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Fact Sheet 30 - Phonological Awareness  

A quick guide for teachers and teacher aides in Australian schools. 

“Phonological awareness is a critical skill for all students’ literacy development and a 

predictor of later reading and spelling success. Phonological awareness refers to oral 

language and is the understanding of the different ways that language can be broken 

down into smaller parts.” (New South Wales Department of Education, 2020, para. 1). 

Phonological awareness is the first step that children take in their formal language and 

literacy education. It incorporates a series of basic steps that gradually expose them 

to the complexities of the English language. Phonological awareness is all about oral 

language and hence involves lots of games, singing, talking, story time and other 

verbal interactions.  

At the tail end of phonological awareness is the most difficult part – phonemic 

awareness. Phonemic awareness (not to be confused with phonics) is important 

because without knowing the basic sounds of English, students can’t move to the next 

step (phonics). Phonics teaches children the link between sounds and their 

corresponding letters and it is the first step in learning to read.  
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As you can see from the previous diagram, 5 steps make up the phonological 

awareness progression: 

Rhyming is when 2 words have similar sounds at their respective ends. The goal 

when teaching this concept is for students to recognise when words rhyme and when 

they don’t. Alliteration is similar to rhyme, except that the first sound in 2 different 

words is the same (such as the ‘P’ in ‘Peter Piper’).  

Sentence segmentation is knowing that sentences can be divided into words 

(‘segmentation’ simply means to divide into logical parts). If you think rhyme, 

alliteration and segmentation are easy concepts for someone learning a language, see 

if you can confidently segment these 2 sentences into neat words: 

Этот текст не так легко читать, как вы думаете! Для маленького ребенка 5-6 лет 

это было бы довольно сложно, не правда ли? 

The concept of syllables is simply dividing words into sounds (segmentation) and 

putting those sounds together to make a word (blending). The next step is onsets and 

rimes. ‘Onset’ is the first sound in a word whereas the ‘rime’ is all the other sounds 

that follow it (in the same word).  

For example, ‘do’ in dog is the onset sound while ‘g’ is the rime. At this stage children 

learn that words have a first and a last sound, and sometimes a middle sound. These 

sounds can be segmented, blended, deleted and even replaced to make a new word.  

 

Phonemic awareness is the final stage of phonological awareness and it’s arguably 

the most crucial. At this point students are comfortable with words and they can 

manipulate them to change their meaning. They will have developed an expressive 

vocabulary of around 2000-3000 words and a receptive vocabulary many times that 

amount. They learn the 44 sounds of the English language.  

While students already know many of these sounds, teachers systematically teach 

each one to ensure there are no gaps and that no one is left behind at this critical 

Hint 
If a word has 3 or more syllables, the middle sound is known as the ‘medial’ 

syllable.  
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stage. In addition, while many students can recognise some letters at this point and 

even read basic words, phonemic awareness focuses on sounds and activities that 

are predominantly verbal (e.g., repeating after the teacher). 

If you’re confused at this point, remember that it is not your job as a TA to develop 

programs that teach phonological awareness – most teachers follow an existing 

program anyway. However, you do need to know that phonological awareness is a 

multi-step process that children go through to develop their language skills.  

Knowing for example that students are learning onset and rime is important if you’re 

looking for resources or creating an activity. It also helps to know that most stages 

involve blending and segmenting (which simply means dividing sentences and words 

into smaller pieces or swapping them out for new pieces). Phonological awareness is 

important for all TAs (including those working at the high school level). 

 

Phonological awareness involves lots of games, singing and general exposure to 

language. 
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