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In this review, we examined the role of phonological awareness in literacy
development for Spanish-speaking students. There appears to be a close
relationship between Spanish-language phonological awareness and literacy
development. In particular, Spanish phonological awareness appears to develop
in stages. Not only is the development of phonemic awareness skills probably
supported by reading instruction, but it likely contributes to reading development
as well. Sensitivity to syllables in Spanish may be particularly important for
later reading success, and the ability to segment words into their phonemes may
play a critical role in reading acquisition. Training students in spelling,
blending, and segmenting syllables and phonemes may be especially valuable
because these skills ave closely related to those which students use when actually
reading and writing words. Finally, there is evidence of cross-language transfer
of phonological awareness skills between Spanish and English. Suggestions for
Spanish phonological awareness instruction are given, and an agenda for further
research is included. Based on this review, many different experimental procedures
have been used to evaluate students’ Spanish-language phonological awareness,
but there is a need for measures that ave psychometrically sound and that have
documented validity and reliability to assess phonological awareness in Spanish.
In addition, although training in Spanish phonemic awareness seems to have a
positive effect on the development of spelling ability, we found little direct evidence
that this type of training increases Spanish reading performance. Further research
in this area is needed.
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Phonological awareness has been recognized as a key component
of reading development. Research has shown that a child’s level of
phonological awareness is a better predictor of success in learning
to read than IQ, general language proficiency, or other traditional
measures of reading readiness (Bravo-Valdivieso, 1995; Juel,
Griffith, & Gough, 1986; Lombardino, Riccio, Hynd, & Pinheiro,
1997; Stanovich, Cunningham, & Cramer, 1984; Wagner, 1988).
Early literacy interventions that promote phonological awareness
may actually prevent the development of serious reading disabili-
ties (Lyon, 1995; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998; Stanovich, 1986).

Phonological awareness is the awareness of separate syllables
and sounds within words in speech, and the ability to carry out
mental operations on these units of speech. Phonological aware-
ness is not reading, and it is not phonics. It is the ability to seg-
mentand manipulate words, syllables, and sounds which are heard
and spoken. It is the awareness of words as entities separate from
the meanings attached to them (the insight that “cat” is a word
made up of sounds, not just a furry animal). Phonemic awareness,
a sub-category of phonological awareness, refers specifically to
awareness and sensitivity to phonemes, or individual sounds. Some
examples of phonological awareness tasks are (a) providing words
that rhyme with other words, (b) clapping the syllables in a word,
(c) saying the sounds of a word separately, (d) blending sounds
together to make words, (e) deleting a sound or syllable from a
word and saying what remains (“Say meat without the /m/”: eat;
“Di somrisa sin /son/”: risa), (f) tapping a pencil once for each
sound heard in a word (sometimes called phoneme counting),
and (g) grouping words together that start with the same sound,
or end with the same sound. Phonological awareness also can re-
fer to single syllables which may be made up of single phonemes
or multiple phonemes.

Much of the available information on the topic of phonological
awareness deals with its applications to English speakers. There is
also a documented relationship between phonological awareness
and reading in non-English languages, such as German (Naslund,
1990), Hebrew (Bentin, Hammer, & Cahan, 1991), Danish
(Lundberg, Frost, & Petersen, 1988), Swedish (Lundberg,
Olofsson, & Wall, 1980), Portuguese (Cardoso-Martins, 1991), Ital-
ian (Cossu, Shankweiler, Liberman, Katz, & Tola, 1988), and French
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(Alegria, Pignot, & Morais, 1982; Comeau, Cormier, Grandmaison,
& Lacroix, 1999).

Many students in American schools come from diverse linguis-
tic backgrounds. A large number of these students speak Spanish
as their native language. The population of students for whom
Spanish is the native language is growing rapidly in our schools.
In 1990, the U.S. census indicated that about 14% of all the school
students in the U.S. lived in a home where English was not the
primary language. Most of these (73%) were Spanish-speaking.
Unfortunately, the reading achievement of these students lags be-
hind that of other groups (August & Hakuta, 1997). Projections
for the state of Texas are that by the year 2008, Hispanics will make
up about 46% of the state’s population, with European Americans
accounting for 37%, and African Americans about 10% (Alford,
1999). Similar growth patterns are forecasted for other states.

The school enrollment of students speaking Spanish as their
first language is likely to continue to increase. There is a need,
therefore, for a close examination of the role of phonological
awareness in literacy development for Spanish-speaking students.
In this review, we examined research conducted in Spanish on the
topic of phonological awareness. The questions we investigated
were: (a) Which phonological awareness tasks are more or less
difficultin Spanish?, (b) Is phonological awareness a good predic-
tor of reading achievement in Spanish?, (c) Does training in Span-
ish phonological awareness increase Spanish reading achievement?,
(d) What are some examples of phonological awareness activities
that can be included in Spanish early literacy programs?, and (e)
Does Spanish phonological awareness have an effect on English
reading achievement? In addressing these questions, it was of in-
terest to determine how phonological awareness of Spanish-speak-
ing children was being assessed.

Phonological Awareness Tasks and Reading in Spanish

A basic sensitivity to subtle differences between words seems to be
the simplest form of phonological awareness. In a study of Span-
ish-speaking illiterate adults, Adrian, Alegria, and Morais (1995)
found that adults who could not read had some sensitivity to
sounds, allowing them to distinguish between similar-sounding
words or syllables in order to understand speech. These subjects
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also performed well in rhyming tasks, indicating that rhyme ap-
preciation is an early phonological awareness skill that probably
develops prior to literacy acquisition. However, tasks requiring
conscious manipulation of syllables, such as syllable deletion (the
repetition of a pseudoword without a target syllable) and syllable
reversal (the repetition of CVC (e.g., cat—tac dim-mid) words or
pseudowords in reverse order) tasks, were difficult for these non-
readers, and they performed especially poorly on similar tasks in-
volving the manipulation of individual phonemes within words.

As Spanish-speaking students are exposed to early instruction
in the alphabetic code, most seem to develop a sensitivity first to
syllables, then to onsets and rimes within words, and finally to in-
dividual phonemes. The onset is the initial consonant or conso-
nant cluster in a syllable (i.e., st in slip; tr-in tren), and the rime is
the portion of a syllable that follows the onset (i.e., -ip in slip; -en in
tren). A study conducted with 40 preschool and 40 beginning first-
grade native Spanish-speaking children in Argentina found that
both groups could accurately identify the number of syllables in a
word about 50% of the time. However, only 5% of the preschool
children and 35% of the first graders could correctly identify the num-
ber of sounds or phonemesin a word, even after more than 6 examples
were provided (Manrique & Gramigna, 1984). In a study of mono-
lingual English-speaking and bilingual Spanish-speaking (with Lim-
ited English Proficiency) kindergarten and first-grade students in
Massachusetts, Cisero and Royer (1995) confirmed that both En-
glish- and Spanish-speaking students appeared to first develop sen-
sitivity to onsets and rimes, and then to individual phonemes.

It appears that basic phonological awareness is necessary for the
developmentof early reading, but there is also evidence that more
complex forms of phonological awareness are developed after read-
ing instruction has begun, as children are exposed to the alpha-
betic principle and letter-sound correspondences (Bentin,
Hammer, & Cahan, 1991; Goswami & Bryant, 1990; Morais, Cary,
Alegria, & Bertelson, 1979). In a Spanish-language study conducted
in Murcia, Spain, Carrillo (1994) studied which phonological
awareness skills are presentin children who have notyet had read-
ing instruction, and which skills develop after reading instruction
has begun. Prereaders in this study exhibited sensitivity to rhyme
(words that end in the same way) and alliteration (words that be-
gin in the same way). Children who received minimal instruction
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in letter—sound correspondences were able to isolate the onset
from the rime in simple words. The author concluded that these
abilities develop prior to reading. Early readers in the study devel-
oped more advanced awareness of individual phonemes. The tasks
that most separated prereaders and early readers were those which
involved phoneme segmentation (pronouncing the separate
sounds within a word); performance on segmenting tasks also sepa-
rated good first-grade readers from average and poor readers.
Carrillo concluded that the ability to segment a word into its pho-
nemes is critical in the beginning stages of reading acquisition in
Spanish. By the time children are in the first grade, simple phono-
logical awareness tasks such as rhyme detection no longer sepa-
rate good readers from poor readers. This finding has important
implications for the development and evaluation of early literacy
screening assessments for first grade Spanish-speaking children.

Aspects of the Spanish Language That Affect Phonological Awareness

Certain properties of the Spanish language appear to have an ef-
fect on the difficulty of phonological awareness tasks. In Spanish,
the pronunciation of a word can usually be derived directly from
print as Spanish is phonically regular. Because of this regularity
and predictability, the syllable is an important unit in Spanish read-
ing, and reading instruction is often based on the recognition and
spelling of syllable units as opposed to single phonemes (Free-
man & Freeman, 1998).

Some researchers think that the syllable may be a more impor-
tant unit of phonological awareness in Spanish than it is in En-
glish, but there are mixed results in studies that have examined
this issue. Carreiras, Alvarez, and De Vega (1993) found that syl-
lables are important processing units in Spanish, and that they
have a strong effect on word recognition. Gonzalez and Garcia
(1995), in a study of preschool and kindergarten children in the
Canary islands, concluded that a student’s ability to segment Span-
ish words into syllables may be more important than his or her
ability to separate words into phonemes. Other studies discussed
by Gonzalez and Garcia (1995), however, had mixed conclusions.
Some research has shown that syllable awareness is a more impor-
tant predictor of Spanish reading success than phonemic aware-
ness, while other researchers have found that phonemic awareness
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is more important than syllabic awareness in predicting future suc-
cess in mastering the alphabetic code in Spanish.

A number of different tasks have been used to study phonemic
awareness in Spanish. For example, in some of these studies, stu-
dents listened to pairs of similar words and told whether the words
were the same or different (Adrian et al., 1995; Bravo-Valdivieso,
1995). In other studies, students were asked to tell whether words
rhyme with each other (Adrian et al., 1995; Carrillo, 1994; Cisero
& Royer, 1995), whether they begin with the same sound (Carrillo,
1994; Cisero & Royer, 1995; Durgunoglu, Nagy, & Hancin-Bhatt,
1993), or end with the same sound (Carrillo, 1994; Cisero & Royer,
1995). Students in one study heard pairs of nonsense words and
identified whether or not the pairs had an identical syllable (e.g.,
mosa/moti= si; lura/pebu =no) or an identical phoneme (Adrian et
al., 1995). Several of the studies implemented experimental pro-
cedures for measuring phonological awareness. Students were
asked to listen to a series of sounds pronounced separately and
blend them into a word (Bravo-Valdivieso, 1995; Durgunoglu et
al., 1993), and to blend onsets and rimes (d-on) or separate syl-
lables (do-ce) into words (Durgunoglu etal., 1993). Some research-
ers asked students to count phonemes by placing chips on a board
(Carrillo, 1994), or by tapping a pencil once for each phoneme
they hear in the word (Manrique & Gramigna, 1984, Manrique &
Signorini, 1994).

Some assessments involved phoneme segmentation, requiring
students to pronounce the phonemes of a word separately (Bravo-
Valdivieso, 1995; Durgunoglu et al., 1993). In other studies, stu-
dents heard a whole word and had to pronounce only the initial
or final phoneme of the word (Carrillo, 1994; Gonzalez & Garcia,
1995). Students have been asked to separate words into syllables
(Durgunoglu etal., 1993), and to identify the position (i.e., begin-
ning, middle, or end) of a target sound within a word as well
(Carrillo, 1994). Some of the more difficult phonemic awareness
tasks included phoneme deletion (i.e., repeating the word with-
out a specified sound; Adrian etal., 1995; Carrillo, 1994; Signorini,
1997), syllable deletion (i.e., repeating the word without a speci-
fied syllable; Adrian, Alegria, & Morais, 1995), word reversal (i.e.,
students hear a pair of words and repeat them in reverse order;
Adrian etal., 1995), and phoneme reversal (i.e., students listen to
brief syllables and say the phonemes in them backwards, such as
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mil = lim; osa = aso; Adrian et al., 1995; Bravo-Valdivieso, 1995;
Carrillo, 1994).

Gonzalez and Garcia (1995) compared the performance of Span-
ish-speaking pre-kindergarten and kindergarten children on pho-
neme isolation tasks in different kinds of words. In these tasks,
students were asked to pronounce either the initial or final sound
of a word separately. The researchers found that children were
more successful in isolating continuous consonants (consonant
sounds which can be pronounced for several seconds without dis-
tortion, e.g., /m/ or /s/) than stop consonants (consonant sounds
which can only be pronounced for an instant without distortion,
e.g.,/t/ or /p/). They also discovered that children found it more
difficult to isolate initial consonant sounds when they are part of
an initial consonant cluster, and that this task is more difficult in
longer words than in shorter words. In a separate study, Manrique
and Signorini (1994) found that low-performing Spanish readers
had difficulty spelling words containing consonant clusters.
Gonzalez and Garcia (1995) also compared children’s ability to
isolate beginning sounds in two-syllable words in which the initial
consonant belonged to stressed and unstressed syllables, but found
that there was no difference in the difficulty of these tasks. Thus,
there is some evidence that phonological awareness tasks have dif-
fering levels of difficulty beginning with simple rhyme and extend-
ing to the isolation and deletion of single sounds from consonant
clusters. Although it is not known if the differences in difficulty
level are based on characteristics of the task demands or the child’s
conceptual understanding of those task demands (i.e., does the
child understand what is being asked), the differing difficulty lev-
els of the tasks are important to note when planning instruction
in phonemic awareness.

Phonological Awareness as a Predictor
of Reading Achievement in Spanish

Several studies have found that Spanish-speaking students with
strong phonemic awareness are generally successful in reading and
spelling. Bravo-Valdivieso (1995) followed the reading progress of
low socioeconomic status urban children in Chile over a four-year
period. He compared average readers with children who had se-
vere reading difficulties. During the first, second, and fourth years
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of this study, Bravo-Valdivieso administered several tests, includ-
ing measures of intelligence, decoding, phonological awareness,
and reading comprehension. In this study, IQ was not a good pre-
dictor of future reading progress. The best predictor of reading
achievementin the older children was their ability to decode words
in the first year of reading instruction. Students with weak decoding
skills in the early grades had the most severe reading difficulties
when they were older. Younger students who had poorly-developed
phonological awareness and verbal abilities were also likely to have
reading problems as they progressed through school.

Durgunoglu et al. (1993) also found evidence of a relationship
between Spanish phonological awareness and reading. For students
in their study, Spanish-speaking American first-grade students,
phonological awareness in Spanish was closely related to word-
recognition ability. Carrillo (1994) similarly found that the stron-
gest first-grade readers were those who performed the best on
phoneme segmenting tasks.

In contrast, Manrique and Signorini (1994), in their compari-
son of 39 Spanish-speaking skilled and less-skilled readers, found
that even poor first-grade readers in Argentina performed well on
a phoneme counting task (tapping a pencil for each phoneme
heard in a word). Children’s performance on this task was closely
related to their spelling ability, but not to their ability to read lists
of words. The authors conclude that this lack of relationship be-
tween word reading and performance on the phoneme counting
task may be due to the fact that the task was not complex enough
to discriminate good from poor readers. All children in the study
were near ceiling in their performance on the counting task at the
end of first grade. None of the students who performed poorly on
the phoneme segmentation task could read well; however, some
students who were poor readers did well on the phonemic task.
The poor readers with higher phonemic awareness could spell
many words that they could not read. Manrique and Signorini
concluded that the ability to spell correctly develops early in Span-
ish, due to its transparent orthography and phonological features
such as the small number of vowels in the language and its pre-
dominantly open syllable structure.

In a later study, Signorini (1997) concluded that even complex
phonemic awareness tasks are only moderately related to first-grade
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children’s ability to read lists of words. The results of this study
may not apply to children in other situations, however, because of
the small number of students studied and problems with some of
the phonemic awareness measures that were used.

Effects of Training in Spanish Phonological Awareness on
Spanish Reading Achievement

Research suggests that there is a relationship between Spanish-
language phonemic awareness and successful literacy development.
There is research in English (Bradley & Bryant, 1983; Foorman,
Francis, Novy, & Liberman, 1991; Wagner, 1988) and in German
(Naslund, 1990) indicating that children’s levels of phonemic
awareness not only predict their future reading achievement, but
actually cause them to be successful or unsuccessful in learning to
read. The next important question, then, is whether providing
phonemic awareness training programs to Spanish-speaking chil-
dren in Spanish will enable them to be more successful in learn-
ing to read and spell in Spanish.

Although some of these studies may be limited by certain flaws
in the methods used by the researchers, studies in English have
provided evidence of the effectiveness of this type of training (Troia,
1999). In one English-language study, preschool children were
successfully taught phonemic awareness skills, and those who had
high phonemic awareness and knew the required letter-sound as-
sociations were able to decode unfamiliar words (Byrne & Field-
ing-Barnsley, 1991). Ball and Blachman (1991) found that training
in phoneme segmentation, delivered along with letter-sound in-
struction, produced significantly higher gains in early reading and
spelling than letter-sound instruction alone. Bradley and Bryant
(1983) taught four and five-year-old children to categorize sounds
which had common beginnings, middles, and endings. Training
in phonological awareness, combined with letter-sound instruc-
tion, was shown to be effective in promoting reading and spelling
ability. Cunningham (1990) found that phonemic awareness skills
instruction, even when not actually using letters, was especially
effective when itincluded explicit instruction in ways to apply these
skills in actual reading activities.

Although there is an indication that Spanish phonemic aware-



344 C. A. Denton et al.

ness training is related to improved spelling achievement
(Manrique & Signorini, 1994), we found no direct research evi-
dence that this type of training is effective in increasing reading
performance for Spanish-speaking students. There is evidence that
early literacy intervention that includes instruction in phonologi-
cal awareness increases reading performance in English-speaking
students, and the same is likely true for Spanish-speaking children,
but there is a need for further research of this question.

Spanish Phonological Awareness
and English Reading Achievement

As noted at the outset, there are an increasing number of chil-
dren who are Spanish-speaking in our schools; the low literacy rate
among Hispanic students is a concern. It is believed that literacy
instruction in a student’s native language supports successful lit-
eracy development in a second language (Cummins, 1979, 1981,
1984). Royer and Carlo (1991), for example, found that students’
English reading performance was highly correlated with their read-
ing performance in Spanish. That is, good readers in Spanish be-
came good readers in English the following school year. The
transfer of reading strategies from one language to the other may
require instruction and support, however (Gersten, Brengelman,
& Jiménez, 1994).

Does training in phonological awareness in Spanish makes it
easier for children to learn to read in English? Cisero and Royer
(1995) found that English and Spanish-speaking first-grade stu-
dents who were able to isolate initial sounds in words in their na-
tive languages in December were likely to do well on the same task
administered in their non-native language in May. This was true
even though many students had little or no familiarity with the
non-native language. The researchers interpreted this as evidence
of cross-language transfer of this phonological skill, although they
did not find the same pattern on other phonological awareness
tasks.

Durgunoglu etal. (1993) studied the impact of Spanish-language
phonemic awareness on English word recognition for Spanish-
speaking first-grade students in the United States. Students in this
study who performed well on Spanish phonological awareness tasks
were much more successful in learning to read English words and
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English-like pseudowords than were students with low phonologi-
cal awareness in their native language. Both Spanish phonologi-
cal awareness and Spanish word-reading ability seemed to transfer
to English word recognition. Spanish oral language proficiency
was not a good predictor of English reading ability in this study.

There is additional evidence of cross-language transfer of pho-
nological skills in a study of English-speaking students who stud-
ied Spanish as a foreign language (Ganschow & Sparks, 1995).
Many of these at-risk adolescents had learning disabilities, but ex-
plicit, direct instruction in Spanish phonology resulted in signifi-
cant gains in English spelling, phonological awareness, and word
attack skills.

Training in Spanish phonological awareness may make it easier
for students to learn to read and spell English words. When a stu-
dent learns strategic processing skills in a language, these skills
may be applicable to other similar languages (Cisero & Royer, 1995;
Comeau et al., 1999). The student learns how language works and
strategies for processing language, regardless of the language in which
these insights and strategies are developed. Further study of the
question of cross-language transfer is needed, particularly in the
form of longitudinal training studies in which Spanish-speaking
students receive phonological awareness training, and in which
their future reading performance in Spanish and in English is
monitored.

Examples of Phonological Awareness Activities That Can be
Included in Spanish Early Literacy Programs

Although we found insufficient direct evidence of the effective-
ness of providing students with Spanish phonological awareness
training, there is clearly a relationship between phonological aware-
ness and reading and spelling ability in Spanish, as in other lan-
guages. We found that the ability to manipulate syllables within
words (Gonzalez & Garcia, 1995), and the ability to separate words
into phonemes (Carrillo,1994) seem to be particularly important
in early Spanish reading development. Early phonological aware-
ness instruction may include rhyming practice and exposure to
songs and poetry, although these skills seem most valuable as a
preparation for more complex phonemic awareness skills, and are
probably not sufficient in themselves (Carrillo, 1994; Chard &
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Dickson, 1999). Lewkowicz (1980) observed that phoneme seg-
menting and blending tasks appear to be closely related to read-
ing, and therefore the most deserving of inclusion in phonological
awareness training programs. Writing activities, such as spelling
words as they sound (invented or estimated spelling), may also be
valuable in developing and refining phonemic awareness (Chard
& Dickson, 1999). Some phonological awareness activities which
may be included in Spanish early literacy programs are syllable
segmentation, syllable blending, phoneme segmentation, pho-
neme blending, and phonetic spelling. The segmentation and
blending activities described below are adapted from activities
described by Carnine, Silbert, and Kameenui (1997).

Syllable Segmentation and Blending

The simplest way to teach syllable segmentation is to ask students
to clap or tap once for each syllable in a word. Students’ names or
other familiar words can be used for this activity. The teacher
models or demonstrates clapping once for each syllable, then leads
the students by performing the task along with them. Finally, the
students perform the activity independently.

In syllable blending activities, the teacher pronounces the syl-
lables in a word individually, in a smooth, connected way. There
should be a hesitation, but no silence, between the syllables. The
students’ task is to pronounce the word as a unit. For example, the
teacher would say paaaa-to and the students would blend the two
syllables into the word pato. Again, the skill is modeled by the
teacher, then performed along with the students, and finally per-
formed by the students without the teacher’s support.

Phoneme Segmentation and Blending

In phoneme segmentation activities, the students learn to say a
word slowly and smoothly, so that each individual sound in the
word can be heard. Itis important that students do not pronounce
each sound as a separate unit with silence between the sounds.
Instead, they should say the word in a “stretched-out” but con-
nected way. As described above, this skill is first modeled by the
teacher, then practiced with and without teacher support. One
example of this would be to have the children say the word mesa
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slowly, pronouncing each sound clearly (mmmeeeessssaaa). Some
students will find it easier to separate only the onset (the initial
consonant or consonant cluster), from the rest of the word (mmmm-
esa), before they learn to pronounce all the phonemes in a word
separately.

Phoneme blending practice is very similar to syllable blending,
described above. The teacher pronounces a word slowly and
smoothly, so that each individual sound in the word can be heard.
This is sometimes called “rubber-banding” a word. The students
listen to the “stretched out” word and say the word as a unit, as it
would normally be pronounced. Students may be given picture
cards torepresentseveral words. They select the card that matches
the word that the teacher is pronouncing slowly (Chard & Dickson,
1999).

Phoneme segmentation and blending can be taught using pup-
pets who say words in special ways, modeling the slow, drawn-out
pronunciation of words. Students can imitate the puppets as they
learn to segment words into phonemes, and they can try to guess
the “real” word that the puppet is saying in phoneme blending
exercises (Chard & Dickson, 1999). Some teachers move plastic
markers or blocks, or put out colored cards as they pronounce the
separate phonemes, in order to supply a concrete representation
of the abstract sounds (Chard & Dickson, 1999).

Phonetic Spelling

When students try to write words phonetically, they say the word
slowly and smoothly (as in phoneme segmentation, above), then
write the letters which represent the sounds or syllables they hear.
Unlike English-speaking students, Spanish-speaking students nor-
mally learn to record vowels before consonants in the beginning
stages of instruction. Phonetic spelling should be modeled by the
teacher and can be taught using magnetic letters to represent the
sounds.

There are several pre-spelling games that can increase phone-
mic awareness and prepare students for phonetic spelling activi-
ties. In one game, students sort picture cards or small objects into
piles according to the initial sound in the words they represent.
The teacher then supplies magnetic letters or letter tiles which
represent those initial sounds. When this activity is first introduced,
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the picture cards may only represent two different sounds. Later,
students may sort cards which represent several initial sounds into
multiple piles, and they may select the appropriate magnetic let-
ter for each pile themselves. In another pre-spelling game the
teacher provides two or more different magnetic letters or letter
tiles, and says, “Pick up the letter that you hear at the beginning of

” or “Enséname la letra que oyes al principio del
_____.7As students become adept at sorting words by their
initial sounds, they may practice sorting words by their final or
medial sounds.

Word Choices for Phonological Awareness Practice

When introducing new phonological awareness tasks, teachers
should start with simpler types of words and progress to more dif-
ficult examples. The easiest types of words for phoneme blending,
segmentation, spelling, and classification activities are one and two-
syllable words, words which begin with continuous consonant
sounds (e.g., sol, mano) rather than “stop” sounds, and words which
begin with single initial consonants rather than consonant blends
(e.g., pez rather than primo; gusto rather than grupo; Gonzalez &
Garcia, 1995).

Summary: What Do We Know About
Phonological Awareness in Spanish?

Spanish phonological awareness appears to develop in stages. Pho-
nological awareness skills seem to progress from (a) the ability to
discriminate between similarities and differences of sounds in
words (necessary for understanding speech), to (b) a sensitivity to
rhyme and alliteration, (c) an awareness of separate syllables in
words, (d) the ability to isolate onsets and rimes within words or
syllables, and (e) the awareness of individual phonemes. Tasks that
require the manipulation of syllables appear to be easier for Span-
ish-speaking children than those which require the manipulation
of phonemes (Signorini, 1998). The development of phonemic
awareness skills is probably supported by reading instruction, and
likely contributes to reading development as well.

There appears to be a close relationship between Spanish-lan-
guage phonological awareness and literacy development, although
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some studies have found that even poor Spanish-language readers
may have high phonemic awareness (Manrique & Signorini, 1994;
Signorini, 1997). Phonological awareness ability has been shown
to be a better predictor of a student’s success in learning to read
in Spanish than IQ. Students who have poor phonological aware-
ness or difficulty learning to decode words in the early years of
school may develop severe reading difficulties in later years. Fur-
ther, high levels of phonological awareness in Spanish may aid in
the development of phonological awareness skills in English, and
appear to facilitate success in learning to read English words. Strat-
egies and insights about how language works that are acquired in
one language may be readily applied to a second similar language.

One of the problems with the available literature, however, is
that none of the Spanish tests of phonological or phonemic aware-
ness located in our review have been subjected to psychometric
study of validity and reliability. Most of the studies we reviewed did
not provide information about how reliable or valid experimental
procedures are, although Durgunoglu and colleagues (1993) sup-
plied some of this type of information. We found only four studies
(Adrian et al., 1995; Durgunoglu et al., 1993; Gonzalez & Garcia,
1995; Signorini, 1997) that supplied lists of all or some of the ac-
tual items used in their assessments. Thus, there is a need for well-
tested and technically adequate instruments for the assessment of
phonological awareness in Spanish-speaking children. We know
that some measures of Spanish phonological awareness are being
developed at this time by various researchers (B. R. Foorman, per-
sonal communication, March 4, 1999). Hopefully, these measures
will have the technical adequacy required by current standards
(American Educational Research Association, 1999).

Further study of phonological awareness in Spanish is needed.
In particular, there is a need for studies that evaluate the impact of
training in phonological awareness on future reading achievement
in both Spanish and English. Investigations of the development of
phonological awareness in Spanish-speaking students in different
types of language environments—monolingual Spanish, monolin-
gual English (English as a Second Language), and Spanish-English
bilingual—would assist teachers in making appropriate curricu-
lum and instruction decisions. In English, certain combinations
of phonological awareness measures administered togetherin sets
are very accurate predictors of reading progress (Lombardino et
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al., 1997; Stanovich et al.,1984). There is a need to identify those
combinations of tasks that are reliable predictors of reading
progress in Spanish-speaking children.

Should teachers of Spanish-speaking students spend valuable
instructional time in activities designed to increase students’ pho-
nological awareness? What types of instructional activities produce
the greatest gains? These are practical questions that must be evalu-
ated directly in studies of Spanish-speaking children. There is much
research to indicate that phonemic awareness training is effective
in the development of English-language reading. The same is likely
true in Spanish, but this question must be investigated directly in
Spanish-language studies. Although training in Spanish phonemic
awareness seems to have a positive effect on the development of
spelling ability, we found little direct evidence that this type of
training increases Spanish reading performance.
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