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Phonemic Awareness and Literacy
for At-Risk Populations
BY KAREN

t

'One,

LYNN ABRAHAM

two, buckle my shoe. What word rhymes with two?" A 6-year old eagerly raised her hand and with
a big smile said, "Dogs. I have two dogs at home." "Two ... dogs. Do they sound the same?" I asked.
"Uh, huh," she nodded. "Listen again." I patiently repeated the phrase again hoping that someone
would hear the rhyming word that day.
When I began teaching first grade at my current
school, most of my students came into the classroom
ready to learn. Many of them had some preschool
experience, had listened to nursery rhymes at home,
and had parents who read to them regularly. I was
able to watch and celebrate their growth as readers
throughout the school year as they moved from
non-readers to reading at a first-grade level. But after
3 years, things had changed.
Two teachers in our school district had been my
mentors for the first 4 years of my teaching career.
They had helped me become proficient in Reading
Recovery techniques, running records, and in developing a balanced reading program in my classroom. I
had attended and also led many professional development workshops on guided reading and balanced
reading programs. I was confident in my abilities
but also continued to actively research and seek out
new, current methods. But I was becoming frustrated
with my students' lack of progress. What piece was I
missing? Why wasn't my balanced reading program
working? Why were so many of the students just not
"getting it"?
At first I wanted to blame the problem on the extreme
demographic changes our building had experienced

within a 4-year time span. As a result of district
boundary changes and poor township planning,
our elementary building's student population had
drastically changed from mostly middle class to
mostly families in poverty. According to our school's
annual report, 78 percent of our students qualified for
free/reduced lunch. Our school population was now
highly transitory with a 60 percent mobility rate each
school year. Additionally, 48 percent of the school's
population lived in apartments, many of which were
federally subsidized. All of these factors contributed
to the problem of increasing numbers of at-risk
students in our elementary school.
As part of our building's Child Study Team that looks
at at-risk students and helps identify children for
special education services, I began to notice a pattern
of responses from our school psychologist. Many of
the children who were tested scored low on phonemic
awareness and phonics subtests. I began asking questions and found a new mentor in one of our special
education teachers who knew about phonemic and
phonological awareness and was using it successfully
with her students.
Through reading the literature, I learned that phonological awareness or the ability of a beginning
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reader to recognize words that rhyme, hear beginning
and ending sounds, and realize that sounds can be
manipulated to form new words is critical to reading
development and is the best predictor of reading
success (Ericson & Juliebo, 1998). Researchers have
found that weaknesses in phonemic awareness result
in reading delays and the majority of children with
reading disorders lack sufficient phonemic awareness
skills (Smith, 1998). This helped explain the trend
in testing results that I had noticed from our school
psychologist. But what did that mean for me as a
classroom teacher?
Most of the research articles I had read showed that
with intensive intervention in phonemic awareness
training, reading failure was prevented in at-risk
students. At-risk students who received phonemic
awareness incorporated into beginning reading
instruction of letters, letter sounds, and sight words
improved more rapidly than control groups and
increased reading success. However, the research I
read had been done in controlled laboratory situations with either individual students or small groups,
and I did not have the luxury of time or manpower
to set up those conditions. I had a classroom of 22
at-risk non-readers who needed help immediately.
Could I provide phonemic awareness instruction
similar to that in the studies I had read with a whole
classroom of students? How would I assess student
progress? How would I be able to show support for
my methods?
In an effort to prevent reading delays, reduce the
number of special education referrals, and provide
alternative instruction to at-risk readers, the special
education teacher and I began teaming to provide
phonemic awareness training to a classroom of
at-risk emergent readers. We began the process of
following two groups of students over a period of 3
years to determine whether whole class instruction in
phonemic awareness would increase reading levels
for at-risk emergent readers.

The Students
Forty-three children identified as at-risk emergent
readers in four lower elementary classrooms participated in the study. The students were chosen based
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on their reading decoding scores assessed using
running records. All children were reading at Level A
on our district benchmarks (Levels 1 and 2 in Reading Recovery) in the fall.

Grouping Procedures
The students were divided into a control and training group. There were 22 children in the phonemic
awareness training group and 21 children in the
control group. They ranged in age from 5 to 8.
The students in the control group came from three
traditional first-grade classrooms. The training group
consisted of primarily first graders from five classrooms involved in a multiage primary grade program.
The control group had two children identified with
learning disabilities and six bilingual students. The
training group had five children with learning disabilities and 11 bilingual students.

Instruction
In addition to the regular reading curriculum,
phonemic awareness instruction was added to my
"balanced" reading program and taught to the training group over a period of 4 months. The program
consisted of three parts: (1) two 15-minute lessons
each week of instruction in segmentation, phoneme
deletion and phoneme substitution by the special
education teacher (2) 10-15 minutes each day of
identifying and creating rhymes, segmenting words,
counting syllables, and substituting initial phonemes
with me (3) 30-minute "Making Words" lessons
twice each week with me. These lessons focused on
sounds, sound blending, and manipulating initial and
final phonemes in word families
The control group received instruction according
to the district reading curriculum, which provided
for a balanced literacy program of reading, writing,
phonics, listening, and speaking. Shared reading
and guided reading were included using both a basal
series and leveled text for instruction. This group had
no explicit phonemic awareness training.
The phonemic awareness instruction taught by the
special education teacher ranged from very simple
to increasingly complex. Since I did not have any
experience teaching phonemic awareness and had no
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idea where to start, I mostly watched and listened as
my partner modeled good instructional practices with
a classroom of 22 students. All lessons used small
blocks that represented parts of words. The blocks
provided concrete ways for the students to touch and
count sounds. Each child had his or her own blocks
and was encouraged to touch and move the blocks as
they said the parts of the word.
Early lessons focused on compound words, syllables
and blending syllables to make words orally. For
example, in one of the earliest lessons the teacher
would point to two separated blocks on the overhead
projector and say, "This one says sand. This one says
box." Then she would point to each block and ask,
"What does this one say?" Then the children would
be asked to push their blocks together to figure out
the new word: "On the count of three, say the word
with me. 1, 2, 3 ... sandbox!"
The next lessons focused on syllables within words
and each block represented a syllable. The syllable
work was similar to working with compound words
but the teacher would point to two separated blocks
on the overhead projector and say, "This one says
pay. This one says per. On the count of three, say
the word with me: 1,2,3 ... paper!" The last sound
counting lessons focused on individual phonemes
in one-syllable words. For example, the teacher
would say, "This block says /a/. This block says /t/.
Put them together. On the count of three, what's my
word? 1,2,3 ... at!" These lessons often ended in a
game or a song that reviewed the skills practiced
with the blocks. A favorite song we sang to practice
two phoneme words was sung to the tune of Old
MacDonald:
This is a word that has 2 sounds. Yes, oh, yes, it
does. (repeat)
I say /a/. You say /t/. (repeat)
This is a word that has 2 sounds. What is my word
now?
At!!"
It is important to note that during these lessons letter
names were never mentioned. We worked only with
sounds. This was very difficult for me at first, and I

42

was surprised ( and embarrassed) at how little I knew.
My patient colleague often corrected the "tuh" sound
I made instead of /t/. "That's what I said," I would
whine. "No, you said "tuh" which has two phonemes,
/t/ and /u/. Can you hear them?" she would ask while
she modeled for me again. A few of the letter sounds
I struggled with were /b/, /p/, /d/, and /t/. I believe
that I learned just as much as the students during that
first year!
The lessons were always fun, exciting, and fastpaced. We called it the "dog and pony show" and
it had to be with the tough audience we played for!
Multiple intelligences were addressed through the
songs and also kinesthetic learning when groups of
three children would come up to the front of the class
and "be" a sound in a CVC word. Each student would
step forward and say their sound and the rest of the
class would guess the word. We kept all lessons short
and sweet with a maximum instructional time of
about 15 minutes, which included the game or song
at the end.
When alone with my class, I followed the steps
and classroom activities designed by Patricia Cunningham and Dorothy Hall (1997). The first month of
school I focused all activities around student names.
This helped students get to know each other and also
learn beginning letters and sounds for each person's
name. Each day I focused on two new names and
sounds. The names were written on cards and sorted
by syllables, number of letters, common initial and
final phonemes and clusters, and rhymes. The children would also read a big book together and then
listen and look for the letter and sound of the day.
Many rhyming books and activities were also a part
of the regular daily classroom routine. A favorite
book and activity, recommended by Cunningham
and Hall (1997), was The Hungry Thing, by Jan
Slepian and Ann Seidler. The children loved the
story and enjoyed thinking of foods for the "Hungry
Thing" to eat. The "Hungry Thing" only ate foods
that rhymed with the food he wanted. This activity
required children to think of rhyming words and
practice initial phoneme substitution. For example, if
the "Hungry Thing" wanted pancakes he would ask
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for fancakes. The students loved singing The Hungry
Thing song and acting out the story by being the
"Hungry Thing."

and substitution. Data was also collected from classroom teachers who identified socio-economic status,
race, age, and bilingual or special education needs.

I also taught "Making Words" lessons two times
each week (Lynch, 1998). These lessons taught the
children to manipulate phonemes to make words and
combined letter/sound knowledge with phonological awareness skills. All lessons focused on word
families and recognizing patterns within words. The
students also practiced blending and initial and final
phoneme substitution. Students pushed the letters
into Elkonin boxes during the lessons to make the
given word. When giving directions, I would refer
to the sound and not the letter. For example, I would
say, "Our next word is /b/ /a/ It/. On the count of
three, what's my word?" Or I would ask them to
"Take the /b/ away and put in /c/. On the count of
three, what's my new word? CAT!" By phrasing my
instructions this way the children were focused on
sounds, sound blending, and initial phoneme substitution, which helped them practice the oral skills they
had learned with the letters.

Our Discoveries

Assessing Students
All students were tested in
September and January using
running records to determine
current reading level. The
reading teacher, who was
also working with the at-risk
students in the control group,
performed most of the
running records using district
benchmark books. Phonemic
awareness was checked by
one assessor in February
using a phonemic awareness inventory (Fitzpatrick,
1997). The phonemic awareness inventory consisted of
100 items checking whole
word discrimination, rhyming, syllable counting and
segmentation, blending, and
phoneme isolation, deletion,

It was exciting to collect the data after the first 4
months and then for 2 years after because even
without hard data I could see the changes in our
students and knew on a gut level that we were going
in the right direction. After just four months of training in phonemic awareness skills we had reduced the
number of Level A readers (Levels 1 and 2 in Reading Recovery) by 73 percent compared to 62 percent
of the control group. By the end of the school year,
we had no children left at Level A, and the control
group still had five Level A readers. By the end of
the second year, 50 percent of the training group was
reading at grade level compared to only 16 percent of
the control group (See Figure 1).
Not surprisingly, when we looked at the test scores
on the 100-item phonemic awareness inventory, our
training group scored significantly higher. But the

Figure 1. Comparison of Reading Levels after 2 years.
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most surprising results on this assessment were the
large differences in the scores on rhyme recognition
and rhyme application. I was puzzled by this because
the general reading curriculum focuses on rhyming
and this was one area in which scores were expected
to be similar. The low rhyming scores may be one
explanation for the lower reading scores of the control group in light of Bryant et al. 's (1990) research
that found rhyming ability increased reading ability
independently from phonemic awareness. Students
who were able to recognize and create rhymes were
better able to see patterns in words and make generalizations when reading new words.

make such a significant difference for our kids from
poverty! This was the most significant finding from
the study for our school population since our staff
was constantly seeking a way to increase the skills
of our at-risk population and bring them up to speed
with the rest of the student population. Phonemic
awareness is one way teachers can help level the
playing field for at-risk students and help prevent
reading failure. Our study supports research by Bump
et al. (1997), who found that at-risk students need
direct instruction in phonemic awareness and interventions that use auditory and visual activities since
many have poor auditory and visual memory skills.

The most significant finding of our study concerned
socio-economic status (See Figure 2). I was surprised
to find that low SES and middle SES students trained
in phonemic awareness showed no significant differences in testing scores. However, for the control
group, a significant difference was found between
low SES and middle SES. This trend continued into
the second year of the study. It was exciting to see
that what and how we were teaching was able to

Our Continuing Program

Since the start of this study 4 years ago, the program
continues to expand and evolve through staff training
and teacher mentors. As ·with any successful teaching, the phonemic awareness lessons change and
evolve over time to accommodate new and different
learners but the basic teaching principles remain.
Keeping the lessons short and fun with hands-on,
skill focused activities, songs
and
games is key to the success
Figure 2. Comparison of phonemic awareness test
of the program. Teachers need
scores accordin to socio-economic status.
only develop their understanding of phonemic awareness· and
have a desire to integrate this
into their instruction and daily
routine.
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Through this project many of
my questions were answered.
I was able to use whole
class instruction to increase
students' phonemic awareness. The piece I was missing,
phonemic awareness, now

ABRAHAM

truly balances my balanced reading program. If you
work with students like ours, my wish for you is that
you finish this article with a sense of hope. This may
be the missing piece for you as it was for me and the
key to student success!
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