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Overview of Phonemic Awareness

One of the most important foundations of reading success is phonemic awareness. Phonemic awareness is the ability to hear, identify, and manipulate individual sounds—phonemes—in spoken words.  It is the understanding that the sounds of spoken language work together to make words.  Phonemes are the smallest unit of spoken language. There are approximately 41 phonemes in the English language (e.g., stop has four phonemes : /s/ /t/ /o/ /p/). Phonological awareness is a broad term that includes phonemic awareness.  In addition to phonemes, phonological awareness activities can involve work with rhymes, words, syllables, and onsets and rimes.  Onsets and rimes are smaller than syllables but larger than phonemes.  For example, an onset is the initial consonant (b) sound of a syllable (the onset of boy is b-; of swim is sw-).  A rime is the part of a syllable that contains the vowel and all that follows it (the rime of boy is –oy; of swim, -im). 

Effective phonemic awareness instruction teaches children to notice, think about and work with sounds in spoken language.  Activities that build phonemic awareness include phoneme isolation, identity, categorization, blending, segmentation, deletion, addition, and substitution.  Phonemic awareness instruction is most effective when it focuses on only one or two types of phoneme manipulation, rather than on several types (Reading First Guidance, p. 41).

Explicit instruction in sound identification, matching, segmentation, and blending, when linked appropriately to sound symbol association, reduces the risk of reading failure and accelerates early reading and spelling acquisition for all children (Every Child Reading, 2000).  Drs. Ehri and Wilce (1987) studied the effectiveness of explicit teaching of phonemic awareness as a key component of beginning reading. Foorman and others (1998) explored the use of systematic phonics instruction and found that it produces gains in reading in the early grades.  

A large body of research documents that phonemic awareness is related to early development of the ability to read and spell words (Blachman, 1984; Bradley & Bryant, 1983; Fox & Routh, 1980; Lundberg, Frost, & Petersen, 1988; Perfetti, Beck, Bell & Hughes, 1987; Treiman & Baron, 1981; and Vellutino & Scanlon, 1987).  Correlational studies have identified phonemic awareness and letter knowledge as the two best school entry predictors of how well children will learn to read during the first 2 years of instruction (Share, Jorm, Maclean, & Matthews, 1984).   

Phonemic awareness is a vital precursor to reading instruction for the young child (Chaney, 1992; Liberman et al., 1974; Ehri &Wilce, 1980, 1985; Perfetti et al., 1987; Juel, 1991; Scarborough, 1989; Stanovich, 1986; Wagner et al., 1994). This is a skill that must be explicitly taught since it is not acquired naturally (Adams, Foorman, Lundberg, & Beeler, 1998).  Explicit instruction in sound identification, matching, segmentation, and blending, when linked appropriately to sound-symbol association, reduces the risk of reading failure and accelerates early reading and spelling acquisition for all children (Every Child Reading, 2000). It is a crucial step toward the understanding of the alphabetic principle that phonemes are what letters stand for, and ultimately towards learning to read (Snow, Burns, Griffin, 1998).

The National Reading Panel findings show that phonemic awareness training programs implemented by teachers effectively increase student reading and spelling performance (2000). They also identified characteristics of programs that were used successfully by classroom teachers (Blachman, Ball, Black & Tangel, 1994; Brady, Fowler, Stone, & Winbury, 1994).  According to “Put Reading First: The Research Building Blocks for Teaching Children to Read (CIERA & NIFL, 2001), an effective phonemic awareness program should take no more than 20 hours in one school year.
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