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Phonological awareness training for EFL beginning students
Janina Kahn-Horwitz

Games adapted for developing phonological awareness amongst beginning EFL students
These games are useful for training phonological awareness prior to and in parallel with EFL reading acquisition. They represent the various levels of phonological awareness development. The different levels include games which develop listening skills, rhyming, awareness of syllables, initial and final sounds and phonemic awareness.

Most of the children we will teach are those who (for the most part) have acquired Hebrew or Arabic reading. We can therefore assume that they have acquired some degree of phonological awareness. Training phonological awareness in EFL emphasizes phonological awareness specifically in English.

1. Listening Games
a. Funny Songs

This game helps children notice differences between what they expect to hear and what they actually hear.

Ask children to close their eyes. Sing them songs they have learned (e.g., Head and shoulders, knees and toes or BINGO or ABC)

Change words or insert new words into the songs. Ask them to identify what was wrong. 

(Head and folders, bees and woes, ADCMeEFG, There was a cat… BILGO, Baa, baa purple sheep).

b. Sequenced instructions

This game helps children remember instructions. Give one child a short sequence of verbal instructions orally (in EFL use very simple instructions and/or use pictures). For example, Sit, jump and say hello. The other children should do an action (thumbs up) to show if the child followed the instructions correctly or not. This can also be a useful game for practicing prepositions (under, behind, before, after, in front of, between).

Variations: Ask a child to give instructions to another child in groups of five.

2. Rhyming Games
This is considered an easier level of phonological awareness. Through rhyming games children focus on the fact that besides having meaning, words also have a physical form.

a. Teach rhymes to the group or use rhymes they have already learned. 

(This old man, Teddy bear, teddy bear, 10 green bottles)

When teaching a new rhyme, say it by emphasizing the rhyme. After that say it line by line and get the group to repeat it. At first repeat slowly, and afterwards faster. 

Variations: Whisper the poem but say the rhyming words aloud. Or, say the poem aloud and whisper the rhyming words. Or, sit everyone in a circle and each child says a line of the poem.

b.     Read rhyming books to the group.

Explain the concept of a rhyme after they have heard a rhyming book or story a few times and ask them to identify the rhymes. Variation: Pause when you get to the rhyming word and ask children to identify the missing rhyme.

c. Rhyme awareness via movement

Group sits in a circle. Play one potato, two potato, three potato four. All participants hold out two fists. Teach them the rhyme. The teacher says it whilst circulating and pounding on each fist (first right and then left) to the stress of the rhyme. A child who’s fist is touched by the last word of each line (rhyming word) puts his/her fist behind his/her back. The child is “out” when both his/her hands are behind his/her back. The last child remaining in the circle is the next one to go around touching fists.
Variation: Use any rhyme for this game.

One potato, two potatoes, three potatoes, four

Five potatoes, six potatoes, seven potatoes, more (four, more)

In the case of one, two, buckle my shoe (two, shoe, four, door etc.)
d. Fill in the rhyming word
This illustrates that any word can be rhymed.

The teacher gives a word to be rhymed and makes a signal that the group can give a rhyming word. The word can be a nonsense word because the aim of the game is for them to notice the sounds of the language and not necessarily the meaning. Target words: cat, dog, mom, house, sit, book, good, red, sad)

3. Awareness of Syllables
This is a more difficult level of phonological awareness than rhyming. It may be more familiar to children from Hebrew/Arabic L1 backgrounds because these languages strongly emphasize the syllable as a phonological unit. The following games emphasize word being made up of syllables.

a. Clapping out names

Go around the class. Each person says his/her name and claps out the syllables. Everybody repeats the name and claps out the syllables in it simultaneously. Afterwards, ask the children to indicate if their names are made up of one, two, three, four syllables.

b. Clapping out names of English vocabulary items.

You need a basket or bag of pictures of objects they know (or use actual objects). One student closes his/her eyes and takes a picture or an object and names it. Everybody repeats the name and then either claps out the syllables or does some either kind of movement (jumping, nodding heads, opening and closing fists). After that ask the class how many syllables were heard. Pictures (or objects) can be chosen according to a specific theme being studied. For example, food: broccoli, lemon, apple, falafel, avocado, steak, chips, hamburger, milkshake, cola, milk, pita, humus, zatar, banana, orange, strawberry, watermelon, melon, cucumber, tomato, lettuce.
Variation: Use a chart with pockets and arrange number cards from one to five (left to right symbolizing the syllables). After a child has chosen a picture and has clapped out the syllables, have him/her place it behind the correct number. To conclude, you go over the pictures behind each number.

A more complex variation: Children say how many syllables without clapping out the word (or saying it out aloud). This is more challenging as it removes the “kinesthetic” input and forces participants to sound it out silently.

c. King or Queen

      This game elicits the syllable through repeated actions. For EFL students, it can be a good reinforcement of verbs. You need a paper crown or king/queen puppet. Teacher starts off being the king or queen and issues instructions to participants standing in a circle. Emphasize the syllables as the children to the action in time to the syllables. Say the words rhythmically so as to keep in time. Afterwards, different children wear the crown and give instructions. (E.g., walking, running, skating, reading, jumping, drinking, eating, sleeping, writing). 

Variation: Use actions words that EFL students don’t know but should guess from the action (e.g. bowling, hammering, rotating, saluting, sewing, stretching, tiptoeing, waving). 
c. Robot talk – syllables

This activity works on synthesizing or blending together syllables that are presented to the students.

Bring a puppet or picture of a robot. Tell a story of a kind robot who loves to give gifts. However, this robot likes to know what the present is in human language before giving it. He talks like a robot so if he was going to give a Barbie he would say Bar-bie and only when the recipient would say Barbie would he be happy.

The teacher then goes around the room with the puppet and “gives” a present to each child. Possibilities are: chocolate, computer, guitar, hippopotamus, spaghetti, television, yo-yo, tractor, helicopter, schoolbag.

4. Initial and Final Sounds
These games introduce students to the existence of phonemes. The beginning phoneme in a word is easier to separate out than the end or middle phoneme. Any division into phonemes is artificial and may be difficult for students, particularly from Hebrew/Arabic L1 backgrounds. Students with language difficulties will have the most difficulty separating out phonemes. Emphasize articulation of the sounds.

a. I am thinking of…
This game illustrates how phonemes sound when presented as units.

Sit in a circle. The teacher explains that children should guess which name s/he is going to say. S/he should silently choose one child and then pronounce the opening phoneme of the child’s name. Repeat the phoneme over and over. E.g., “d, d, d,…(for Dana) and the group should guess the one (or more) names that begin with the target phoneme. For a continuous consonant such as “s” both repeat it and continue saying it.

b. Different words, same initial phoneme

This game illustrates how the same initial phoneme appears in different words and allows participants to feel articulation of the phoneme.

Bring a few pictures for each target phoneme. 

E.g., book, bag, bird, banana, bus; 

Face, finger, foot, fish, 

Pink, purple, potato, piano

          Sock, six, seven, sister, son, sad;

          Teacher, two, ten, tomato, telephone, table, television;

          Yellow, young, yoghurt, yes. 

          Choose one of the sets of cards (starting with the same phoneme). Ask the group to identify each word. Let everyone repeat each word. Name the picture and draw out the initial phoneme (fffinger). The group repeats this word whilst drawing out the initial phoneme. The teacher should ask the children to describe what they are doing with their mouths as they make the “ffff” sound. Each picture from the same set is named and repeated whilst emphasizing the initial phoneme. You can then ask what is common to the set. 

Variation: Spread out pictures and ask the group to identify two words that start with identical phonemes. 

c. Memory game

Prepare a set of cards with pairs of words that start with the same initial phoneme. Set them out on the table with pictures turned downwards. Participants take turns turning over pairs of cards and naming the word and the initial phoneme. If 2 words have the same initial phoneme, the pair is taken. The winner is the one with the most pairs. 
d. Eliminating initial phoneme

This game helps separate out initial phonemes from words. This is an analytic skill.

The teacher calls the student to stand up by calling each persons name without the initial phoneme. The group has to identify who it is (e.g., E-den – teacher calls Den, R-on (on), M-aya (Aya)).

e. Adding sounds to words

This game encourages developing blending or synthesis skills. The teacher explains that a new word can be created by adding a sound to an existing word. E.g., Say the word “or” (everyone repeats it) Now what happens when I add a new sound to the beginning of “or”. Add a ffff sound. Ffff-or. The participants say for. Explain that you added a new sound and got a new word. If children have difficulty with this, do it together with them until they find it easier. More examples, h-at, h-and, l-eg, c-at, c-ow, p-each, ch-air, s-it, t-all.

f. All the above games can be played using end phonemes of a word.

5. Phonemes
Phoneme identification is the most difficult level of phonological awareness. It is essential for sounding out and spelling words correctly. Phoneme sequences are difficult to identify because they are meaningless. They are also difficult to differentiate in the stream of speech and they differ according to the accent pronouncing them. Recommend that students articulate individual phonemes and note how the sound feels – mouth, tongue and lip position, voice. This can be emphasized by using a mirror. Use blocks, discs or cardboard pieces to represent phonemes.

a. Analyzing 2 phoneme words

Give each child 2 blocks or discs. Use pictures that everyone is familiar with. Check that the group knows the names of the pictures before starting to play. E.g. knee, she, tea, we, bye, hi, go, no, shoe, two. A child takes a picture and names it. The teacher repeats the word slowly separating out the 2 phonemes /n/-/ee/. All the children repeat the word, separating out the phonemes. In order to illustrate the 2 phonemes the teacher then repeats the word again and sets out a different color block for each phoneme. The children do the same. They then point to each color whilst articulating the 2 phonemes.

b. Synthesizing 2 phoneme words

This is the opposite of the above game. Choose a picture and hide it. Then name the picture phoneme after phoneme. E.g., /t/-/oo/ for two whilst placing 2 different colored blocks under the hidden picture. Children point to their own blocks and repeat the 2 phonemes faster and faster until they succeed in identifying the word. The teacher can then show the picture of the word. Examples of suitable words: eight, eat, ice, in, it, on, up, us, egg.

c. The above activities once mastered can be extended to 3 phoneme words. Each child then receives 3 colored blocks. E.g. cat, sit, jam, red, bus, ship, duck, thin, fat, big, sad, run, sun, dog, hen, leg. Model these activities carefully so as to help children differentiate the 3 phonemes. A tendency of children from Hebrew/Arabic L1 backgrounds may be to ignore the middle phoneme (vowel sound).

d. Adding the final consonant to a 2 phoneme word.

This game is also played with colored blocks. Start by representing a 2 phoneme word with blocks. Add an additional phoneme and children should pronounce the word. E.g. no (nose, note), may (made, make), knee (need) tea (teach, team, teeth).

e. Guess a word by phonemes

Bring a selection of 1 syllable word pictures that the group knows. Give each child a picture and s/he should not show it to anyone else. Each child pronounces the first phoneme, everybody repeats, the second phoneme, everybody repeats and lastly, the third phoneme and everybody repeats. After that, one person (or the group) repeat the sequence one after the other and blends them to make the word and thus identifies the picture.
f. The robot talking activity used above for syllable division can be used for phoneme division (see 3d).

Sources:

Adams, M. J., Foorman, B. R., Lundberg, I., & Beeler, T. (1998). Phonemic Awareness in young children: A classroom curriculum, Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.

Uhry, J. K. (1999). Phonological awareness and reading: Activities and instructional materials. In J. R. Birsh (Ed.) Multisensory Teaching of Basic Language Skills (pp. 63-84). Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.
