
 

Development of Phonological Awareness in Dual Language Learners 
 

Phonological	awareness	focuses	on	the	sounds	and	sound	patterns	of	alphabetic	languages	like	
English,	Spanish,	Thai,	and	Arabic,	rather	than	on	the	meaning	of	words.	Phonological	awareness	skills	
include	the	ability	to	hear,	identify,	and	manipulate	the	sounds	of	spoken	language.	Young	children	
demonstrate	they	are	developing	phonological	awareness	when	they:	

• notice	and	listen	to	the	meaningful	sounds	of	language;	
• identify	sounds	of	words	that	sound	the	same,	for	example,	at	the	beginnings	and	ends	of	words,	

such	as	“airplane”	and	“airport”;		
• play	with	the	sounds	in	words,	such	as	when	they	blend	words—for	example,	blending	“air	and	

“plane”	into	“airplane”	
• manipulate	sounds,	saying	things	like	“pancake,	wancake,	mancake”;	and	
• 	break	up	sounds	(or	segment	sounds),	such	as	breaking	“today”	into	“to”	and	“day.”	

	
	 Different	languages	have	different	sound	systems.	For	example,	Spanish	includes	a	trilled	“r”	sound	
that	does	not	exist	in	English.	English	includes	some	sounds	that	do	not	exist	in	other	languages,	too.	The	
different	sounds	make	each	language	unique.		Children	who	are	dual	language	learners	(DLLs)	listen,	learn,	
and	use	sounds	in	two	languages.	

The	ability	to	analyze	sounds	in	words	is	the	skill	that	children	must	learn.	Phonological	
awareness	skills	developed	in	one	language	can	transfer	to	another	language,	especially	if	the	languages	
have	similar	sounds	and	sound	systems.	If	the	two	languages	are	quite	different,	children	who	are	DLLs	
may	need	more	practice	and	support	in	making	and	using	the	sounds	of	English.	Some	differences	in	
phonological	development	have	been	found	between	dual	language	learners	and	their	monolingual	peers;	
however,	these	differences	later	fade	away.		

	 Even	though	preschool	dual	language	learners	may	have	an	awareness	of	sounds	in	language	
in	general,	there	are	certain	challenges	they	are	likely	to	face	with	specific	sounds	in	English.		The	
phonemes	and	chunks	they	encounter	in	their	second	language	may	not	be	the	same	as	those	in	their	first	
language.	In	addition,	sounds	from	the	second	language	that	are	similar	to	sounds	in	the	first	may	be	used	
interchangeably	while	they	ought	to	be	distinguished.	For	example,	a	Spanish-speaking	child	may	not	
distinguish	/b/	and	/v/	and	may	think	they	are	slightly	different	ways	of	saying	the	same	sound,	thus	
confusing	the	words	very	and	berry	in	English.		A	similar	process	occurs	with	/l/	and	/r/	for	Chinese	
speakers.		When	the	first	and	second	language	sound	systems	conflict,	the	first	language	will	typically	
override	the	second.		You	can	accelerate	English	literacy	development	by	helping	dual	language	learners	in	
your	classroom	make	the	connection	between	their	first	language	and	what	they	need	to	know	in	English.		

	 Phonological	awareness	instruction	and	assessment	involve	specific	language.	For	dual	
language	learners	to	successfully	master	phonological	awareness,	they	must	be	able	to	understand	the	



words	teachers	use	in	phonological	awareness	instruction	and	assessment,	e.g.,	word,	sound,	listen,	clap,	
first,	last,	beginning,	ending,	same,	different,	hear,	blend,	separate,	etc.		Some	of	these	are	concrete	but	some	
are	abstract	and	more	difficult	to	learn.	Teachers	must	carefully	select	the	words	they	use	for	instruction,	
taking	into	account	the	limited	knowledge	dual	language	learners	may	have	of	English	sounds	and	
vocabulary.		Teachers	may	support	or	explain	using	words	in	the	child’s	first	language,	or	pairing	words	
with	gestures	or	visuals.			

	 Rhyming	is	usually	considered	an	easy	phonological	awareness	task.		However,	many	researchers	
report	that	dual	language	learners	have	difficulties	with	rhyming	tasks,	perhaps	because	it	might	be	more	
sensitive	to	vocabulary	knowledge.		Because	of	this,	it	is	best	to	focus	on	other	phonological	awareness	
tasks,	such	as	beginning	sounds,	with	dual	language	learners.		

	 There	is	some	research	evidence	supporting	the	effectiveness	of	scaffolding	children’s	
understanding	of	English	phonological	awareness	tasks	through	Spanish	instruction.	For	DLLs	with	
limited	development	in	emergent	literacy	skills	and	limited	English	language	skills,	learning	PA	skills	through	
English-only	instruction	can	be	very	challenging.		The	mismatch	between	children’s	PA	instruction	and	their	
English	language	skills	widens	the	gap	between	them	and	the	rest	of	their	monolingual	peers.	There	is	promise	
in	intentionally	supporting	young	DLLs’	acquisition	of	English	emergent	literacy	skills	by	providing	them	
with	Spanish	instructional	support	as	they	acquire	English.	

	 Some	recommendations	when	teaching	phonological	awareness:		

1. Begin	teaching	the	easier	phonological	awareness	tasks:	use	whole	words	and	syllables	before	
onset-rimes	and	individual	sounds.	

2. Help	children	attend	to	sounds	in	the	beginning	of	words	before	sounds	at	the	end	of	words.	

3. Teach	beginning	sounds	in	words	before	rhyming.	

4. Implement	instruction	in	small	groups,	often	grouping	children	who	are	speakers	of	the	same	
language.		

5. Familiarize	yourself	with	the	children’s	first	language(s).	Avoid	using	words	that	create	confusion	
between	sounds	in	the	first	language	and	in	English.	

6. Begin	instruction	in	phonological	awareness	with	phonemes	that	are	common	to	English	and	the	
first	language,	because	those	are	sounds	the	child	is	already	familiar	with.			

7. Select	words	that	are	familiar	to	children	and	are	short	(have	fewer	letters),	and/or	teach	children	
the	meaning	of	words	prior	to	using	them	in	phonological	awareness	tasks.	

8. In	an	activity,	limit	the	words	in	your	question	or	offer	limited	choices	for	the	answer,	e.g.	you	might	
say	“Do	hat	and	fat	sound	alike”	instead	of	“Which	word	rhymes	with	hat	–	dog,	cat,	or	bed?”			

9. Choose	words	that	contain	the	eight	core	consonants:	(/p/,	/b/,	/j/,	/d/,	/w/,	/m/,	/n/,	/h/)	at	the	
beginning	(easier)	and	end	(harder)	of	the	word.		

10. Provide	many	opportunities	for	children	to	accurately	pronounce	words	and	sounds	that	are	being	
used	in	phonological	awareness	activities.		

11. Use	visuals	or	first	language	connections	to	reinforce	your	words.	

12. Explicitly	teach	children	the	vocabulary	they	will	need	to	understand	phonological	awareness	
instruction	or	assessment.			



13. Model	all	phonological	awareness	tasks	in	each	lesson	so	children	understand	what	they	are	
expected	to	do.			

14. Implement	lots	of	repetition	of	songs,	rhymes,	and	finger	plays	in	the	classroom.	These	types	of	
activities	help	dual	language	learners	to	distinguish	phonemes	in	English	that	may	not	be	part	of	
their	first	languages.	

15. Children	learn	phonological	awareness	by	hearing	themselves	saying	the	words	and	sounds	and	using	
them	in	meaningful	ways	during	play	and	conversation.	This	can	only	be	accomplished	with	DLLs	in	
small	group	interactions	that	allow	each	child	opportunities	to	talk	and	teacher	to	respond.		

16. When	conducting	assessment	or	engaging	in	instruction,	use	modeling,	gestures,	and	repetition.		

17. Make	explicit	connections	between	English	and	first	language,	e.g.,	“Vamos	a	mezclar	sonidos	–	en	inglés	
decimos	blending.”		“La	palabra	pencil,	lápiz,	tiene	dos	partes	…	pen	y	cil	…”			

18. Last	but	not	least,	if	you	are	bilingual	or	have	bilingual	support	in	for	the	classroom,	consider	
the	feasibility	of	teaching	phonological	awareness	in	the	child’s	first	language.	
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Commercially	available	PA	assessments	–	Spanish		

My	IGDIs	–	Early	Literacy	Assessment	–	https://www.myigdis.com/preschool-assessments/early-literacy-
assessments/	-	available	in	English	and	Spanish,	covers	certain	areas	of	PA	only.		

TPAS	-	Test	of	Phonological	Awareness	in	Spanish	–	4	yrs.	and	up	–	individually	administered,	15-30	min.		
https://www.proedinc.com/Products/10940/tpas-test-of-phonological-awareness-in-spanish.aspx	

The	Test	of	Phonological	Awareness	in	Spanish	(TPAS)	measures	phonological	awareness	ability	in	Spanish-
speaking	children.	The	TPAS	can	be	used	to	help	identify	children	who	may	benefit	from	instructional	activities	
to	enhance	their	phonological	abilities	to	aid	reading	instruction.	The	TPAS	subtests	consist	of:	
• Initial	Sounds	-	determining	if	a	second	word	begins	with	the	same	sound	as	a	target	word,	
• Final	Sounds	-	determining	if	a	second	word	ends	with	the	same	sound	as	a	target	word,	
• Rhyming	Words	-	determining	whether	a	second	word	rhymes	or	sounds	like	the	target	word,	and	
• Deletions	-	repeating	a	specific	word	while	leaving	out	a	syllable	or	sound	at	the	beginning,	middle,	or	end	

of	the	word.	
	



Note:		

RRFTS	Phonological	Awareness	Assessment	is	only	available	in	English.	Teachers	who	are	bilingual	may	
scaffold	the	assessment	of	PA	in	English	with	this	tool	using	the	child’s	first	language	to	clarify	task	
requirements,	and	making	clear	connections	between	languages.		Additionally,	you	can	pair	words	
with	gestures	and	other	visuals.	However,	the	target	words	for	the	assessment	must	remain	in	
English.		

	

Some	Differences	between	English	and	Spanish	Phonological	Awareness		

	

Characteristic	 English	 Spanish		

Orthography	(Spelling)	 Less	Transparent	 More	transparent		

Word	Structures		 • CVC	most	common		

• Many	monosyllabic	words	

• Consonant	cluster	in	the	final	
word	position		

• CVCV	most	common	

• More	polysyllabic	words	(2-4	
syllables)	

• No	consonant	clusters	in	the	final	
word	position	

Vowels	 14	vowel	sounds	 5	vowel	sounds		

Developmental	
Sequence	of	PA	Skills		

• Compound	words	

• Words	

• Syllables	

• Phonemes	

• Blending	and	Segmenting	of	syllables	
acquired	before	English	speakers	
(Anthony	et	al.,	2011)	

• Shorter	words	(2	syllables)	with	or	
without	initial	consonant	clusters	and	
words	with	initial	continuant	sounds	
(e.g.,	/s,	/f/)	are	easier	to	manipulate	
(Pollard-Durodola	&	Simmons,	2009)	

PA	skill	most	predictive	
of	reading		

Phonemic	awareness	(	blending	and	
elision)		

Segmentation	at	syllable	level	(Gorman	&	
Gillman,	2003).		
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