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Abstract 

Observation overtime has indicated that learning to read in the primary and 
secondary schools in Nigeria has been a very cumbersome issue. This paper 
therefore, examines the efficiency of the introduction of phonological 
awareness at the kindergarten school age to ameliorate the situation. Taking 
a review of related literature to phonological awareness, the researchers 
came up with strategies of inculcating English phonological awareness in 
Nigerian kindergarten children. The paper’s major concern is all about 
activities that can help in promoting phonological awareness skills in 
Nigerian children and pupils. 



 

2 
 

It is common nowadays to find pupils and students in the senior primary and 
secondary schools in Nigeria unable to read and write. It gets alarmingly frustrating 
when such pupils and students are given the smallest reading task only to be found 
mumbling, biting their lips or standing dumb-struck. One who does not know that such 
a pupil or student cannot read may end up believing that the pupils or student is shy. 

 
It is pertinent to state unequivocally that any child who can read and write at an 

early age finds delight and takes pride in doing so. No atom of shyness would be seen 
in such a child. The child would face any reading task with a so good eloquence that 
only mature readers can notice any fault. 

 
The most mind bugling issues in pupils or students inability to read in the 

senior primary and secondary schools is that, this syndrome spills over to their other 
levels of tertiary education the parents may not want the child to fail and continue 
repeating classes, thus they collaborate  in examination malpractice just to enable them 
earn untenable certificates. 

 
Even the hue and cry over the poor reading culture in Nigeria could 

undoubtedly be traceable to inability to read. One who finds it difficult to read sees 
intensive and extensive reading as punishment and a worthless exercise. Such a person 
would prefer to engage in other ventures deemed more meaningful than those that 
would involve residing.     

 
Inability to read in the senior primary and secondary schools in Nigeria has 

contributed in no small measure to the escalated level of school dropouts roaming the 
streets of Nigeria. This was one of the findings the researchers made in the course of 
this research. A pupil who cannot read and write finds no delight in being in schools, 
rather he would prefer to go and learn vocation. Those who go for vocational training 
are rated wise as some may become society miscreants or get involved in unwanted 
pregnancies in the case of females. Worse still is that, some willingly offer themselves 
to be trafficked to cities where they can serve as house helps or commercial sex 
workers. This social malady as grave as it may appear equally stems from inability to 
read in school. 

 
On this basis, the researchers consider the introduction of phonological awareness in 
kindergarten in Nigeria as a panacea in enhancing reading abilities. This may not be the 
only measure to remedy the situation, but suffice it to state that reading ability serves as 
the gateway to understanding all other subjects taught in school. One, who cannot read, 
cannot perform efficiently in all other subjects taught in school. This is in accordance 
with Katie (2012:1) who stated that “having a strong phonological awareness is a 
precursor to being a strong reader.” 
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Conceptual Clarifications 
 For the avoidance of equivocation, the following concepts are defined as applicable to 
the context   
1. Phonological awareness refers to an individual’s awareness of the sound 

structure of spoken words in a language as distinct from its meaning (Gillon, 
2004) 
 

2. Phonemic awareness refers to the ability to break a word down into its individual 
speech sounds (Katie, 2012) 

 
3. Phonics is defined as the ability to match written letters with sounds. For 

example, A= /a/, C=/K/ and so on. 
 

4. Onset refers to the first consonant blend in a word, for example, /cl/ is the onset 
for the word clap 
 

5. Rime refers to the vowel and consonant sounds following the initial consonant 
sound (for example, in word clap, /ap/ is the rime). 
 

6. Rhyme refers to a word that corresponds with another in its terminal sound (for 
example, pain/gain) 
 

7. Syllable refers to a sound that contains one vowel sound and at least one 
consonant sound (for example; pet is one syllable while petal has two syllables.    

         
The Importance of Phonological Awareness  
 Phonological awareness entails sensitivity to the sound structure of language. It 
requires the ability to focus ones attention to sounds in spoken language while 
temporarily ignoring the meaning of such sounds. Phonological awareness demands the 
detection and manipulation of the sound structure of language at three levels. These are: 
the syllable, onset rimes, and phonemes. 
 
 Phonological awareness is a skill that develops naturally in children but needs 
to be tailored towards the target language for learning. As a child develops, the auditory 
organs of the child like other organs equally develop. The child listens first to the 
environmental sounds at the pre-speaking period before starting to imitate sounds. 
Being that the English language is a second language in Nigeria and Nigeria’s lingua 
franca, there should be an early introduction to the phonology of the English language 
as a foundation for successful reading. Phonological awareness in the English language 
is a necessary component of a child’s development. This will go a long way to offset 
future reading challenges. This is why Dr. Reid Lyon, National Institute of Health, 
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stated that reading deficits in many children can be prevented if diagnosed early and a 
research based intervention is implemented.  
 
 Reading materials are a record of the sounds of the spoken language. The 
English language is written out sound by sound. The Young Children Journal (2009), 
gave an instance that, to write the word cat, we listen to the individual sounds in the 
word (the phonemes) and then use the symbols that represent those sounds: C-A-T. 
Sometimes sounds are represented by letter combination rather than a single letter. An 
example is in the word pitch, where the three sounds /p/-/i/- / represents it. It could be 
observed that it is the combination of the letters C and H that represents the single 
sound / /. A good knowledge of the sounds the English letters represent is what 
enhances reading. In fact, the journal added that a child’s ability to reflect on language 
itself, specifically the sounds of language and especially the phonemes, support the 
child’s understanding of the logic of the written code. Individuals who are unaware of 
this usually have difficulty in reading since written materials are in codes. Indeed many 
research findings lately has revealed that noticing and being able to manipulate the 
sounds of spoken language – phonological awareness – is highly related to later success 
in reading and spelling. The developmental origin of this awareness can be traced to the 
kindergarten school period. 
 
Strategies of Teaching Phonological Awareness  
 Phonological awareness could be inculcated in the following sequence and 
activities. 
 
1. Listening Skills: the ability to attend to and distinguish environmental and speech 
sounds from one another (Gillon, 2004). Listening skills in the kindergarten depend on 
a number of auditory processing. Auditory abilities like determining the direction of 
sounds, memorizing auditory information, recognizing the voice and rhythmic patterns 
are very essential for the development of oral language and acquisition of early literacy. 
 
There are various strategies to inculcate listening. One is by the use of noise – maker 
on/off technique. Here, the teacher leads a class in different ways they can make noise. 
This is by clapping, snapping fingers, stamping feet, mouth noise, whistle, tap finger on 
the table, cough, hum, sing and so on. Allow children to make the noise as you the 
teacher lead. Then say “noise makers off” and they should become quiet. As you repeat 
the exercise, they get more attentive. The teacher can equally introduce the song” 
If you are happy and you know clap your hands 
If you are happy and you know jump up 
If you are happy and you know pull your ear 
If you are happy and you know sit down. 
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 This strategy forces the children to listen since they do not want to miss the last 
command. Secondly, blind fold games should be used to help the children develop a 
sense of directionality of sounds. 
 
 Besides, the teacher can use the following questions to assess the various 
components of the children’s listening skills. 
 

Auditory Acuity: How well does he hear? 
 
Alertness: At what level is his awareness of sounds?  
 
Discrimination: Can he distinguish similarities and differences in sound? 
 
Memory: Can he remember what he learns? Is he able to retrieve that  
information? 
 
Sequencing: Is he able to identify the order of what he learns? 
 
Figure-ground: Can he isolate one sound from a background of sounds? 
 
Perception: Does he comprehend what he hears? 
 
Sound-symbol: Is he able to connect a sound to a particular symbol? 
 
(Adapted from Pamela Strickland’s, 1993, Auditory Process, Revised Edition, 
Academic Therapy Publication) 
 
2. Syllable- Structure Awareness Strategy 

The act of clapping while saying word helps a child to segment a word into 
syllables. They will be happier if you start with their own names and the names of their 
friends or names of objects in the home and school. A teacher can equally use tapping 
the table or drumming to determine the syllables in a word. You can tab the table two 
times for two words “sister” because it has two syllables. 

 
 The strategies that a teacher can apply to syllables structure awareness could be 
summarized as: 
 
a. Syllable Segmentation: As the teacher taps or claps, the children should count the 

number of syllables. For example, “How many syllables are in coffee?” (Dodd  
Oerlemans & Mccornick, 1996). 
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b. Syllable Completion: Present the picture of an animal, call part of the name (the 
first syllable) while they complete. For example, “Here is a picture of a rabbit. I’ll 
say the first part of the word. Can you finish the word ra…? (Muter, Hulmer & 
Smooting 1997). 
 

c. Syllable Identity: Give them words to see how they can identify similar syllables. 
For example, which part of complete and compare sound the same?  
 

d. Syllable deletion: pronounce a word once or twice. Repeat part of it without the 
other part. For example, “Say finish. Now say it again without the fin” (Rosner, 
1999). 

 
3. Onset-Rime Awareness Strategy 

According to Katie (2012:12), play a simple game of I say, you say. Call out 
one syllable word such as sun. Then one person says the onset which in this case is /s/ 
and the other person says the rime /un/. After a few rounds, switch roles so that each 
child gets a chance to practice saying the onset and the rime. 
 
4. Rhyming Awareness Strategy 

At this level, the children are expected to learn how to be able to identify words 
that have identical final sound segments. These strategies are very important. Bryan and 
Bradley (1985) in a study with four and five years old children reported that scores on 
initial rhyming tests predicted reading and writing progress three to four years later. 
These researchers suggest rhyme facilitates reading and spelling in the following ways: 
 
1. Rhyming helps students develops phonemic awareness, which facilitates decoding. 
2. Rhyming teaches students to group words together by sounds, thereby reducing the 

number of words they have learnt to read by making generalization of larger sound 
units. 

3. Rhyming teaches students to make connections between categories and the letter-
string patterns that are used to spell words. 
 

The following strategies could be adopted to teach rhyming to kindergarten. 
Write out a few words that rhyme. Show them the part of the words that rhyme. For 
example, cat, mat, pet, bet, sit, pit. Change the initial sound in the words while the 
rhymes remain constant. For example rat, bat, set, net, bit, fit. The objective behind this 
is for the children to become independent analyzer of words. The teacher can equally 
read stories that have rhyming words. Give them rhyme oddity task. For example, “two 
of these words rhyme. Which one does not rhyme?  
Cat, mat, bird 
Dog, rat, bat 
Sit, pen, bit 
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Apart from these, the teacher should recite a nursery rhyme together with the children 
and identify the rhyming words. Picture books with rhyming words can also be 
consulted. 
 
5. Phonemic Awareness Strategy 
 As earlier stated, phonemic awareness is the ability to attend to, identify, and 
manipulate the sounds that are representative of graphemes in English language. These 
entail some tasks such as segmentation, deletion, substitution, etc. 
 
 Swank(1993) reported that measures of phonological awareness given to 
kindergarten  students during the first quarter of their kindergarten years correlated with 
measures of decoding at the end of first grade. Those with reading challenges in the 
senior primary and secondary schools are those with little or no phonological 
awareness.  
  
The strategies a teacher can adopt to teach it are:  
 

Alliteration awareness: For example, “which word has a different first sound: bed, 
bus, chair, ball? (Torgan and Bryant, 1994) 
 
Phoneme matching: Example “which word begins with the same sound as bat, horn, 
bed, cup. 
 
Phoneme isolation: Tell me the sound you hear at the beginning of the word food” 
 
Phoneme completion: For example, “here is a picture of a watch. Finish the word for 
me. Wa……..”  
 
Phoneme deletion, also known as phoneme elision: For example, say coat. Now say it 
again but don’t say /k/  
 
Phoneme segmentation: With words or non-words; e.g. How many sounds can you 
hear in the word it?  
 
Phoneme reversal: Example, “say na (as in nap). Now say na backwards (wagner et al 
1993) (Adapted from WikEd’s Phonemic Awareness Pages 7 October, 2013) 
 
Conclusion 
 Phonological awareness is an indispensable determiner of success in learning to 
read and spell. Difficulties in reading and spelling can only be forestalled with the 
introduction of phonological awareness at the early literacy years of a child. Children 
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who make good readers are those with good phonological awareness while the poor 
readers are undoubtedly those with poor phonological awareness.  
 
Richmond in his ideas and activities for phonological development states that 
“phonological awareness skills in the pre- school and kindergarten years also predict 
how well a child will read in the school years”  
 
 Besides, research has proven that interventions to improve phonological 
awareness abilities led to significant improvement in reading abilities. Phonological 
awareness and reading have a common tie which is decoding and encoding. It is 
therefore not enough for language and literacy teachers in Nigeria to still be relying 
only on the use of phonics for teaching reading. Whereas phonics require students to 
know and match letters or letter patterns with sounds, learn the rules of spelling and use 
this information to read and write words; phonological awareness relates only to speech 
sounds, not to alphabet letters or sound spellings, so a knowledge of the alphabet before 
developing phonological awareness is unnecessary. Phonological awareness can be 
introduced at the early years of the child’s learning and subsequently with phonics. This 
will go a long way to make the students better readers. 
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