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Phonological awareness and knowledge of letter names enable children to make prog-
ress in beginning reading instruction (Adams, 1990; Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 1994). 
Phonological awareness, in particular awareness of phonemes, helps children acquire the skill of 
decoding, or applying knowledge of the sounds of letters and letter strings to identify an unfa-
miliar word (Liberman, Shankweiler, & Liberman, 1989). Decoding helps children develop 
the ability to identify words while reading and enables them to develop a large print vocabulary 
of words in their long-term memory that they can recognize automatically (Dixon, Stuart, & 
Masterson, 2002).

Teachers can prepare children for reading through informal and formal instruction. 
Preschool and kindergarten teachers can teach phonological awareness skills through fun 
activities such as songs, nursery rhymes, and games (Irwin & Moore, 2014). Children who 
are exposed to activities such as these have better phonemic awareness as beginning readers 
(Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998; Yopp & Yopp, 2009). Teachers in kindergarten and first grade 
can use direct instruction of phonemic awareness to help children learn to read and spell 
(National Reading Panel, 2000; Rupley, Blair, & Nichols, 2009).

Language Acquisition Through Adolescence
Contrary to the assumption that children have mastered language by their fifth birthday, lan-
guage acquisition continues throughout elementary school, with some language forms not mas-
tered until adolescence.

SEMANTICS
As elementary school students learn many concepts in and outside of school, their vocabu-
laries grow at a rate of several new words per day—ranging from about 6,000 words in first 
grade to as many as 40,000 words in fifth grade (Anglin, 1993; Johnson & Anglin, 1995). The 
understanding and use of figurative language, an aspect of semantics, also evolves from elemen-
tary through high school (Owens, 2012). By third grade, students appreciate puns and riddles 
because they realize that words can have two meanings (Ely & McCabe, 1994; Pepicello &  
Weisberg, 1983). Elementary school students also begin to understand similes (He eats like a 
pig), metaphors (She’s an angel), sarcasm, proverbs (Haste makes waste), and idioms (Hold your 
tongue), and they begin to realize that figures of speech are not to be taken literally (“stealing”  
home base). However, children do not master the more complex figurative language found 

TABLE 7.2      Benchmarks of Normal Development in Phonological Awareness

GRADE LEVEL AVERAGE CHILD’S ABILITY
Beginning 
kindergarten

Can tell whether two words rhyme, can generate a rhyme for a simple 
word (e.g., cat or dot), or can easily be taught to do these tasks.

End of 
kindergarten

Can isolate and pronounce the beginning sound in a word (e.g., /n/ 
in nose or /f/ in fudge). Can blend the sounds in two-phoneme words 
[e.g., boy (/b/-/oi/) or me (/m/-/e/)].

Midway through 
first grade

Can isolate and pronounce all the sounds in two and three-phoneme 
words. Can blend the sounds in four-phoneme words containing initial 
consonant blends.

End of first 
grade

Can isolate and pronounce the sounds in four-phoneme words 
containing initial blends. Can blend the sounds in four and five-
phoneme words containing initial and final blends.

Reprinted with permission from J. K. Torgesen & P. G. Mathes (2000). A basic guide to understanding and 
teaching phonological awareness. Austin, TX: Pro-Ed.

Direct instruction: See 
Module 18


