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Simple View of Reading

Phonological Awareness

Teaching Phonics to Adults
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Teaching Vowel Sounds: Minimal Pairs





bread, read (past tense), earth

A proficient English speaker knows that 
“bread” can’t be read as “breed” or 
“birth” because they know that it 

doesn’t sound right

Vowel team “ea”

bread



Анастасия



момиче





the ability to 
understand 

SPOKEN 
LANGUAGE

What is the main 
precursor to 

learn to read?

Awareness of oral language



Professor Xavier

The media can shape our 
perceptions of reality; 

How do we get to 
understand oral language?

“

“

http://dontchangethislink.peardeckmagic.zone?eyJ0eXBlIjoiZ29vZ2xlLXNsaWRlcy1hZGRvbi1yZXNwb25zZS1mb290ZXIiLCJsYXN0RWRpdGVkQnkiOiIxMTQwNDM5NTk1MDM3NDA0ODc2NjYiLCJwcmVzZW50YXRpb25JZCI6IjFYdEtlNDRwamswWWxzU01GejBNc3BUak9ERnN4NWVjc1hpTTRTX2RHLTBVIiwiY29udGVudElkIjoiY3VzdG9tLXJlc3BvbnNlLWZyZWVSZXNwb25zZS10ZXh0Iiwic2xpZGVJZCI6ImczMWQyNGQ0MDM4Ml8wXzE4OCIsImNvbnRlbnRJbnN0YW5jZUlkIjoiMVh0S2U0NHBqazBZbHNTTUZ6ME1zcFRqT0RGc3g1ZWNzWGlNNFNfZEctMFUvYzQ5YTQzYzUtYTM0Ny00MzE1LWIzZjQtM2I2MWJhY2M0ZGVkIn0=pearId=magic-pear-metadata-identifier


Phonological Awareness

Prerequisite to phonological awareness is basic listening skill; 

the acquisition of a several-thousand word vocabulary; 

the ability to imitate and produce basic sentence 

structures; and the use of language to express needs, 

react to others, comment on experience, and understand 

what others intend (Moats & Tolman, 2009)



Phonological Awareness: 
Basic Listening Skills

Onset-Rime 
awareness



Alliterations “practice promotes progress”

“healthy habits help happiness”

“kindness keeps kindness growing”

Rhyme recognition What word rhymes with think?
drink - bank - town

Syllable awareness How many syllables in the words “coffee”, “banana”, and “student”?
co-ffe
ba-na-na
stu-dent

Onset-Rime 
awareness

p-et
s-et
l-et
j-et

Phonemic 
awareness

Phoneme isolation: What’s the first sound in the word “card”
Phoneme blending: Say /b/ /a/ /t/. Put the sounds together (/bat/)
Phoneme segmentation: Say “same”. Say each sound in “same” (/s/ /ey/ /m/
Phoneme manipulation: Sound replacement, addition, and deletion
Say “same”. Change the sound /ey/ for /ow/. 
Say “at”. Add /p/ at the beginning. 
Say “tame”. Take away /t/  

Remember 
this is all 

oral 
language!



Let’s use AI to help us 
with teaching PA!

Let’s use AI to 
help us build PA 
lessons!



1 2 3
Go to ChatGPT or 
your preferred AI

Prompt example:

Create a lesson that teaches the 
following phonological awareness 
skills in this order: alliterations, 
rhymes, syllable awareness, onset 
rime awareness and phoneme 
deletion

Look for errors or poorly 
designed examples!

Keep prompting 
the chat bot

Example:

Use words across the exercises 
that are relevant for when an 
adult moves to a new country

Example:

Alliteration provided by 
ChatGPT:

“Sam shops for shoes”



PA is great! 
But your 
students need to 
learn a lot 
more! 

It’s critical that 
you dedicate time 
in each lesson to 
develop all the 
skills needed to 
learn to read.  





I got pulled over for having a broken light 
and was asked for my license and registration.



Word recognition: 
Sound words out
Phonics rules and strategies (e.g., past tense -ed (pulled, asked); -tion; -ight)
Sight word recognition (e.g., I, over, was, for, my, and)

Language comprehension:
Background knowledge: 
In the US, if you see a police patrol flashing their lights behind you, you MUST pull over. 
NEVER get out of the car, unless you’re asked to. If your lights don’t work, you may be 
causing a safety hazard. You can get a ticket for that.

Vocabulary: 
2-word verbs (e.g., pull over)
light, license, registration

Language structure:
Compound sentence structure (two independent clauses joined with “and”
Direct object usage (“me” is tacit and “my license and registration” are direct objects of 
the verbs “pulled” and “asked”
Ellipsis: Subject (“I”) is omitted in second clause
Gerund as object of preposition: “for having a broken light”

"I got pulled over for having a broken light and was asked for my license and registration."



Teaching 
Minimal 

Pairs



It’s important to teach 
minimal pairs to your 
young/adult students 
because the subtleties in 
sounds (especially 
vowels ) can lead to 
misunderstandings (and 
very likely 
embarrassment!)



70%
Misinformation 

Exposure
Conscientiam criticam 
acquirere et enim ad 

informationem evaluare

Can I take a s*it? (sheet) 

(/æ/ vs /ʌ/)

There’s a bag crawling on 
your shoulder! (bug)

(/ɪ/ vs /i/)



Teach minimal pairs first through 
ear training  and then 
production



Same or Different

Teacher: I’ll read two words. You 
tell me if they’re the same or 
different. See how I do it first. 
(use and example)

Teacher says: “ad - odd”
Student says : “different”

Teacher says “bag - bag”
Student says: “same”

Listen and Circle1-2-3 Which is different?

Circle the number of the word 
with /æ/

Ear Training Practice
Always first: Explain the how to position the mouth (chin) to produce 

the vowel sound. Use a visual or better, a video!
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aR5yyKFLI64

Teacher: I’ll read three words. You tell me 
which one is different from the other two: 
word 1, word 2, or word 3. You answer 
“one”, “two” or “three”. Watch how I do it 
first. 
(use an example)

Teacher says: “lack - lock- lack”
Student says : “two”

Teacher says “cancellation - cancellation - 
consolation”
Student says: “three”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aR5yyKFLI64


Production Practice Examples
Guess…

Teacher: 

Student:

Repeat After Me
 (Target Sound Only)

Finish the Sentence

Teacher: 

Student:



To your adult 
ESL learners

Teaching 
Phonics to



What is 
Phonics?



What is Phonics?

Phonics is a method of instruction to teach the 
systemic relationship between the letters and 
letter combinations (graphemes) in written 
language and the individual sounds 
(phonemes) in spoken language and how to 
use these relationships to read and spell 
words.” (Honig et al., (2018), p. 170)



Sequence 
to Teach 
Phonics

From: Honig, B.; Diamond, L.; & Gutlohn, L. (2018). Teaching reading sourcebook. Novato, CA: Arena Press.



Start 
with 
Letter 
Names

Letter Iconicity

The name of a letter contains 
the sound that the letter 

represents!



From: Honig, B.; Diamond, L.; & Gutlohn, L. (2018). Teaching reading sourcebook. Novato, CA: Arena Press.



Continue phonics training with  single 
consonants

Continuous consonants are the easiest:

/m/ /n/ /f/ /s/ 

Stop consonants are harder:

/k/ /g/ /t/ /d/

From EASY to DIFFICULT:  



Next, 
Vowels!

In American English:

15-16 distinct vowel sounds 
(depending on variety of English)





Syllable types
WRITTEN syllables! They don’t correspond to syllable breaks in spoken language)

help children determine the vowel sound in one- or two-syllable words

closed

silent e 
“magic e”

open

vowel 
Teams

 r-controlled 
vowel 

 “bossy r”

consonant 
-le



Spoken vs. Written Syllables

From: Moats (2020)



Syllable types

1 5
4

3

2
6

closed

silent e 
“magic e”

open

vowel 
Teams

 r-controlled 
vowel 

 “bossy r”

consonant 
-le

are typically taught in following this sequence



bit

tap

cut

hop

can

what do you notice?



● has a CVC pattern

● short vowel sound

● has just 1 vowel and 

ends in a consonant

examples
pen         hot 

pig           him       

sun

run          tip   

dog          kin

prerequisites
● differentiate consonants 

from vowels

● know short vowel sound

Stick to CVC words when you teach this first syllable type! Don’t introduce other 

patterns of closed syllables yet  (e.g., closed syllable with blends (e.g., desk, left)

1. Closed Syllable 



inhabitant

warthog

detonate

supper

radish

Closed Syllables in Multisyllabic Words:

These should be taught later, after students master CVC words.



Now you!

Identify the words with a closed syllable. 



can

pea

blow

pop

part

prince

picture

tin

brown

sick

tune

great

but

me

make

bible

item

vocab

desk

count

Use AI to search for CVC words that may be more meaningful or helpful for adult ELs (even if they are 
mutisyllabic).



bit bite

tap tape

cut cute

hop hope

can cane

what pattern do you notice?



● has a CVCe pattern

● long vowel sound

● has just 1 consonant 

before final e

examples
site        

page            

tone

tune   

Pete

prerequisites
● differentiate consonants 

from vowels

● know long vowel sounds

1. CVCe - “Magic -e)



Now you!

Identify the words with a “magic e” syllable 



rage

rime

broke

stone

dance

rat

chart

base

noise

tone

turn

gosh

bridge

Tom

Kate

bible

comb

type

prance

choice

Use AI to search for CVCe words that may be more meaningful or helpful for adult ELs (even if they 
are mutisyllabic).



no

me

she

spider

over

what pattern do you notice?



● LONG vowel sound

● has just 1 vowel - last 

letter of syllable

examples
no        baby

she      raven

try       

so        began

● many one-syllable word 

with open syllable are 

common sight words 

3. Open Syllable 

Start with monosyllabic words first 
with open syllable. Introduce 

two-syllable words with open 
syllable later. 



Now you!

Identify the words with an open syllable. 



paid

say

flu

drone

lamp

try

call

piece

cow

shirt

bugle

bomb

fire

bone

tired

bible

we

nope

repeat

pupil

Use AI to search for open syllable-words that may be more meaningful or helpful for adult ELs (even if 
they are mutisyllabic).



● AKA: “vowel pair”

● Sound varies depending 

on vowel pattern 

● Has a VT pattern (e.g., ay, 

ai, aw, ie, igh, old, etc.)

● Learned through word 

sorting and systematic 

practice

● Schmerler Diagrams help!

steak    head  

beach    count   

young     you  

boulder    foot 

hoot    house  

August    pool

coin    show

● VT can also consist of V+Cs 

with a consistent sound (e.g., 

all, igh)

● Some VT patterns can have 

more than 1 sound (e.g., ow as 

in “grow” and as in “cow”)

● These have to be tried out and 

determine by “does it sound 

right?”

4. Vowel Team Combinations



Now you!

Have your Schmerler Diagrams at hand

Identify the words with vowel team 
combinations

Example: 
thread, ea as in bread
joint, oi as in coin



trident

ouch

spice

call

light

cow

tip

their

fire

pause

boom

pine

bugle

order

tired

potatoes

we

nope

repeat

pupil

Use AI to search for vowel team words that may be more meaningful or helpful for adult ELs (even if 
they are mutisyllabic).



AKA: “bossy -r”; “vowel r”

5. R-controlled vowel

Three Types:

—Vr-CL (Closed Syllable) –

—Vr-ME (Magic e)

—Vr-VT (Vowel Team)

Only teach the type –Vr-CL examples

—Vr-CL: Varies per pattern 
(see Schmerler Diagrams)

Just 1 vowel followed by r

herd, smart, hurt, dart, 
shark, shirt, her, word, 
stern, for, dirt

DON’T NEED TO TEACH
Vowel r-ME & Vowel r-VT 

They don’t change too much the sound 
of the vowel in ME and VT

fire, stare, cure, here

fear, chair, pair, oar, 
board, steer



Now you!

Have your Schmerler Diagrams at hand
Identify the words with r-controlled vowel 

combinations

Example: 
chart, Vr-CL as in car
figure, Vr-ME as in cure
steer, Vr-VT as in cheer

Challenge!
Say the syllable type 

other than bossy r !



spore

meet

here

fry

smart

so

turn

sign

earn

thermal

shrine

roast

slush

slave

horn

pair

spire

stern

stay

pupil

Use AI to search for r-controlled vowel words that may be more meaningful or helpful for adult ELs (even if 
they are mutisyllabic).



● Makes a schwa sound

● A syllable with a -Cle 

pattern: A consonant 

followed by LE which 

ends the syllable

examples

gargle   noble   

waffle   dazzle   

candle  turtle

● It never stands alone

● -Cle syllables are never 

accented

6. Consonant -le



Now you!

Identify the words with a -Cle syllable. 

Challenge!
Say the syllable type 

other than -Cle



Google

gargle

bargain

try

truth

can

ogle

sign

earn

country

crime

cluster

gargle

work

miserable

relaxed

inspire

coteach

dribble

pupil

Use AI to search for C-le words that may be more meaningful or helpful for adult ELs (even if they are 
mutisyllabic).



For more on 
teaching 
phonics!

Reading Rockets

Use your knowledge of 
your students’ needs to 
adapt your instruction 
and materials.

https://www.readingrockets.org/reading-101/reading-101-learning-modules


lopezvelasa1@southernct.edu

Thank You!


