
Strategies To Teach Phonemic Awareness

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Heath & Anastasia • Explore the unseen. • Page 1

Strategies To Teach Phonemic Awareness

Introduction: The Sound Foundation of
Reading

When a child picks up a book for the first time, the journey begins not with
letters on a page, but with the sounds that form the building blocks of
language. Before a young learner can decode the written word, they must
first understand that spoken language is made up of individual sounds, or
phonemes. This skill is known as phonemic awareness, and it is arguably the
most reliable predictor of future reading success. Research has consistently
shown that children who struggle with phonemic awareness are far more
likely to struggle with learning to read, while those who master it often
transition into fluent readers with greater ease. For educators and parents
alike, understanding and applying effective strategies to teach phonemic
awareness is not just a classroom activity, it is a crucial intervention that
lays the groundwork for a lifetime of literacy. This article explores a range
of proven, practical, and engaging strategies that can be used to help
children develop this essential skill.

Understanding Phonemic Awareness
vs. Phonological Awareness

Before diving into the strategies themselves, it is helpful to clarify what

phonemic awareness actually is. It is a subset of a broader skill called
phonological awareness. Phonological awareness includes larger units of
sound, such as rhyming words, counting syllables in a word (like "el-e-
phant"), and recognizing alliteration (like "Peter Piper picked"). Phonemic
awareness, however, is more specific. It focuses on the smallest units of
sound, the phonemes. A phoneme is a single sound, such as the /k/ sound in
"cat" or the /sh/ sound in "ship." Phonemic awareness is the ability to hear,
identify, manipulate, and work with these individual sounds in spoken
words. It is entirely auditory, meaning it is done without any letters or print.
This distinction is important because effective strategies to teach
phonemic awareness should be oral and interactive, not reliant on
worksheets or written text.

Why Explicit Instruction Matters

Many children develop phonemic awareness naturally through exposure to
language, songs, and wordplay. However, a significant number of children
require explicit, systematic instruction. Simply exposing a child to books is
not enough. Teachers and parents must directly teach children how to listen
for and manipulate sounds. Explicit instruction is clear, direct, and leaves no
room for guessing. When you apply well-researched strategies to teach
phonemic awareness, you are essentially giving a child a set of mental
tools they can use to unlock the code of reading. The following strategies



are designed to be used sequentially, from simplest to most complex, and
can be adapted for individual, small group, or whole class settings.

Foundational Strategies: Listening and
Isolation

Phoneme Isolation: Finding the First, Middle, and Last
Sound

Phoneme isolation is often the first step in explicit instruction. It requires a
child to identify a specific sound within a word. The easiest place to start is
with the initial sound. A teacher might say, "What is the first sound in the
word 'sun'?" The child responds with /s/. Once this is mastered, move to the
final sound: "What is the last sound in the word 'top'?" The child responds
with /p/. The most challenging is the medial vowel sound: "What is the
middle sound in the word 'log'?" The child responds with /o/. This strategy
is a core component of any comprehensive set of strategies to teach
phonemic awareness because it trains the ear to focus on individual sounds
in a specific position.

Practical Tip: Use a "sound box" or simply hold up three fingers. Touch
the first finger for the first sound, the second finger for the middle sound,
and the third finger for the last sound. This provides a kinesthetic anchor to
the auditory task.

Phoneme Identification: Finding the Common Sound

In phoneme identification, a child listens to three or four words and
identifies the sound that is the same across all of them. For example, the
teacher says, "Hill, hop, hat. What sound do you hear at the beginning of all

these words?" The child identifies /h/. This strategy is more advanced than
isolation because it requires the child to hold multiple words in their
working memory and compare them. It is a powerful way to build auditory
discrimination.

Core Strategies: Blending and
Segmenting

Blending and segmenting are considered the two most critical phonemic
awareness skills for reading and spelling, respectively. Blending supports
decoding, while segmenting supports encoding (spelling). Any discussion of
effective strategies to teach phonemic awareness must place a heavy
emphasis on these two skills.

Phoneme Blending: Putting Sounds Together

Blending is the ability to combine individual sounds to form a word. The
teacher says the sounds in isolation, and the child puts them together. For
example, the teacher says, "/k/ /a/ /t/," and the child says "cat." Start with
words that have only two sounds, like "go" (/g/ /o/) or "me" (/m/ /e/), and
then progress to three-sound words (CVC words like "dog," "run," "sit").
This can be made more engaging by stretching the sounds out like a rubber
band and then snapping them back together. "Let's stretch it out: /ssss/
/uuuu/ /nnnn/. Now put it together fast: sun!"

Practical Tip: Use hand motions. Hold your hands apart as you say each
sound, and then clap them together as you say the whole word. This visual
and physical cue reinforces the blending process.
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Phoneme Segmenting: Breaking a Word into Sounds

Segmenting is the reverse of blending. The child is given a whole word and
must break it apart into its individual sounds. The teacher asks, "What are
the sounds in 'top'?" The child responds, "/t/ /o/ /p/." This is a difficult skill,
and it is often the best single predictor of a child's reading and spelling
abilities in the early grades. One of the most effective strategies to teach
phonemic awareness for segmenting is using Elkonin boxes. Draw a
simple box with one square for each sound in the word. The teacher says,
"Map. Let's say it slowly. /m/ /a/ /p/." The child pushes a counter into each
box as they say each sound. This provides a clear, concrete representation
of the abstract concept.

Advanced Strategies: Manipulation

Once a child is comfortable with isolation, blending, and segmenting, they
can move on to phoneme manipulation. This is the most complex level of
phonemic awareness and involves adding, deleting, or substituting sounds to
create new words.

Phoneme Deletion: Taking a Sound Away

Deletion requires a child to say a word and then say what word is left when
a specific sound is removed. Start with initial sound deletion. "Say 'cat.'
Now say it without the /k/." The child says "at." Final sound deletion is
next. "Say 'park.' Now say it without the /k/." The child says "par." This
requires the child to mentally hold the word, isolate the sound, and remove
it. This is a high-level auditory puzzle.

Phoneme Addition: Adding a Sound

Addition is the opposite. The teacher asks, "Say 'at.' Now add /k/ to the
beginning." The child says "cat." This can also be done at the end. "Say
'can.' Now add /d/ to the end." The child says "cand." (Even though it's not a
real word, the skill is still being practiced, though real words are often
preferred.) This strategy helps children understand how sounds alter
meaning.

Phoneme Substitution: Swapping One Sound for Another

Substitution is the most complex manipulation skill. It combines deletion
and addition. The teacher says, "Say 'pot.' Now change the /p/ to /h/." The
child says "hot." Or, "Say 'bun.' Now change the /n/ to /g/." The child says
"bug." This requires significant cognitive flexibility and is a hallmark of a
child who has strong phonemic awareness. Mastering this skill often signals
that a child is ready to move confidently into formal reading instruction.

Engaging Activities to Reinforce
Learning

While direct instruction is vital, the best strategies to teach phonemic
awareness are those that feel like play. Children learn best when they are
engaged, motivated, and having fun. Here are several game-like activities
that build these skills without feeling like drill work.

Songs, Rhymes, and Chants

Nursery rhymes are a classic tool for a reason. They are rich with rhyme
and alliteration, which build phonological awareness. Songs like



"Willoughby Wallaby Woo" (which plays with initial sound substitution) are
excellent for phonemic manipulation. Clapping or tapping out syllables and
sounds in songs helps children physically connect to the rhythm of language.

I Spy with Sounds

Instead of the traditional "I spy with my little eye something red," play "I
spy with my little eye something that starts with /b/." This turns a car ride or
a wait in line into a powerful phoneme isolation activity. It is spontaneous
and constantly reinforces the skill in a natural context.

Mystery Bag

Place a small object in a bag. The teacher says the sounds of the object's
name, and the child blends them to guess the object. For example, "/d/ /o/
/g/" to guess "dog." This is a tactile and exciting way to practice blending.

Stand Up, Sit Down

For a whole group activity, give each child a word. Then, give an instruction
like, "Stand up if your word has the /s/ sound." Or, "Stand up if your word
ends with /t/." This active game is a fantastic assessment tool and a high-
energy way to practice phoneme identification and isolation.

Using Manipulatives for Concrete
Learning

Abstract auditory concepts become much more accessible when paired with
concrete manipulatives. As mentioned earlier, Elkonin boxes (also called
sound boxes) are a cornerstone of evidence-based strategies to teach

phonemic awareness. A child can use counters, buttons, or even small
erasers to represent each sound. As they push a counter into a box, they are
making a physical representation of a mental process. Another effective tool
is a magnetic board with letters, but remember: phonemic awareness is
oral. Only use letters after the child has mastered the skill with sounds
alone. The letter is a symbol; the sound is the foundation.

Integrating Phonemic Awareness into
the Daily Routine

The most effective instruction is not a separate, siloed block of time. The
best strategies to teach phonemic awareness are woven throughout the
day. A teacher can incorporate a two-minute phoneme isolation activity
during morning meeting. A parent can play a sound game while walking to
the bus stop. A short segmenting warm-up before a reading group can prime
the brain for decoding. The key is frequency and consistency. Five minutes
a day, every day, is far more effective than thirty minutes once a week.
Small, frequent doses of explicit practice build automaticity.

Differentiation: Meeting Each Child
Where They Are

Not all children will progress through these strategies at the same pace. A
child who struggles with rhyming needs more time with phonological
awareness before moving to phoneme isolation. A child who can segment
three-sound words easily is ready for manipulation tasks. Effective
strategies to teach phonemic awareness must be differentiated. Assess
frequently with simple, quick checks. Can the child identify the first sound
in a word? Can they blend three sounds? Use this data to form small groups
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and tailor instruction to the specific needs of each learner. For struggling
students, slow down, use more manipulatives, provide more repetition, and
celebrate every small success.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Even with the best intentions, there are common mistakes educators and
parents make when teaching these skills. One of the biggest is moving to
print too quickly. If a child is


