, Rhythm, Rhyme, and Rap

• Use music to teach blended phonemes by having students sing sev-
eral of their favorite songs. Following many repetitions, select key words
from the lyrics and have students name the first two sounds they hear in
each blended word. Two examples follow. In the song “Twinkle, Twinkle,
Little Star,” students could name the two sounds they hear in the follow-
ing words and blend them together: twinkle, star, sky. In the song, “Baa,
Baa, Black Sheep, Have You Any Wool?” students could name the two
sounds they hear at the beginning of the word black.

Writing and Journals

• Teach students how to blend phonemes by doing the following:
Pronounce the phonemes /b/, /i/, /g/ for students. Ask students what
word you just said. Then say, Let’s write the letters which represent the sounds
in big. We’re going to read the word big. Provide additional practice by
repeating the procedure with the following phonemes: /c/, /a/, /t/ (cat);
/b/,/u/, /g/ (bug); /s/, /i/, /p/ (sip).

Objective: Break a word into its
separate sounds (phoneme segmentation)

Manipulatives

• Draw a word box, a rectangle that is divided into sections that cor-
respond to the sounds heard in a key word. A picture could be placed
above the boxes. Place counters below the divided sections of the rectan-
gle. As the student slowly pronounces each sound in the key word, the
student places counters in the respective boxes. For example, give a student
a word box divided into three sections. Above the word boxes is a picture
of a cat. As the student pronounces the /c/ sound, the student puts a
counter in the first box. The student pronounces the /a/ sound and places
the second counter in the second divided section of the box, and then as
the student pronounces the /t/ sound, a counter is placed in the last
section. An example follows:
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11Phonemic Awareness

Adaptation: The student can eventually replace the counters with
magnetic letters representing the sounds.

Adaptation: The student can spell the word by writing the letters in the
sections of the box as the student hears the sounds in the word (Clay, 1993;
Joseph, 1999).

Movement

• Students listen to a given word as the teacher pronounces it.
Students clap once for each phoneme in the given word as the word is
repeated. Begin with words that have two phonemes and expand to three
or more.

• Students listen to a given word as the teacher pronounces it.
Students stomp their feet once for each phoneme in the given word.

• Students listen to a given word as the teacher pronounces it. Students
touch a different body part to represent the order of each phoneme in the
word. For example, for the word sun students touch their heads as they pro-
nounce the /s/, their waists as they pronounce the /u/, and their feet as
they pronounce /n/.

Reciprocal Teaching and Cooperative Learning

• Students count the number of separate phonemes in a word pro-
nounced by the teacher and compare the number with their close partner.

Objective: Recognize the remaining
word when a specific phoneme is changed
(phoneme deletion, addition, substitution)

Brainstorming and Discussion

• Write a word on the board. Have students discuss the word that
remains when one phoneme is deleted. For example, ask students, What is
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the word swing without the s? The students would say wing. Provide numer-
ous additional examples.

• Write a word on the board. Have students discuss the word that is
formed when another phoneme is added. For example, ask students, What
is the word late with the /s/ sound added? The students would say slate.
Provide numerous additional examples.

• Write a word on the board. Have students discuss the word that
is formed when another phoneme is substituted. For example, say to
students, The word is pat. Change the /t/ to /d/. What is the new word? Provide
numerous additional examples.

Manipulatives

• Give students word cards that contain the phonemes in a given
word such as bus. Have them place the cards on their desk to spell the
word. As you name a phoneme, have them remove it from their desk and
pronounce the phonemes that remain. For example, What is bus without the
/b/? us. What is bus without the /s/? bu.

As students become more proficient, use longer words with more
sophisticated phonemes.

Movement

• Have the same number of students come to the front of the room as
there are phonemes in a given word. Give each student a card with a letter
that represents each phoneme in the given word. Then delete, add, or sub-
stitute phonemes by deleting, adding, or substituting students. For example,
have three students come to the front of the class. Give each student a
letter card that represents the phonemes in tan. One student would have
the /t/, one student the /a/, and one student the /n/. Have them stand
close together, and have the class pronounce the word tan. Have the
student with the /t/ sit down. Ask students what word would remain?
They respond, an. Then give another student a word card with the
phoneme /s/. Have that student come to the front of the class and stand
at the beginning of the word tan to make the word Stan. Have students
pronounce the new word. Finally, have the /s/ and the /t/ sit down, and
have other students come to the front of the room. Give each of these
students initial phonemes to substitute for the /t/ in the word tan. One
student could come with a /D/, one with an /f/, and one with a /v/.
Have students pronounce the new words Dan, fan, and van.
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REFLECTION AND APPLICATION

Which strategies can I use to teach phonemic
awareness so that my students’ brains are engaged?

Standard/Objective: ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________.

Activity: _________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________.

Standard/Objective: ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________.

Activity: _________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________.

Standard/Objective: ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________.

Activity: _________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________.

Standard/Objective: ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________.

Activity: _________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________.

Standard/Objective: ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________.

Activity: _________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________.
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