
Phonological awareness 

 
Broadly speaking, phonological awareness (PA), is a sensitivity to the sounds 
and sound patterns of language. PA can be measured and can help form 
accurate predictions about reading ability. 
 
PA is the ability to perceive and manipulate the following word parts: 
 

• syllables 

• onsets 

• rimes 

• phonemes 
 

 
Phonological awareness diagram 

Onsets (on-Sets) 
 
An onset is a part of a syllable that precedes the vowel or vowel sound. The 
/p/ in pat, the /b/ in big and the /s/ and /p/ in spin are all onsets. 
 
Not all syllables have an onset. Take the word onset, for example. The first 
syllable begins with a vowel. There is no onset in the first syllable. The second 
syllable does have an onset; it is the letter s. 
 



Rimes (rIMES) 
 
The rime is the part of the syllable containing the vowel sound and any 
consonants afterwards. You can further divide a rime into a nucleus (the 
vowel part) and a coda (literally, the tail). The rime is what makes words 
rhyme. 
 

Phonemic awareness /fəˈnimɪk   əˈwɛrnəs/1 
 
A very important subskill of PA is phonemic awareness. The two terms get 
used interchangeably sometimes, but they are distinct from one another. PA 
is knowledge of many different aspects of speech sounds, whereas phonemic 
awareness solely addresses the smallest units of sound (phonemes). 
 
Phonemic awareness is the ability to perceive and manipulate individual 
sounds within words.  
 

Quick quiz: 
 
1. How many separate and distinct sounds (phonemes) are in the following 
words? 
 

a. bag 
b. bash 
c. crash 
d. catch 

 
2. What is the difference between the words  bag, beg, big, bog and bug? 
 
3. What position is the /t/ sound in the following words? 
 

a. post 
b. stop 
c. pots 
d. opts 

  

 
1 The phonetic transcription of the words phonemic awareness relates to my accent, 

which is Scottish and therefore rhotic (we pronounce /r/ after vowels).  

 



What are phonemes? 
 

 

The three phonemic musketeers: voice, placing and manner 

Definition of a phoneme: The smallest possible contrastive unit of spoken 
sound in a language 

Derivation: phon = sound + eme = smallest possible unit of 

The one big thing I want everyone to know about phonemes is this: 

Every human speech sound is classified according to just THREE things. They 
vary from one another in one or all of those three things. That's how you identify 
phonemes, that's how you tell them apart from one another. 

Just answer three questions about any speech sound and you've classified a 
phoneme. 

So go ahead, pick your favourite speech sound. Say it out loud. It could be a 
vowel, it could be a consonant. Pick a couple. Let's do an experiment. 

Here are the three questions: 

1. VOICE: When you made that sound, was your voice on or off? It's 
either yes or no. There is no in-between. 

2. PLACING: When you made that sound, what parts of your throat 
and/or mouth were involved (think back of throat, roof of mouth, ridge 
behind the teeth, tongue, teeth, lips)? 

3. MANNER: When you made that sound, how did it make its way out 
and into the world? Did it come out of your nose (nasal)? Did it explode 
out (plosive)? Did it require friction (fricative)? Was there no obstruction 
at all (vowel)? 

Can PA predict reading ability? 
 
There are some well-known studies showing that PA is a poor predictor of 
reading ability after a certain age. This is because children with poor PA can 
catch up and improve their PA, but still be weak readers. Vocabulary 
knowledge and low processing speed become more reliable as predictors of 
reading ability as children mature. 
 



Similarly, if a child at the age of five knows the first letter of their name, you 
might predict that they will be better at reading than a child at five who 
doesn’t. By the time children reach the age of eight or nine, very few of them 
don’t know the first letter of their name, so that test begins to lack validity. 
 
Therefore, it is unwise to dismiss PA, even if it can be higher in older children 
who are poor readers. PA is critical to all. 
 
The good news is that PA can be measured, directly taught and practised to 
levels which allow progress in literacy. In fact, any evidence-based beginning 
reading programs worth their salt have PA measuring and mastery 
components written into them. 
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