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Understanding Phonological and Phonemic Awareness 

Important Definitions 
Phonological awareness:  an overall understanding of the sound systems of a language, e.g. an awareness that words 

are made up of combinations of sounds 

Phoneme:  the smallest segment of sound in spoken language 

Grapheme: a written unit that represents one phoneme, e.g. f, th, o, ee 

Phoneme-grapheme relationship: the relationships between spoken sound units and the written symbols that 

represent them (often referred to as letter-sound relationships) 

Chunk:  a sound or a group of letters, within a spoken or written word, that includes more than one phoneme or 

grapheme.  Teachers encourage students to identify familiar chunks in unfamiliar words in order to help them decode 

Definitions from Literacy Learning Progressions (2010), Glossary, p21-24 
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Phonological Awareness 
Before they can start to work with letters and print, learners need to be able to hear the sounds in spoken words. The ability 

to hear and work with the sounds in words is known as phonological awareness.  There are different levels of awareness (see 

below), with learners moving from the biggest to smallest sound pieces as they progress. 

Note that letters appearing between slashes (//) should be read as sounds (phonemes), not letter names.   

LEVEL  EXAMPLES        

Word  bed  black  napkin  

Syllable  bed  black  nap-kin  

Onset-rime  b-ed  bl-ack  n-ap k-in  

Phoneme  /b/-/e/-/d/  /b/-/l/-/a/-/ck/  /n/-/a/-/p/-/k/-/i/-/n/  

 

Levels of Awareness 
Syllable Awareness 

At the syllable level, learners learn that words can be divided into syllables. A syllable is a chunk of speech that has a vowel 

sound. Syllable awareness is identifying that, for example, the word run has one syllable, paper has two syllables (paper) and 

remember has three syllables (re-mem-ber). 

Onset–rime Awareness 

The onset in a syllable is the consonant or consonants before the vowel, and the rime contains the vowel that follows the 

onset, plus any consonants. For example, in the word cat, c- is the onset and -at is the rime. The rime usually contains one or 

more vowels and consonants. Onset–rime awareness is “inside” the syllable and is usually shown through rhyming tasks 

because, in order to have an awareness of rhyme, there must be an awareness that words share a rime unit (for example, the 

-ed sound in bed, fed and thread). 

Phonemic awareness 

Phonemic awareness is the most fine-grained level of phonological awareness.  A phoneme is the smallest unit of sound that 

can change the meaning of a word, but a phoneme has no meaning itself. There are between 41-45 phonemes in spoken 

English (depending on dialect/accent), represented by the 26 letters of the alphabet singly or in combinations. One letter may 

be used to spell more than one phoneme; for example, the letter c can represent two phonemes: /k/ (as in cat) and /s/(as in 

city).  Learners with phonemic awareness can hear that bad and boy begin with the same sound, /b/. They know from listening 

that mad and bad end with the same sound, /d/. They can substitute phonemes, for example, by changing the vowel in a word: 

bed, bid, bod, bud, bead, bide. They can rearrange phonemes; for example, they know that if you take the /b/ away from bread 

(or bred) you would be left with red. 

From http://www.literacyandnumeracyforadults.com/resources/355492 accessed 20 August, 2013 
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What is Phonemic Awareness? 
Phonemic awareness is literally ‘sound’ awareness. Phonemic awareness is understanding that words are made up of sounds and 

being able to hear, recognize and manipulate the individual sounds that make up a word. Phonemic awareness is primarily an 

auditory skill of distinguishing and recognizing the sound structure of language. For example, realizing the word ‘puppy’ is made 

up of the sounds /p/ /u/ /p/ /ee/ or the word ‘shape’ is made up of the sounds /sh/ /ay/ /p/. 

Many children do not realize that the words they hear break apart into smaller chunks of sound. Hearing the individual sounds 

within a word is difficult because spoken language is so seamless. When we speak, we naturally and effortlessly blend all the 

sounds together to say and hear the overall word.  The natural ease of seamless speech hides the phonetic nature of our 

spoken language. For example: The child says and hears the word “puppy” as one seamless word /puppy/ and does not 

recognize or distinguish the separate sounds /p/ /u/ /p/ /ee/ that make up the word.  

Children vary greatly in their natural ability to hear the sounds within words. Some individuals have a definite natural 

phonological weakness.  Children with poor phonemic awareness struggle with reading and spelling.  The child’s natural 

phonological abilities are not related to intelligence. In fact, many highly intelligent children have phonological weakness that 

leads to reading difficulty.  

Specific Phonemic Awareness Skills 
Phonemic awareness is recognizing and being able to manipulate the phonemic structure of language. It includes the following 

specific skills: 

1) The ability to isolate and distinguish individual sounds (the word fish starts with /f/, the word Sam starts with /s/, or the 

word ‘cat’ ends with /t/)  

2) The ability to identify phonemes (the words ‘bat’, ‘boy’, and ‘Billy’ all start with the /b/ sound whereas ‘tall’ and ‘toy’ start 

with the /t/ sound) 

3) The ability to group similar sounds and recognize patterns:  this includes the ability to recognize rhyming words (cat, mat, 

fat, and sat all rhyme), and the ability to recognize similarities and differences in a group of words (bake and bike start with 

the same sound but they do not rhyme) or (in the group of words ‘bug’, ‘rug’, ‘run’ and ‘hug’, the word ‘run’ is different)  

4) The ability to segment phonemes in a word (the word ‘cat’ is made of the sounds /k/ /a/ /t/, the word ‘shake’ is made up of 

the sounds /sh/ /ay/ /k/),  

5) The ability to blend sounds together (the sound /t/ /o/ /p/ put together make the word ‘top’, the sounds /r/ /u/ /g/ put 

together make the word ‘rug’) 

6) The ability to delete phonemes. (Say the word ‘train’ without the /t/ and the child can say ‘rain’) or (Say ‘mud’ without the 

/d/ and the child says /mu/)  

7) The ability to manipulate phonemes making changes/substitutions (What would the word ‘milk’ be if it started with the /f/ 

sound instead of the /m/ sound? and the child can say ‘/filk/’, what would the word ‘rug’ be if it you changed the /r/ to a /m/? 

‘mug’)  

 From http://www.righttrackreading.com/whatpais.html Accessed 20 August, 2013 


