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Introduction

A	Context	for	Phonological	Awareness
Scientists	have	contributed	a	great	deal	to	our	understanding	of	literacy	development	in
recent	years.	We	know,	for	example,	that	literacy	development	begins	well	before	the
onset	of	formal	schooling.	We	know	that	the	experiences	children	have	in	their	first	years
contribute	tremendously	to	their	later	success	in	reading	and	writing.	We	know	that
literacy	is	a	complex,	multifaceted	ability	that	involves	much	more	than	recognizing
letters	and	sounding	out	words.	Literacy	entails	understanding	how	the	written	system
works,	making	sense	of	text	content,	and	making	connections	among	ideas.	It	requires
readers	to	bring	their	background	knowledge,	language,	critical-thinking	skills,
motivation,	interests,	and	experiences	to	the	text.

This	book	addresses	one	essential	foundation	of	literacy	development:	phonological
awareness.	It	provides	a	definition	of	phonological	awareness,	explains	why	it	is
important,	and	describes	how	it	develops.	It	highlights	the	crucial	role	of	adults	in
fostering	young	children’s	phonological	awareness,	and	it	provides	70	instructional
activities	that	purposefully	and	explicitly	address	phonological	awareness	development
while	capitalizing	on	children’s	joy	in	play.

Compelling	and	converging	research	demands	that	those	who	work	with	young	children
attend	to	phonological	awareness	development.	As	important	as	phonological	awareness
is,	however,	by	itself	it	means	little.	Educators	must	understand	the	big	picture	of	literacy
development,	they	must	understand	how	children	learn	and	develop	in	general,	and	they
must	know	the	individual	children	who	populate	their	classrooms	or	early	childhood
settings.	Furthermore,	they	must	understand	that	literacy	development	is	influenced	by	a
child’s	physical,	social,	and	emotional	well-being	and	by	the	nature	of	the	relationships
formed	in	the	learning	environment.

Our	hope	is	that	those	who	work	with	young	children	thoughtfully	and	intentionally	use
the	activities	in	this	book	to	develop	children’s	phonological	awareness	in	the	context	of	a
comprehensive	early	literacy	program	and	a	positive,	nurturing	environment.



A	Brief	Lesson	in	Phonology
Before	we	discuss	phonological	awareness,	it	is	important	that	we	share	key	information
about	phonology,	the	sound	system	of	a	language.	Specifically,	we	describe	units	of
sound:	syllables,	onsets	and	rimes,	and	phonemes.

Throughout	this	book,	sounds	will	be	noted	by	placement	within	slash	marks,	as	in	/r/.
We	signify	letter	names	by	placing	the	letters	with	quotation	marks,	as	in	“r.”	(See	page
13	for	further	explanation.)

Syllables
Syllables	are	uninterrupted	sound	units	organized	around	a	vowel	sound.	Every	syllable
has	a	vowel	sound,	and	that	vowel	sound	may	or	may	not	have	a	consonant	sound	before
or	after	it.	Syllables	are	sometimes	referred	to	as	the	“beats”	or	“pulses”	in	a	word.	The
following	words,	as	typically	spoken,	have	one	syllable:	run,	cat,	friend,	horse.	Notice	that
the	last	two	words—friend	and	horse—have	more	than	one	vowel	in	the	spelling	of	the
words.	However,	they	each	have	only	one	vowel	sound.	The	letter	combination	“ie”	in
friend	makes	a	single	vowel	sound.	The	letter	“e”	in	horse	is	not	pronounced.	Thus,	a
syllable	might	be	spelled	with	more	than	one	vowel	but	have	only	one	vowel	sound.

The	chart	below	lists	words	with	two,	three,	four,	and	five	syllables.	Say	the	words	aloud.
Can	you	hear	each	of	the	syllables	in	the	words?	Try	clapping	the	beats	in	each	of	the
words.

Just	for	fun,	here	are	a	couple	of	six-syllable	words:	undeliverable	and	misrepresentation.
And,	here	are	a	few	seven-syllable	words:	autobiographical,	socioeconomic,	and
telecommunication.	An	eight-syllable	word?	Ultrarevolutionaries.	Perhaps	you	can	think
of	words	with	even	more	syllables!

Onsets	and	Rimes
Syllables	can	be	divided	into	smaller	(“subsyllabic”)	sound	units.	One	of	these	smaller



units	is	the	onset	of	the	syllable.	The	onset	is	any	consonant	sound	or	blend	that	precedes
the	vowel	sound	in	the	syllable.	For	example,	the	sound	/r/	precedes	the	vowel	sound	in
the	single-syllable	word	run.	Thus,	it	is	the	onset	in	the	syllable.	The	sounds	/st/	precede
the	vowel	sound	in	the	single-syllable	word	stop.	Thus,	/st/	is	the	onset	in	stop.	Think
about	the	word	grandpa.	How	many	syllables	are	in	the	word?	If	you	said	“two,”	you	are
correct.	What	is	the	onset	in	the	first	syllable	of	the	word?	The	syllable	is	/grănd/.	The
onset	is	/gr/	because	/gr/	precedes	the	vowel	in	the	syllable.	What	is	the	onset	in	the
second	syllable?	The	answer	is	/p/.	Sometimes	a	syllable	does	not	have	an	onset.	For
example,	think	about	the	single-syllable	word	in.	What	precedes	the	vowel	in	the	syllable?
Nothing!	Therefore,	in	does	not	contain	an	onset.

A	second	subsyllabic	unit	is	the	rime.	The	rime	unit	in	a	syllable	is	the	vowel	sound	and
any	sounds	in	the	syllable	that	follow	it.	What	is	the	rime	in	him?	The	answer	is	/ĭm/.
What	is	the	rime	in	flat?	The	answer	is	/ăt/.	What	is	the	rime	in	the	first	syllable	of
fantasy?	The	first	syllable	is	/făn/;	the	rime	in	this	first	syllable	is	/ăn/.

The	rime	can	be	divided	into	a	nucleus	and	a	coda.	The	nucleus	(sometimes	called	the
peak)	is	the	vowel	sound.	The	coda	consists	of	any	consonant	sounds	that	follow	the
nucleus	in	the	syllable.	Thus,	in	the	one-syllable	word	milk,	the	onset	is	/m/and	the	rime	is
/ĭlk/.	The	rime	can	be	divided	into	its	nucleus	and	coda,	/ĭ/	and	/lk/,	respectively.	The
codas	of	syllables	will	not	be	addressed	in	this	book,	as	they	are	not	generally	part	of
phonological	awareness	instruction.	Speech	and	language	specialists,	however,	will	be
impressed	that	you	know	about	these	units!

Phonemes
Phonemes	are	the	smallest	sounds	of	speech.	Think	about	the	word	stretch.	It	consists	of
one	syllable.	The	onset	and	rime	in	the	syllable	are	/str/	and	/ĕch/,	respectively.	The
individual	sounds	in	the	word	are	/s/,	/t/,	/r/,	/ĕ/,	and	/ch/.	These	five	sounds	are	the	word’s
phonemes.	Listen	carefully	as	you	say	the	word	and	you	will	hear	each	of	the	phonemes.
Here	is	another	example:	The	spoken	word	snail	consists	of	the	phonemes	/s/,	/n/,	/ā/,	and
/l/.	Notice	that	there	are	five	letters,	but	there	are	only	four	phonemes	in	the	spoken	word.
Phonemes	are	the	individual	sounds	we	hear,	not	the	letters	we	see	in	the	printed	word.

Spoken	English	consists	of	about	43	phonemes	(see	the	chart	on	page	13).	We	say	“about”
because	the	number	depends	on	the	dialect	of	English	spoken	and	the	classification	system
used.	These	approximately	43	phonemes	make	up	the	entire	body	of	the	English	language.
Imagine	that!	The	hundreds	of	thousands	of	words	that	English	speakers	use	are
constructed	from	only	43	phonemes!	(Only	26	letters	are	used,	singly	or	in	combination,
to	represent	these	sounds	in	printed	English.	The	sound	/sh/,	for	example,	is	represented
with	two	letters:	“sh.”)

Some	languages	have	many	more	phonemes	than	English;	some	have	fewer.	Spoken
Spanish,	for	example,	uses	about	half	the	number	of	sounds	that	spoken	English	uses.
Typically-developing	human	beings	are	physiologically	capable	of	making	many	sounds
with	their	vocal	structures.	The	phonemes	an	individual	ultimately	uses	depends	upon
those	heard	in	the	environment.	Thus,	a	child	raised	in	an	English-speaking	environment
hears	and	will	use	the	phonemes	of	English.	A	child	raised	in	a	Vietnamese-speaking
environment	hears	and	will	use	the	Vietnamese	sounds	and	phonemes.



Some	words	have	only	one	phoneme.	Think	about	the	words	I,	a,	and	oh.	Other	words,
such	as	up	and	she,	have	two	phonemes.	Some,	such	as	dog,	sick,	and	fun,	have	three
phonemes.	Others	have	more.	The	word	sticky	has	five	phonemes:	/s/,	/t/,	/ĭ/,	/k/,	/ē/.

Sound	Units:	A	Summary
Sound	units	of	spoken	language—from	largest	to	smallest—include	syllables,	onsets	and
rimes,	and	phonemes.	The	chart	below	provides	the	definition	and	examples	of	each	of
these	units,	followed	by	charts	displaying	words	divided	into	these	units.

Definitions	and	Examples	of	Phonological	Units

Speech
Unit

Definition Examples

syllable

A	unit	of	speech	consisting	of	one
uninterrupted	vowel	sound	which	may	or	may
not	be	flanked	by	one	or	more	consonants;
uttered	with	a	single	impulse	of	the	voice.

man	(/măn/)	going	(/gō/
—/ing/)	happiness	(/hăp/
—/ē/—/nĭs/)	generation
(/jĕn/—/ə/—/rā/—/shə	n/)

onset
The	part	of	a	syllable	(consonant	or	blend)	that
precedes	the	vowel.	Some	syllables	do	not
have	an	onset.

black	(/bl/)	go	(/g/)
friendship	(/fr/,	/sh/)

rime

The	part	of	a	syllable	that	includes	the	vowel
and	any	consonants	that	follow.	All	syllables
have	a	rime	because	all	syllables	have	a	vowel
sound.

run	(/ŭn/)	catch	(/ăch/)	in	(/
ĭn/)	captain	(/āp/,	/ə	n/)

phoneme
The	smallest	unit	of	sound	in	speech. /m/,	/s/,	/t/,	/v/,	/p/	stop	(/s/,

/t/,	/ŏ/,	/p/)	ship	(/sh/,	/ĭ/,
/p/)

Phonological	Units	in	the	Word	jump

Phonological	Units	in	the	Word	on



*	There	is	no	onset	in	“on.”

Phonological	Units	in	the	Word	chimpanzee

Phonological	Awareness:	A	Definition
Phonological	awareness	(or	“phonological	sensitivity”)	is	the	ability	to	attend	to	and
manipulate	the	sounds	of	spoken	language	(Burgess	2006;	Gillon	2004;	Yopp	1992).

A	key	phrase	in	this	definition	is	“spoken	language.”	Phonological	awareness	is	about
what	we	hear,	not	what	we	see	in	print.

Another	key	phrase	in	this	definition	is	“sounds.”	Phonological	awareness	is	about
reflecting	on	the	sounds	of	language,	not	the	meaning	of	language.	In	fact,	phonological
awareness	demands	that	children	temporarily	shift	their	attention	away	from	the	meaning
of	spoken	utterances,	to	the	sounds	in	those	utterances.	Individuals	who	notice	sound	units
in	the	speech	stream	(that	is,	are	aware	of	the	phonological	structure	of	spoken	language)
are	demonstrating	phonological	awareness.

What	do	we	mean	by	“sounds”?	We	mean	syllables,	onsets	and	rimes,	and	phonemes—
and	you	know	what	those	are!	Phonological	awareness	encompasses	an	awareness	of	any
size	sound	unit.	A	child	who	notices	and	can	manipulate	the	syllable	units	in	speech	is	said
to	be	phonologically	aware	at	the	syllable	level.	Sometimes	we	call	this	syllable
awareness.	Similarly,	a	child	who	is	able	to	detect	and	manipulate	the	onset	and	rime	units
of	spoken	language	is	said	to	be	phonologically	aware	at	the	onset	and	rime	level.	We	call
this	onset-rime	awareness.	A	child	who	can	attend	to	and	manipulate	the	smallest	units	of
sounds,	the	phonemes,	is	demonstrating	phoneme	(or	phonemic)	awareness—generally	the
most	advanced	and	difficult	level	of	phonological	awareness	(Anthony,	Lonigan,	Driscoll,



Phillips,	and	Burgess	2003;	Lonigan	2006;	Phillips,	Clancy-Menchetti,	and	Lonigan	2008;
Shaywitz	2003).

Notice	that	the	definition	of	phonological	awareness	states	it	is	the	ability	to	attend	to	(that
is,	detect,	notice,	think	about,	reflect	on)	and	manipulate	the	sounds	of	spoken	language.
What	does	it	mean	to	“manipulate”	the	sounds	of	spoken	language?	It	means	to	act	on	the
sound	units	in	some	way	(Adams	1990;	Yopp	1988),	and,	in	fact,	this	is	how	we	know
someone	is	aware	of	sound	units	in	speech.	For	example,	children	may	compare	or	match
sounds,	as	when	they	determine	whether	two	spoken	words	begin	with	the	same	phoneme.
They	may	synthesize	sounds,	as	when	they	blend	sound	units	together	to	form	a	word.
They	may	analyze	sound	units,	as	when	they	segment	a	word	into	its	constituent	syllables
or	phonemes,	count	sound	units	in	a	word,	or	delete	sound	units	from	a	word.	Some
manipulations	involve	both	analysis	and	synthesis	of	sound	units.	For	example,
substitution	of	sounds	requires	analysis—segmenting	a	word	into	sound	units,	deleting
one	sound	unit—and	synthesis—blending	a	new	sound	unit	with	the	remaining	sound
units.	In	general,	research	suggests	that	analysis	tasks	are	more	difficult	than	synthesis
tasks	(Phillips	et	al.	2008;	Yopp	1988).	The	charts	on	the	following	pages	identify	the	key
elements	of	the	definition	of	phonological	awareness	and	present	a	variety	of	tasks.

Key	Points	About	Phonological	Awareness

Phonological	awareness	is	the	ability	to	attend	to	and	manipulate	the	sounds	of	spoken
language.

• Phonological	awareness	is	about	spoken	language,	not	written	language.

• Phonological	awareness	is	about	the	sounds	of	spoken	language,	not	the	meaning
of	spoken	language.

• Phonological	awareness	encompasses	any	size	unit	of	sound,	including	syllables,
onsets	and	rimes,	and	phonemes.

• Phonological	awareness	involves	the	ability	to	perform	a	variety	of	cognitive
operations	(such	as	matching,	synthesis,	and	analysis)	on	sound	units.

Sometimes	there	is	confusion	about	the	terms	phonological	awareness,	phoneme
awareness,	and	phonics.	These	terms	are	not	synonymous	and	are	not	used
interchangeably.	Both	phonological	awareness	and	phoneme	awareness	refer	to	an	insight
about	the	sound	structure	of	spoken	language.	Phoneme	awareness	is	a	subset	of
phonological	awareness;	it	is	one	type	of	phonological	awareness.	Phonics	is	a	method	of
teaching	reading	that	draws	learners’	attention	to	the	relationship	between	sounds	and	the
letters	that	represent	them.

Terms	and	Definitions

Term Definition

phonological
awareness

the	ability	to	attend	to	and	manipulate	any	size	unit	of	sound	in	spoken
language



phoneme
awareness

the	ability	to	attend	to	and	manipulate	the	smallest	unit	of	sound	in
spoken	language,	the	phoneme

phonics a	method	of	teaching	reading	that	focuses	on	the	relationship	between
sounds	and	the	letters	that	represent	them

Phonological	Awareness	Tasks

English	Speech	Sounds
In	this	book,	we	will	be	using	the	following	symbols	to	represent	English

phonemes:

Symbol Sound



/ā/ angel,	rain

/ă/ cat,	apple

/ē/ eat,	seed

/ĕ/ echo,	red

/ī/ island,	light

/ĭ/ in,	sit

/ō/ oatmeal,	bone

/ŏ/ octopus,	mom

/ŭ/ up,	hum

/ / oodles,	moon

/ / put,	book

/ə/ above,	sofa

/oi/,	/oy/ oil,	boy

/ou/,	/ow/ out,	cow

/aw/,	/ô/ awful,	caught

/är/ car,	far

/ôr/ four,	or

/ûr/ her,	bird,	turn



/b/ baby,	crib

/k/ cup,	stick

/d/ dog,	end

/f/ phone,	golf

/g/ gift,	dog

/h/ happy,	hat

/j/ jump,	bridge

/l/ lip,	fall

/m/ mother,	home

/n/ nose,	on

/p/ pencil,	pop

/r/ rain,	care

/s/ soup,	face

/t/ time,	cat

/v/ vine,	of

/wh/ what,	why

/w/ wet,	wind

/y/ yes,	beyond



/z/ zoo,	because

/th/ thing,	health

/th/ this,	brother

/sh/ shout,	machine

/zh/ pleasure,	vision

/ch/ children,	scratch

/ng/ ring,	finger



Research

The	Importance	of	Phonological	Awareness
Research	has	consistently	shown	a	strong,	immediate,	and	long-term	relationship	between
phonological	awareness	and	reading	achievement,	even	when	accounting	for	intelligence
and	socioeconomic	status	(Ehri,	Nunes,	Willows,	Schuster,	Yaghoub-Zadeh,	and	Shanahan
2001;	Gillon	2004;	Mann	and	Foy	2003;	National	Early	Literacy	Panel	2008;	National
Reading	Panel	2000).	Phonological	awareness	is	one	of	the	strongest	predictors	of	reading
success.	Without	this	insight,	children	are	likely	to	struggle	with	learning	to	read.

Why	is	phonological	awareness	so	important?	In	many	languages,	the	written	system	is
largely	a	record	of	the	sounds	of	the	language,	specifically	the	phonemes.	For	example,	in
English	we	represent	the	spoken	word	man	in	writing	by	using	symbols	that	represent	the
phonemes	in	the	word.	The	letters	m,	a,	and	n	represent	the	sounds	/m/,	/ă/,	/n/.	In	order	to
appreciate	the	logic	of	the	written	system,	prospective	readers	must	notice	that	their
spoken	language	consists	of	sounds.	They	must	become	phonologically,	even
phonemically,	aware.

The	powerful	role	of	phonological	awareness	in	literacy	development	becomes	obvious
when	examining	the	initial	writing	attempts	of	young	children	(Yopp	1999).	Children	who
notice	and	can	mentally	capture	the	sounds	in	their	speech	stream	(and	who	understand
that	we	can	write	what	we	say	and	have	knowledge	of	the	alphabet)	are	able	to	record	their
ideas	in	print.	A	child	who	writes	sces	for	“skis”	has	noticed	the	phonemes	in	speech	and
uses	symbols	(although	not	the	conventional	ones)	to	record	those	sounds	in	print.
Children	who	lack	this	awareness—those	who	are	not	yet	aware	that	speech	consists	of	a
sequence	of	sounds—have	difficulty	writing	words	other	than	those	they	can	copy	or	have
memorized.	Wanting	to	write	about	skis,	they	might	ask	an	adult	how	to	write	the	word,
find	the	word	in	a	book,	or	draw	a	picture	to	represent	the	word.	Although	these	are
reasonable	approaches,	we	want	to	help	children	become	independent	users	of	the	written
language	system.

Phonological	awareness	is	a	powerful	contributor	to	literacy	development.	It	enables
children	to	grasp	the	alphabetic	principle	and	supports	their	decoding,	spelling,	and
indirectly,	comprehension.	One	of	the	goals	of	early	literacy	programs	is	to	foster
phonological	awareness	(including,	eventually,	the	most	advanced	level,	phoneme
awareness).	Early	childhood	educators	are	in	the	special	position	of	having	the	opportunity
—and	responsibility—to	lay	this	important	foundation	for	success.

Phonological	Awareness	Development
Research	offers	some	important	understandings	about	how	phonological	awareness
progresses,	why	it	may	be	difficult	to	acquire,	and	what	adults	can	do	to	promote	its
development	in	children.



Progression
Studies	reveal	that,	in	general,	phonological	awareness	develops	along	a	continuum,	with
children’s	sensitivity	to	sounds	progressing	from	larger	units	to	smaller	units.	In	other
words,	children	typically	first	develop	an	awareness	of	syllables,	then	onsets	and	rimes,
and	finally	phonemes	(Anthony	et	al.	2003;	Lonigan	2006;	Phillips	et	al.	2008;	Shaywitz
2003).

There	is	also	evidence	that	some	types	of	manipulations	are	more	challenging	than	others.
In	general,	children	are	able	to	engage	in	synthesis,	or	blending,	of	sounds	more	readily
than	they	are	able	to	engage	in	analysis	of	sounds	(Yopp	1988).	It	is	typically	easier	for
children	to	put	the	sounds	/c/,	/ă/,	/t/	together	to	say	the	word	cat	than	it	is	for	them	to
segment	the	spoken	word	cat	into	its	individual	sounds.

We	also	know	that	the	position	of	a	sound	in	a	word	is	related	to	the	difficulty	of	a
phonological	awareness	activity	(Smith,	Simmons,	and	Kame’enui	1998).	Children	are
more	likely	able	to	identify	the	sound	at	the	beginning	of	a	word	before	they	can	identify
the	sound	at	the	end	or	in	the	middle	of	a	word.	For	example,	children	typically	more
readily	note	that	/s/	is	at	the	beginning	of	the	word	soap	than	that	/s/	is	at	the	end	of	the
word	mouse.	Furthermore,	phonemes	that	are	a	part	of	a	blend	are	more	difficult	to	notice
or	manipulate	than	those	not	in	a	blend.	Children	usually	are	able	to	isolate	the	first	sound
in	sun,	hat,	and	fog	earlier	than	they	can	isolate	the	first	sound	(phoneme,	that	is—not
onset)	in	flat,	trip,	and	black.

Some	researchers	suggest	that	continuant	sounds—those	that	can	be	stretched—are	easier
to	attend	to	and	manipulate	than	noncontinuant	sounds	(Smith,	Simmons,	and	Kame’enui
1998;	Yopp	1992).	Think	about	the	words	spinach	and	peach.	The	/s/	sound	at	the
beginning	of	the	word	spinach	can	be	elongated,	drawing	more	attention	to	the	sound
(sssssssssspinach),	but	the	sound	at	the	beginning	of	peach	cannot	be	stretched	without	a
great	deal	of	distortion.	Spinach	begins	with	a	continuant	sound	(/s/)	and	peach	does	not
(/p/).	You	can	identify	continuant	sounds	by	trying	to	stretch	them	yourself.	Can	you
sustain	the	sound?	Compare	these	several	continuants,	/m/,	/f/,	/r/,	/n/,	/l/,	/v/,	/z/,	with
these	sounds,	/t/,	/b/,	/d/,	/k/,	/q/.

Finally,	children	often	find	it	easier	to	participate	in	recognition	than	production	tasks
(Phillips	et	al.	2008).	For	example,	children	generally	can	respond	to	the	question,	“Does
lamb	begin	with	/l/?”	before	they	can	respond	to	the	question	“What	sound	does	lamb
begin	with?”

The	chart	on	the	next	page	summarizes	these	generalities	about	the	development	of
phonological	awareness.	It	is	important	to	note	that	there	is	no	evidence	that	instruction
must	take	place	in	a	lockstep	fashion.	Children	do	not	need	to	master	one	type	of
manipulation	(such	as	blending)	before	they	are	provided	experiences	with	another	(such
as	segmenting).

Likewise,	they	do	not	need	to	master	manipulations	of	one	size	of	sound	unit	(such	as
syllables)	before	being	offered	experiences	with	another	(such	as	onsets	and	rimes	or
phonemes).	Nevertheless,	an	understanding	of	the	general	progression	can	help	us	design
experiences	and	can	be	very	useful	as	we	work	with	individuals	who	find	the	experiences



particularly	challenging.

As	we	consider	engaging	children	in	phonological	awareness	activities,	it	is	also	important
to	recognize	the	role	of	adult	support.	Those	who	work	with	young	children	should	be
gentle	guides,	modeling	and	encouraging	children’s	participation.	Adults	can	also	provide
support	by	using	pictures	and	objects.	These	will	help	to	reduce	the	memory	load	required
of	some	activities.	For	example,	a	child	may	be	shown	two	pictures,	perhaps	one	of	a
flower	and	one	of	a	tree,	when	considering	which	spoken	word—flower	or	tree—begins
with	the	onset	/fl/.	Likewise,	a	child	can	handle	several	familiar	objects	(such	as	a	sock,
clock,	and	paintbrush),	name	them,	and	then	determine	which	two	have	the	same	rime
unit.	Having	pictures	or	objects	available	lessens	the	challenge	of	the	task.	Similarly,
adults	can	have	children	use	blocks	or	chips	to	represent	sound	units,	thus	making	the
units	more	concrete.	Eventually,	letters	should	replace	the	objects.

General	Development	of	Phonological	Awareness

Think	about	moving	from…

larger	units	 	smaller	units

matching	and	synthesis	 	analysis

initial	sounds	 	final	and	medial	(middle)	sounds

phonemes	that	are	not	in	blends	 	those	that	are	in	blends

continuant	sounds	 	noncontinuant	sounds

recognition	 	production

use	of	pictures	and	objects	 	oral-only	activities

use	of	objects	such	as	chips	or	blocks	(to	represent	sounds)	 	use	of	letters

The	Difficulty	with	Phonological	Awareness
Phonological	awareness	can	be	difficult	for	children.	Although	it	may	seem	obvious	to	us
that	speech	is	made	up	of	sounds,	it	is	not	obvious	to	young	children.	Phonological
awareness	requires	that	children	temporarily	turn	their	attention	away	from	the	meaning	of
speech	(the	message	that	is	being	conveyed)	to	the	sounds	of	speech.	Phonological
awareness	activities	require	children	to	think	about	the	sound	structure	of	speech	rather
than	what	a	spoken	utterance	means	(Ehri	and	Roberts	2006;	Yopp	1992).

Phoneme	awareness	is	particularly	difficult	because	phonemes	are	co-articulated:	That	is,
they	overlap	one	another	in	speech	(Liberman,	Shankweiler,	Fischer,	and	Carter	1974;
Valtin	1984;	Yopp	1992).	In	fact,	how	a	phoneme	is	formed	by	the	mouth	is	influenced	by
the	sounds	that	precede	or	follow	it.	Say	the	word	dig	aloud.	Say	it	again	and	concentrate
on	what	your	mouth	is	doing	as	you	begin	the	word.	What	are	your	lips	and	tongue	doing?
Now	say	the	word	do	aloud.	Say	it	again	and	notice	what	your	lips	and	tongue	are	doing.
Now	say	both	words	again	and	stop	just	before	each	word	is	spoken.	Do	you	notice	a
difference	between	the	way	your	mouth	prepares	for	dig	and	the	way	it	prepares	for	do?
Although	the	two	words	begin	with	the	same	phoneme,	/d/,	your	mouth	is	positioned



differently	because	of	the	sounds	that	follow	/d/.	Thinking	about	phonemes	as	individual
units	can	be	difficult,	especially	when	they	are	influenced	by	the	sounds	that	surround
them!

In	spite	of	these	potential	difficulties,	most	children	can	become	phonologically—even
phonemically—aware.

Fostering	Phonological	Awareness
How	do	children	become	phonologically	aware?	Studies	have	demonstrated	that	most
children	who	engage	in	activities	that	explicitly	focus	their	attention	on	sound	units
develop	phonological	awareness	(National	Early	Literacy	Panel	2008;	National	Reading
Panel	2000).	Early	childhood	settings	should	be	phonologically	rich,	offering	children
many	opportunities	to	notice	and	manipulate	sounds.	Some	of	those	opportunities	will	be
spontaneous,	as	when	an	adult	notices	a	child	playing	with	sounds	and	capitalizes	on	the
moment	(Yopp	and	Yopp	2009).	For	example,	if	a	child	is	chanting	“mamama,	hahaha,
lalala,”	the	adult	might	comment	on	the	fun	and	add	to	it:	“Listen	to	you	change	sounds!	I
can	do	that,	too.	I’ll	start	with	/w/:	Wawawa!	Let’s	try	another	sound!”

Other	opportunities	will	be	deliberately	planned	and	will	involve	explicit	instruction	and
guidance.	Instruction	may	include	the	use	of	children’s	books,	songs,	and	games	that	focus
on	sound	manipulation,	and	other	activities	that	prompt	exploration	of	and	reflection	on
sounds	(Yopp	1992,	1995;	Yopp	and	Yopp	2000,	2002,	2009).	The	adult	will	prepare	an
activity,	engage	small	groups	of	children,	offer	clear	explanations	and	provide	examples,
observe	and	guide	children’s	responses,	provide	feedback,	then	thoughtfully	design
follow-up	experiences.

Each	of	these	approaches—spontaneous	and	planned—is	important	and	has	a	place	in	the
early	childhood	setting.	Each	approach	should	be	guided	by	the	adult’s	knowledge	of
phonological	awareness,	the	children,	and	appropriate	practices	with	young	children	in
general.

It	is	important	to	note	that,	in	addition	to	experiences	with	sound	units,	two	other	factors
appear	to	contribute	to	the	development	of	phonological	awareness	(Burgess	2006;
Lonigan	2006).	One	of	these	is	letter	knowledge.	Some	studies	suggest	that	the	acquisition
of	letter	knowledge	(associating	a	sound	with	a	letter	more	than	knowing	the	letter	name)
is	related	to	the	development	of	phonological	awareness.	Phonological	awareness,	in	turn,
facilitates	letter	knowledge.

The	other	factor	is	oral	language.	The	larger	a	child’s	vocabulary,	the	more	likely	it	is	that
he	or	she	will	develop	phonological	awareness.	As	children	learn	more	and	more	words
that	share	sounds,	they	must	attend	more	closely	to	the	smaller	parts	of	the	words.	Notice
that	you	don’t	have	to	pay	much	attention	to	the	parts	of	the	spoken	words	rhinoceros	and
happy	to	distinguish	between	them;	however,	you	do	need	to	attend	more	closely	to	the
individual	sounds	(particularly	the	final	sound)	in	cup	and	cut	to	distinguish	between	these
two	spoken	words.	As	“neighborhood	density”	(the	number	of	words	sharing	sounds)
increases,	it	is	likely	that	the	demand	for	attention	to	the	smaller	sounds	in	those	words
increases	(Lonigan	2006).

These	findings	suggest	that	environments	that	support	children’s	letter	knowledge	and	that



offer	many	rich	language	experiences	to	build	their	vocabulary	have	the	added	benefit	of
contributing	to	phonological	awareness	development.	However,	they	do	not	replace
thoughtful	and	explicit	attention	to	phonological	awareness.

Supporting	English	Language	Learners’	Development	of
Phonological	Awareness
Evidence	suggests	that,	like	many	skills	and	abilities,	phonological	awareness	transfers
from	one	language	to	another	(Yopp	and	Stapleton	2008).	A	child	who	has	developed
phonological	awareness	in	his	or	her	native	language	brings	that	insight	to	a	second
language.	(However,	the	child	will	still	have	new	sounds	to	learn.)	Thus,	it	is
advantageous	for	children	to	become	phonologically	aware	in	their	native	language.	Some
ways	to	support	phonological	awareness	in	the	native	language	are	listed	on	the	following
page.	Similarly,	sensitive	attention	must	be	given	to	supporting	phonological	awareness	in
the	second	language.	General	guidelines	for	fostering	phonological	awareness	in	English
are	also	provided	on	the	following	page.

Fostering	Phonological	Awareness	for	the	English	Language	Learner

To	support	phonological	awareness	development	in	the	native	language,	consider	the
following:

• Identify	songs,	books,	rhymes,	chants,	and	games	that	play	with	sounds	in	the
native	language.	Teach	them	to	children,	emphasizing	the	sound	play,	as
suggested	in	many	of	the	activities	in	this	book.

• Enlist	the	support	of	parents.	Share	activities	with	them.	Draw	upon	their
knowledge	of	playful	sound	manipulation	activities.

• Carefully	select	activities	from	this	book	that	are	suitable	for	translation.
However,	keep	in	mind	that	simple	translations	are	rarely	appropriate.	For
example,	a	one-syllable	word	in	English	may	not	have	a	one-syllable	translation
or	may	not	begin	with	the	targeted	sound.	Think	about	the	intention	and	spirit	of
each	activity	and	develop	a	parallel	activity	in	the	native	language,	if	possible.

To	support	phonological	awareness	development	in	English,	consider	the	following:

• Draw	upon	English	words	that	are	familiar	to	the	children,	such	as	their	names	or
familiar	classroom	items.	Begin	with	what	children	know.

• Repeat	the	activities	frequently	as	repetition	is	helpful	to	those	new	to	a
language.

• Value	children’s	native	language	responses.	For	example,	if	you	show	a	picture
of	a	cat	as	part	of	a	rhyming	activity	and	a	child	says	the	word	for	cat	in	his	or
her	native	language,	affirm	the	response	before	sharing	the	English	word	and
continuing	the	activity.

• Be	especially	thoughtful	about	how	activities	are	introduced	and	shared.	Be
explicit	with	directions,	model	the	activities,	guide	children,	and	provide	clear
feedback.
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