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Phonological 
Awareness Training
Program Description1

Phonological awareness, or the ability to detect or manipulate the 
sounds in words independent of meaning, has been identified as a 
key early literacy skill and precursor to reading. For the purposes of 
this review, phonological awareness training refers to any practice 
targeting young children’s phonological awareness abilities. 

Phonological awareness training can involve various activities that 
focus on teaching children to identify, detect, delete, segment, or 
blend segments of spoken words (i.e., words, syllables, onsets and 
rimes, phonemes) or to identify, detect, or produce rhyme or allitera-
tion. Phonologic awareness training can occur in both regular and 
special education classrooms. Various curricula are available to sup-
port this training.

Research2 
Four studies of phonological awareness training that fall within the 
scope of the Early Childhood Education Interventions for Children 
with Disabilities review protocol meet What Works Clearinghouse 
(WWC) evidence standards without reservations. The four studies  
included 78 children with disabilities or developmental delays attending 
preschool in four locations across the United States. Based on these four studies, the WWC considers the extent  
of evidence of phonological awareness training on children with learning disabilities in early education settings  
to be small for one domain: communication/language competencies. Six other domains are not reported in this 
intervention report. (See the Effectiveness Summary for further description of all domains.) 

Effectiveness
Phonological awareness training was found to have potentially positive effects on communication/language compe-
tencies for children with learning disabilities in early education settings.
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Table 1. Summary of findings3

Improvement index (percentile points)

Outcome domain
Rating of 

effectiveness Average Range
Number 

of studies
Number of 
students

Extent of 
evidence

Communication/language 
competencies

Potentially positive 
effects

+13 –16 to +46 4 78 Small
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Program Information

Background
Phonological awareness training does not have a single developer responsible for providing information or mate-
rials. The interventions described in this report were developed by the study authors and are not available for 
distribution through a common developer. However, many online resources are available for readers interested in 
using phonological awareness training practices. A list of examples follows, although these sources have not been 
reviewed or endorsed by the WWC:

•	 Florida Center for Reading Research: http://www.fcrr.org
•	 Foundations of Reading: Effective Phonological Awareness Instruction and Progress Monitoring:  

http://www.meadowscenter.org/vgc/materials/primary_phono_awareness.asp
•	 Ideas and Activities for Developing Phonological Awareness Skills: A Teacher Resource Supplement to the 

Virginia Early Intervention Reading Initiative: http://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/response_intervention/
resources/ideas_activities_develop_phonological.pdf

•	 Improving Reading Fluency: Phonological Awareness Training: http://www.speechpathology.com/Articles/ 
article_detail.asp?article_id=68

•	 National Reading Panel: http://www.nationalreadingpanel.org 
•	 Phonological Awareness: Instructional and Assessment Guidelines: http://www.ldonline.org/article/6254
•	 Phonological Awareness Skills and Spelling Skills: http://cla.calpoly.edu/~jrubba/phon/phonaware.html
•	 Reading Recovery Council of North America: Phonics: http://www.readingrecovery.org/reading_recovery/ 

phonics/index.asp
•	 Reading Rockets: Teacher Toolbox—Phonological Awareness: The Phive Phones of Reading:  

http://www.readingrockets.org/firstyear/fyt.php?SUB=33
•	 Target the Problem! Phonological and Phonemic Awareness: http://www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/ 

phonologicalphonemic
•	 University of Oregon–Center on Teaching and Learning: Big Ideas in Beginning Reading: http://reading.uoregon.edu/

Program details
Phonological awareness training practices vary in their scope and may include a variety of activities that are 
intended to enable children to detect and understand sounds in language.4 In particular, phonological awareness 
training practices tend to focus on teaching children to rhyme or to detect alliteration in language. Examples of 
these activities include: 

•	 rhyme detection training (e.g., teachers engage children in a game involving rhyming words and questions about 
which word in a series of three does not sound like the others), 

•	 blending training (e.g., teachers say three sounds and teach children how to blend the sounds together to make 
a word), and

•	 segmentation training (e.g., teachers say a short word such as “cat” and teach children how to separate the 
word into the three sounds that make up the word) at the phoneme, syllable, or word level.

Phonological awareness training practices can be used by teachers or practitioners with children individually, in 
pairs, or in small groups. These practices may be part of the core curriculum or used as a supplement to the regular 
classroom curriculum, and they have been used with specific subpopulations of children, such as those with devel-
opmental delays and speech/language or learning disabilities.

Cost 
Information is not available about the costs of teacher or practitioner training and implementation of phonological 
awareness training practices.

http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.fcrr.org/
http://www.meadowscenter.org/vgc/materials/primary_phono_awareness.asp
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/response_intervention/resources/ideas_activities_develop_phonological.pdf
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/response_intervention/resources/ideas_activities_develop_phonological.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.speechpathology.com/Articles/article_detail.asp?article_id=68
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.speechpathology.com/Articles/article_detail.asp?article_id=68
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.nationalreadingpanel.org
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.ldonline.org/article/6254
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=cla.calpoly.edu/~jrubba/phon/phonaware.html
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.readingrecovery.org/reading_recovery/phonics/index.asp
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.readingrecovery.org/reading_recovery/phonics/index.asp
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.readingrockets.org/firstyear/fyt.php?SUB=33
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/phonologicalphonemic
http://ies.ed.gov/transfer.asp?location=www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/phonologicalphonemic
http://reading.uoregon.edu/
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Research Summary
Two hundred twenty-five studies reviewed by the WWC investigated  
the effects of phonological awareness training on children with learn-
ing disabilities in early education settings. Four studies (O’Connor, 
Jenkins, Leicester, & Slocum, 1993; Sweat, 2003; Tyler, Lewis, 
Haskill, & Tolbert, 2003; Tyler, Gillon, Macrae, & Johnson, 2011) are 
randomized controlled trials that meet WWC evidence standards 
without reservations. Those four studies are summarized in this 
report. The remaining 221 studies do not meet either WWC eligibility 
screens or evidence standards. (See references beginning on p. 6 
for citations for all 225 studies.) 

Four additional studies were reviewed against the pilot Single-Case Design standards. One study met the 
pilot Single-Case Design standards without reservations, no studies met the pilot Single-Case Design stan-
dards with reservations, and three did not meet pilot Single-Case Design standards. Studies reviewed against 
pilot Single-Case Design standards are listed in Appendix E and do not contribute to the intervention’s rating 
of effectiveness.

Summary of studies meeting WWC evidence standards without reservations
O’Connor et al. (1993) examined the effects of phonological awareness training on 22 children ages 4 to 6 with 
developmental delays in a university preschool. The study used a randomized block design, stratifying children by 
age and whether they were in a morning or afternoon class, and ranking them by a cognitive pretest. Children were 
assigned to one of three types of phonological awareness training or a no-treatment comparison group, but only 
one set of contrasts across the groups met WWC standards: phonological awareness training with a blending focus 
versus the comparison group.5 Children in the phonological awareness training with a blending focus group partici-
pated in small groups (three to five children) for 10 minutes a day, four times a week, for seven weeks.

Sweat (2003) randomly assigned 20 children ages 3 to 5 with morphological and phonological impairments to one 
of two groups. Children in the intervention group received phonological awareness training, and children in the 
comparison group participated in a morphosyntactic intervention, which focused on finite morphemes (e.g., /s/ 
as in “sleeps” or /d/ as in “happened”). Both interventions included weekly individual and group sessions over a 
12-week period. The children in the sample attended one of four preschools.

Tyler et al. (2003) examined the effects of phonological awareness training (relative to a morphosyntactic inter-
vention) in a sample of 20 children ages 3 to 5 with co-occurring speech and language impairments. Children in 
the intervention group received phonological awareness training, which included goal attack strategies related to 
awareness of target sounds, differences and similarities between target sounds, and production practice. Children 
in the comparison group received a morphosyntactic intervention, which included goal attack strategies related to 
awareness of morphosyntactic targets in the context of children’s books and songs, focused stimulation, and elic-
ited production of target morphemes. Both of the interventions included weekly individual and group sessions over 
a 12-week period. 

Tyler et al. (2011) randomly assigned children ages 3 to 5 with co-occurring speech and language impairments, 
using a matched pairs design. The children attended preschool in one of two sites, either the United States or New 
Zealand; this WWC review includes 16 children attending the US site.6 Children in the intervention group received 
a phonemic awareness intervention, with an integrated direct speech focus. Children in the comparison group 
received a morphosyntactic intervention, focusing on morphophonemic interactions and finite morphemes. Each 

Table 2. Scope of reviewed research

Grade Pre-kindergarten

Delivery method Individual/Small group

Program type Practice/Curriculum

Studies reviewed 225

Meets WWC standards 
without reservations

4 studies

Meets WWC standards  
with reservations

0 studies
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group received its assigned intervention in a small-group setting, with instruction totaling 24 hours administered 
over 12 weeks separated into two blocks.

Summary of studies meeting WWC evidence standards with reservations
No studies of phonological awareness training meet WWC evidence standards with reservations.
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Effectiveness Summary
The WWC review of interventions for Early Childhood Education Interventions for Children with Disabilities 
addresses student outcomes in seven domains: cognitive development, communication/language competencies, 
literacy, math achievement, social-emotional development and behavior, functional abilities, and physical well-
being. The four studies that contribute to the effectiveness rating in this report cover one domain: communication/
language competencies. The findings below present the authors’ estimates and WWC-calculated estimates of the 
size and statistical significance of the effects of phonological awareness training on children with learning disabilities 
in early education settings. For a more detailed description of the rating of effectiveness and extent of evidence 
criteria, see the WWC Rating Criteria on p. 41. 

Summary of effectiveness for the communication/language competencies domain
Four studies reported findings in the communication/language competencies domain. 

O’Connor et al. (1993) found, and the WWC confirmed, three statistically significant positive differences between 
the intervention (phonological awareness training with a blending focus) and comparison groups on outcomes 
targeting “blending” knowledge in the communication/language competencies domain. Because there were three 
statistically significant positive impacts and no statistically significant negative impacts, this study is characterized 
as having statistically significant positive effects.

Sweat (2003) found two statistically significant differences between the intervention and comparison groups.7  
However, according to WWC calculations, neither of these differences was statistically significant. The average 
effect size across all findings is large enough to be considered substantively important. Therefore, the study is 
characterized as having substantively important positive effects according to WWC criteria (that is, at least 0.25 
standard deviation). 

Tyler et al. (2003) found, and the WWC confirmed, no statistically significant differences between the intervention 
and comparison groups. According to WWC criteria, this study is characterized as having an indeterminate effect. 

Tyler et al. (2011) found, and the WWC confirmed, no statistically significant differences between the intervention 
and comparison groups. According to WWC criteria, this study is characterized as having an indeterminate effect. 

Thus, for the communication/language competencies domain, one study showed a statistically significant positive 
effect, one study showed a substantively important positive effect, no studies showed a statistically significant or 
substantively important negative effect, and two studies showed an indeterminate effect. This results in a rating of 
potentially positive effects, with a small extent of evidence.

Table 3. Rating of effectiveness and extent of evidence for the communication/language competencies domain

Rating of effectiveness Criteria met

Potentially positive effects
Evidence of a positive effect with  
no overriding contrary evidence.

The review of phonological awareness training in the communication/language competencies domain had one 
study showing a statistically significant positive effect, one study showing a substantively important positive 
effect, no studies showing a statistically significant or substantively important negative effect, and two studies 
showing an indeterminate effect.

Extent of evidence Criteria met

Small The review of phonological awareness training in the communication/language competencies domain was based 
on four studies that included 10 locations and 78 children.
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