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We are so excited to help you teach reading! We are Heidi and Adam 
Martin—­both former first-grade teachers (and parents) who now 
spend our time sharing the Science of Reading with as many people 
as we can! But before this, we had no idea there was a science to 
how we learn to read. We taught first grade for a combined 15+ years 
using what most people call “balanced literacy” methods until we 
found that there is actual science to how we learn to read.

Hey, Parents 
and Teachers!
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2	 What Is Balanced Literacy?

We also learned that according to the 2022 Nation’s Report Card, 
less than 40% of kids are reading proficiently.1 To us, this was a big 
wake-up call. If over 60% of our kids are not reading proficiently, we 
must be doing something wrong!

Once we learned there was decades of evidence and research on 
how we learn to read, we set out on a mission to unlearn and learn 
it all. We want to let you know that this has been a journey, not a 
sprint. There was a lot for us to unlearn (and still is). Throughout this 
journey of unlearning, we definitely had to work through some ups 
and downs, as well as emotions of frustration, anger, and regret. The 
fact that we were not taught this earlier, especially since this science 
has been around for over 20 years, can really weigh on you. We 
often think back to the kids we could have helped if we only knew 
what we know now. However, you don’t know better until you do, so 
we just have to move forward and make sure this doesn’t happen 
again. If some of this is new to you as well, please remember to give 
yourself grace!

Let’s talk about some of the terms we have been using and clarify 
where we came from and where we are now.

What Is Balanced Literacy?
Balanced literacy sounds good, doesn’t it? I mean who doesn’t love being bal-
anced? Heidi was sold on this, especially being a type B teacher. She was not a 
fan of words like “systematic” and “structured.” Then, she found out that balanced 
literacy is not truly balanced after all. Adam was starting his teaching career while 
being taught about the Science of Reading through his licensure program. How-
ever, in our school district, we were using balanced literacy curriculums. Going 
through hours of professional development on this curriculum, this became the 
norm. Since this was all the buzz, it had to be the most beneficial thing for our 

1https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/achievement/?grade=4.
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students, right? Adam said, “I had my skepticisms on balanced literacy, especially 
since I was seeing minimal progress from my students. I think this is the case for 
a lot of teachers.”

To be clear, when we say balanced literacy, we are talking about programs and 
strategies that were most often used in schools and called “balanced” within 
those schools and programs. In reality, these programs skip many of the founda-
tional reading skills kids need in order to become successful readers.

Balanced literacy was supposed to be the answer to the reading wars—­a com-
promise. However, in our experience, there is much more of the whole language 
approach in balanced literacy programs. We feel that these “balanced literacy” 
programs are not truly balanced after all. Some examples of the remnants of 
whole language are:

•	Skipping a word if you don’t know it•	Using meaning or context to solve or read a word•	Believing that reading is natural (aka reading more will help kids become good readers)

•	Memorizing “sight words” or spelling words
If our kids cannot decode and read the words on a page (or if they are skipping 
words), how will they “naturally” become skilled readers? We have learned from 
the research on how we learn to read that the continuum, or progression of learn-
ing to read, is NEVER truly balanced. We spend more time on specific skills when 
students are developing foundational reading skills than we do later on once 
those skills and abilities to decode are mastered. The time spent on specific skills 
will vary based on where our kids are in their reading development. So, although 
it sounds good, there is never really a “balance” to literacy.

What Is the Science 
of Reading?

You have probably heard the term “Science of Reading” more times than you 
can count, but the definition can get a little muddy. So let’s talk about what the 
Science of Reading is not.
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4	 What Is the Science of Reading?

The Science of Reading is not a curriculum.

The Science of Reading is not just phonics.

The Science of Reading is not a strategy or activity.

Here is how The Reading League defines the Science of Reading2:

The Science of Reading is a vast, interdisciplinary body of scientifically 
based research about reading and issues related to reading and writing. 
This research has been conducted over the last five decades across 
the world.

It is derived from thousands of studies conducted in multiple languages. 
The Science of Reading has culminated in a preponderance of evidence 
to inform how proficient reading and writing develop, why some have 
difficulty, and how we can most effectively assess and teach and, there-
fore, improve student outcomes through prevention of and intervention 
for reading difficulties.

The Science of Reading is derived from researchers from multiple fields:

Cognitive psychology

Communication sciences

Developmental psychology

Education

Implementation science

Linguistics

Neuroscience

School psychology

To break that down, we like to say that the Science of Reading is the research 
and the evidence on how our brains learn to read. This means that not just one 
study is referenced when discussing the skills kids need to read. Again, this is 

2https://www.thereadingleague.org/wp-­content/uploads/2022/03/Science-­of-­Reading-­
eBook-­2022.pdf.
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research that has been conducted for almost 50 years and includes research of 
the research (meta-­analysis)!

We hope that helps explain some of the terms you may have been hearing about 
and why we decided to write these books. We are so excited for you to use these 
activities with your students and/or your own children. The activities in this book 
will help you ensure your students have the foundational skills they need to 
become successful readers. These skills are often what is missing for older stu-
dents who are struggling to read.

To this day, we think of all of our kids who were struggling to read that we prob-
ably could have helped if we had only known about these skills. Their names, their 
faces, and their struggles replay in our heads on a regular basis. We often have to 
remind ourselves that we don’t know better until we do. Although the guilt still 
creeps up from time to time, we try to focus on what we can control. Now that we 
know how important these skills are, we can help others teaching kids to read by 
sharing what we have learned.

By giving kids these oh-so-important foundational skills, we are setting them up 
for reading success!

Our main goal with this book is to give teachers and parents an introduction to 
the skills that are necessary for reading success. These methods are based on 
over 40 years of research on the Science of Reading (SoR) and have been shown 
to be the greatest predictors of future reading success.

Unfortunately, as we discussed earlier, many of us were not aware of the science 
that exists. We have spent countless hours researching what the science says and 
internalizing it to be able to share it in a way that makes sense for everyone. We 
want to make this as easy as possible for you!

We started phonological awareness with our son when he was 3 (almost 4). 
He went to preschool, able to read books. Our goal was not to get him to read 
faster. We just wanted to make sure we gave him the foundation he needed 
to be successful. The magical (or should we say, scientific) thing is that now 
reading seems to come easy for him since he has phonological and phonemic 
awareness. Every child is different and while this may not be your experience, 
we can tell you that these skills are essential and do not always come naturally 
to many students. Taking the time to explicitly teach these skills is important for 
all learners!
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6	 Oral Language Development

Oral Language Development
One of the first foundational “bedrock” skills we want to discuss is oral language. 
From the vast amount of research on how our brains learn to read, we have been 
taught that reading does NOT come naturally to us as humans. The process of 
being able to read first comes from the development of speech. We are naturally 
programmed to learn speech, or oral language, and this in turn gives us a founda-
tion to begin to learn how to read. We like to say in the literacy world that we go 
from speech to print.

So what does that mean for us as teachers and parents of young children?

We want to really help set the stage for our kids by talking to them and reading 
aloud to them from birth and well into their schooling. When we say “talk” to 
them, we want to make them a part of our world and include them in as many 
and all conversations we are having as possible. What this is doing is helping 
expose them to our language, syntax, or the order in which words work to form 
sentences, vocabulary (semantics), background knowledge, and pragmatics 
(how we use words in a professional or a personal manner). We should be talking 
to our kids!

More importantly when we are talking to our kids, we should have breaks and 
allow them to join in on the conversation. The term for this is called conversa-
tional turns. A conversational turn is the back-and-forth dialogue between an 
adult and a child. This can be a smile, acknowledgment, gesture, coo from a baby, 
or any verbal input from the child within five seconds of the adult’s speech. This 
works the other way as well, if a child says something, or if a baby coos, and the 
adult responds back to the child in under five seconds, you are creating a conver-
sational turn.

LENA (Language Environment Analysis) is a nonprofit that conducted many 
studies, with tens of thousands of hours of recorded conversations, and pro-
vided evidence that conversational turns are one of the biggest predictive 
measures of children’s reading success, more than just having them listen to 
adult speech alone.3

3LENA. 2020. Inside Early Talk: Our point of greatest leverage for improving children’s futures. 
Retrieved from https://www.lena.org/inside-­early-­talk-­improving-­childrens-­futures/.
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So we want to make sure we are speaking to our kids, and having them 
participate within those conversations. It is recommended to have about 
40 conversational turns within an hour. This may seem like a lot, but you can 
easily get 10 conversational turns in under a minute if you are just discussing 
something while a child is playing. 

When we are talking and conversing with our kids, we want to include higher-­
level vocabulary and multisyllabic words. We know and have done it ourselves, 
that when we speak to our kids we sometimes lower our vocabulary. However, 
we should use higher-­level language. This is to help expose our kids to the expan-
siveness of our language. We are not expecting our kids to be able to read or spell 
those words right away, but through this exposure, we are adding these words to 
their oral language vocabulary.

We want our kids to hear those words and also use them, so again, we should 
help them understand and talk with them about those words. This will enable 
them to begin to use those words as well. To help them understand bigger, mul-
tisyllabic words, we can compare them to words that they might know that mean 
the same thing (synonyms). We can also talk about opposite-meaning words 
(antonyms), and add new/interesting words to everyday routines.

For example, instead of saying “Can you clean up your mess?”, you can say, “Could 
you organize and sanitize your messy area?” Also, when we use a specific word, 
we can categorize that word. We can discuss with our kids if it is a word from 
nature, a word that has to do with transportation, a word that has to do with 
weather, etc. A benefit of this, especially if you start this from an early age with 
your child, is when they get to school and are reading and they come across a 
word they have not decoded yet, they will have a higher rate of success decod-
ing and/or spelling that word if they know the meaning and/or have heard that 
word before. This benefits vocabulary development as well, because if a child has 
a high number of words they know the meanings to, when they enter school, 
it is easier for their brain to learn and categorize a higher amount of new words 
because of that background knowledge.

Another way to help build our kids’ oral language development is through read-­
alouds. Reading books to our kids is a fun and engaging way to help them to 
learn about our world through stories. This is also a way to build their vocabulary 
through the rich and expansive words that authors use in text. When we read to 
our kids, we can even include them in the fun and get in those conversational 
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8	 Phonological and Phonemic Awareness

turns by having them engage and interact with what we are reading. If the 
book says “They bent down and touched their toes,” have the kids bend and 
touch their toes. Ask questions and have kids make predictions as you are read-
ing through the story. Make connections to the feelings and actions of the 
characters.

All of this allows kids to understand and make connections to how the words 
work in the structure of those sentences, develop new understandings from the 
vocabulary, and provide background knowledge to how the world around them 
is working. You should read as often as possible as well as explore a variety of 
different topics and genres. With so many books being written as we speak, we 
have access to all types of topics and books that our kids can learn from and even 
relate to. Books are a great resource to develop oral language, vocabulary, back-
ground knowledge, and also pragmatics.

Oral language development starts when kids are born and can be the first crucial 
area to establish the basis of language our kids need before they begin to learn 
how to read.

Phonological and 
Phonemic Awareness

Next, let’s talk about the crucial building blocks that will lay the foundation for our 
students to read. This is phonological and phonemic awareness. First, we want to 
explain what phonological and phonemic awareness actually means because if 
they are this important, we need to make sure we really understand it!

What Are Phonological Awareness and Phonemic Awareness?
Phonological awareness is a continuum of skills that kids develop with oral lan-
guage. So, it is the child hearing the words, patterns, and sounds in our language, 
and being able to play with (or manipulate) those words, patterns, and sounds.
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Phonemic awareness is part of the phonological awareness continuum. Let’s 
break this down even further. When we talk about phonological awareness skills, 
we typically talk about the following skills:

Words and sentences (can the kids hear and count how many words are in 
a sentence)

Rhyming (words with the same middle and ending sound like mat and hat)

Syllables (parts of a word revolving around a vowel; e.g. Oc-­to-­pus has three 
syllables)

Onset (within a syllable, this is the part before the vowel sound; e.g. the -­b in 
“bat” or the -­sn in “snack.” Please note that there does not have to be an onset 
in each syllable, like the word “if” does not have an onset because there is 
nothing before the vowel.)

Rime (within a syllable, this is the vowel and everything after it; e.g. the -­at in 
“bat” and the -­ack in “snack”)

These are the bigger units of language. The goal of teaching these skills is to get 
to phonemic awareness.

Phonemic awareness refers to individual sounds in words. So these are the 
smaller units of language. When we talk about phonemic awareness, we are talk-
ing about isolating sounds, blending sounds into words, segmenting words into 
sounds, adding and deleting sounds in words, substituting sounds in words, and 
reversals.

A little trick that helped us remember the difference between phonologi-
cal and phonemic awareness is to think about the actual size of those 
words. The word phonological is a longer word. It is a bigger word, which 
refers to the bigger units of language. Phonemic is a smaller word,  
which refers to the smaller sounds in our language.
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10	 Phonological and Phonemic Awareness

It is also helpful to define the term phoneme. There are a ton of fancy terms when 
you start really digging into the science of how we read, but we like to break 
them all down and make it as easy as possible for everyone to understand.

A phoneme is the smallest unit of sound. Let’s take a look at the word “shark,” 
for example. There are three phonemes (or sounds) in the word shark, /sh/ /ar/ /k/. 
When you see the term phoneme, just think “sounds.”

WORDS

RHYMING

PHONEME
ISOLATION

BLENDING
SOUNDS

INTO WORDS

ADDING &
DELETING
SOUNDS

SEGMENTING
SOUNDS IN

WORDS

SUBSTITUTING
SOUNDS

REVERSALS

SYLLABLES

PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS
CONTINUUM

ONSET
& RIME

Building blocks of literacy
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sh ar k

The PA Skills
These are the skills that build phonological and phonemic awareness. We’ll 
describe them in the coming pages:

Phonological awareness skills

Word awareness/concept of word

Syllable awareness

Rhyme

Onset and rime

Phonemic awareness skills

Phoneme isolation

Phoneme blending

Phoneme segmenting

Advanced phonemic awareness skills

Phoneme addition

Phoneme/syllable deletion

Phoneme substitution

Bonus skills

Bonus 1: Advanced phoneme manipulation

Bonus 2: Reversals

Reading problems can be prevented if all students are trained in  
letter-sound skills and phonological� awareness. —David Kilpatrick
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Phonological Awareness
Let’s dive a little bit deeper into phonological awareness. Typically the skills cov-
ered here are words in sentences, rhyming, syllables, and onset and rime.

The goal of these early phonological awareness skills is to get to phonemic 
awareness!

Sometimes when we hear that foundational skills such as phonological aware-
ness are crucial to help building a strong base for kids to begin to read, we 
become focused on getting our kids to master these skills. But as discussed 
previously, the goal of early phonological awareness is to get to phonemic aware-
ness. We want to make sure we are not belaboring these skills to get our kids to 
mastery. They are great starting points and should be practiced to help progress 
students along, but we don’t want to be stuck working on rhyming words or syl-
lable division for weeks because our students are still struggling with these con-
cepts. We want to continue to move on to phonemic awareness skills, because 
this is where we will gain the most ground in getting our kids to read.
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4https://improvingliteracy.org/ask-an-expert/must-children-master-rhyming-being-taught- 
recognize-segment-blend-and-manipulate/.
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Martin258659_c01.indd  23� Trim Size: 8 × 10 in.      05 Mar 2025  07:22:12 PMMartin258659_c01.indd  22� Trim Size: 8 × 10 in.      05 Mar 2025  07:22:12 PM



	 Droppin’ Knowledge on Foundational Skills	 23

Phonemic Awareness
Phonemic awareness includes the beginning PA skills such as isolating, blending, 
and segmenting sounds. Then, we move to more advanced PA skills that include 
adding sounds, deleting sounds, substituting sounds, and reversing sounds. Let’s 
talk about each of these skills.
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The following pages can be used for more practice with phonemic awareness. 
Simply print, laminate, and cut the cards. You can use these for identifying and 
isolating beginning, middle, and/or ending sounds. You can also use them for 
practice segmenting sounds. Place in a center with any manipulatives for kids to 
place in the boxes as they break apart each word. 

Pro-tip: Use magnetic letters as the manipulative so kids are making those 
sound–symbol connections! And by incorporating manipulatives into your prac-
tice you are providing multimodality instruction, which can enhance your stu-
dents’ ability to make that sound–symbol connection in their reading brain.
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Congratulations! The Advanced Skills!
You have made it to the advanced portion of phonemic awareness! Some 
researchers argue that these skills are not necessary for students to be successful 
readers. While we do not have the answer for you, we can tell you that our own 
children and students do find these skills fun to practice. We do not dedicate a 
ton of instructional time to these skills, but they can be fun to practice when 
kids are ready, and if you have extra time.

Typically, advanced phonemic awareness skills would not be taught until late first 
grade and into second and third grade. However, if you have a child who is profi-
cient with the skills we discussed previously, you could try working with them on 
some of the following skills.
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Phonemic Awareness Can Be Done in the Dark … But 
Should It Be?
You may have heard people say that phonological and phonemic awareness can 
be done in the dark. This is because it is an oral task. We want kids to be listening 
for sounds in words. However, there are benefits to using letters and connecting 
our phonemic awareness instruction to our phonics lessons.

https://droppinknowledge.com/droppin-­knowledge-­on-­foundational-­skills/
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Why Should We Align Our Phonemic Awareness Instruction 
with Phonics?
The short answer is, this maximizes our instruction time! Phonemic awareness 
is usually taught as a warm-up at the beginning of a lesson. What better way to 
“warm up” than to get kids listening for the sounds they will be learning about in 
today’s phonics lesson?

Let’s take a look at the reading brain. Heidi developed this simplified version of 
the reading brain to make it easy to understand and also be able to share with 
your students.

When our brains read, we are connecting sounds to symbols. When we start 
our lessons with phonemic awareness, we activate our phonological proces-
sor (the part of our brains that processes sounds), and then we want to connect 
those sounds to the letters that represent them.
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This begins the hardwiring (orthographic mapping) process that stores 
our words.

If we teach phonemic awareness separately from phonics, we miss the 
chance to streamline the process and make those connections. The faster we 
streamline this process, the more words we can start transferring to our kids’ 
visual word form area. This is the area that stores the words we’ve decoded and 
know by sight, so that as soon as we see them we can read them without sound-
ing them out or guessing. This creates more fluid reading and frees up space to 
begin comprehending what we are reading.

At the time of writing this book, there is some debate about whether phone-
mic awareness should be done with or without letters in the research field. 
Some researchers are adamant that letters should always be used with phone-
mic awareness instruction, and some researchers say it should be done with-
out letters.

The National Reading Panel found larger effect sizes with children who used let-
ters with PA than with children who used chips (or some kind of manipulative). 
More recent research also found that PA is more effective with letters. This 
2022 meta-­analysis concluded that “graphemes should be incorporated into pho-
nemic awareness instruction, and future studies need to provide information on 
dosage beyond just the length and frequency of sessions to clarify which aspects 
of these interventions are most efficient.”5

We like to do both. We practice PA with letters when we are able to (and with 
older kids). We practice without letters when we are practicing on the go. There 
are many opportunities to incorporate PA in your daily lives and routines. That 
should not be missed.

Connecting phonemic awareness to phonics is like a shortcut to getting 
our kids reading!

5https://pubs.asha.org/doi/10.1044/2022_LSHSS-­21-­00160.
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In the classroom, you can incorporate PA when giving instructions. For example, 
instead of saying take out your book, say take out your /b/ /oo/ /k/. When lining up, 
call students by sound. If your name starts with /s/, you may line up. If your name 
has a /d/ in it, you may line up. When you have three extra minutes before lunch, 
play I Spy. I spy something with the /sh/ sound.

At home, you can incorporate PA too! For example, instead of saying, please get 
a fork, say please get a /f/ /or/ /k/. When you are in the car, play I Spy. I spy some-
thing with the beginning sound /b/. When your child is playing, ask them what 
they are playing with and point out the sounds in that word. Go on a walk and 
find as many things as possible with the /g/ sound.

There are so many easy ways to incorporate phonemic awareness all day. Do not 
miss it just because you do not have letters available.

What About Older Students Who Are Struggling to Read?
If you have an older student who is having difficulty with reading, they may be 
missing the skills we just covered. Many times this is not discussed and is over-
looked with older students since upper grades are working more on comprehen-
sion. This leads to older students getting tagged for their lack of comprehension 
skills, but the truth of the matter is, a lot of those struggling older students can-
not decode the words in their texts. This usually relates to them lacking those 
foundational PA skills we just discussed.

Let’s do a little example. Take a minute and read this passage.

This passage is shown at 80% accuracy. It may have been a little frustrating to 
read, right? Now, what if I asked you some comprehension questions?

•	What did Tim get?•	What does Pam do?

At the Park

We are going to the park today. I will get my ?? and ?? so I can ?? ??. 
Tim will get his ?? and ?? so he can ??. Pam just ?? to go on the ??. Mom 
packed some ?? and then it was ?? to ??. I love the park!
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•	What did Mom pack?•	What happened at the park?
The problem for you is not comprehension, is it? The problem is that you cannot 
read the words!

Here, let’s try this again…

Much better, right? This passage is shown at around 95% accuracy.

But, what if one of my comprehension questions is “What did Tim get?”

Again, the issue is not comprehension here, it is the inability to read the words. 
While you can make your best guess, you don’t really know, right? Some of our 
students are good guessers and some are not. However, we do not want them 
to guess. We want them to be able to read and decode. This exercise shows us 
that even at 95% accuracy, comprehension can still be affected. This is why it 
is important for us to assess and know our students’ skill level when it comes 
to decoding.

Now, just because I know you are wondering . . . the actual words are “Tim will 
get his bat and ball so he can play.”

So, if you have older kids who are struggling with comprehension, it is impor-
tant to first make sure it is truly a comprehension issue, and not a decoding 
issue. When we get asked why a fourth grader is not able to decode, we usually 
suggest checking their phonemic awareness. Another problem teachers run 
into is that many of the resources available to teach this skill are intended for 
younger students.

At the Park

We are going to the park today. I will get my net and jar so I can catch 
bugs. Tim will get his ?? and ?? so he can ??. Pam just wants to go on the 
slide. Mom packed some snacks and then it was time to go. I love the park!
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For the image shown, some kids may choose the kite as the correct answer 
because the other images start with /l/ (light, lake, lime). Other kids may choose 
the lake as the correct answer because the other images have a long /l/ middle 
sound (light, lime, kite).

We don’t tell students what each picture is. We leave it open for them to decide 
and come up with an answer based on their decisions. You will be surprised by 
the answers they come up with!

The No Match Game
This is a game we developed where students will look at the pictures and find 
which one does not match based on sounds. You can use the illustrations on the 
following pages.

Note: To help older students with these skills, use real photos. Clip art can sometimes 
feel “childish” since many of the images are intended for primary school students. Doing 
the same activities but with real photos can help older students feel more confident.

The best part of this game is the conversations this can spark! We have shown 
these images to adults and had them get involved in some pretty great conversa-
tions around which answer they think is right and why! Kids can do the same and 
it is a great way to get kids working on foundational skills plus reasoning, back-
ground knowledge, vocabulary development, and speaking skills too!

Remember, if the student knows their letters/phonics patterns, connecting 
sounds to symbols can fast-track those connections in their brains! Con-
sider this when you are working on these skills with older students.
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Bonus Phonemic 
Awareness Games

The following pages include games you can play with your students to work 
on various phonemic awareness skills. Learning can and should be fun! We can 
ensure our kids get the foundational reading skills they need and play games at 
the same time! Here are some of our favorites…

Bingo
Who doesn’t love a good bingo game? However, we found that finding bingo 
games for phonemic awareness practice was difficult. That is why we created the 
Phoneme Addition Bingo and Phoneme Blending Bingo boards.

You can use the various bingo boards to help kids with beginning sound isolation, 
ending sound isolation, blending, and phoneme addition.

How to play:

1.	 Cut up the cue cards and place them all upside down. Give each student a 
bingo board. Flip over a cue card and read what it says.

2.	 Students will have to listen to the sounds and find the word.

3.	 Once a student gets five in a row, they call BINGO, and you can check their 
bingo by comparing the cue cards that are flipped over to the pictures 
they covered.

Phoneme Addition Bingo has two options. You can give students bingo cards 
with pictures or words.
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20 Questions
This is played just like the 20 questions game we all know and love, except 
­students can only ask SOUND questions. For example, I may show my students 
this image.

Martin258659_c01.indd  147� Trim Size: 8 × 10 in.      05 Mar 2025  07:22:12 PMMartin258659_c01.indd  146� Trim Size: 8 × 10 in.      05 Mar 2025  07:22:12 PM



148	 Bonus Phonemic Awareness Games

Then I will think of my word. Now the students may ask yes or no SOUND ques-
tions such as:

Does it start with /k/?

Does it end with /t/?

Are there two syllables?

Does it rhyme with bat?

If students ask a non-­sound question such as, “Does it end with a G?,” I will simply 
remind them that the question needs to refer to the sounds in the word.

Pro-tip—If you teach younger students, use an image that is less busy. If you 
teach older students, use a busier image to make it a little more challenging.

We recommend grabbing any image online but you can also use the following 
link to get a 20 questions digital resource!

https://droppinknowledge.com/droppin-­knowledge-­on-­foundational-­skills/
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I Spy
This is one of our all-­time favorite games because you can use it to work on so 
many skills! It also requires no prep, as you can spy things around the room. This 
is a perfect game to play when you have a couple of extra minutes in the day. 
Here are some ways you can use I Spy:

Phonological Awareness
Syllables: Teacher says, “I spy with my little eye something that has (insert 
number) syllables!” Students color a picture that contains the correct number 
of syllables.

Rhyming Words: Have students use the same color to color the pictures 
that rhyme.

Onset and Rime: Example: I spy a sh-­ark and students would color the 
shark. Onset = the consonant(s) before the first vowel. Rime = trail of letters 
that follow.

Phonemic Awareness
Beginning Sounds: Teacher says, “I spy with my little eye something that 
starts with (insert sound).” Students color a picture that starts with that sound. 
Example: “I spy with my little eye something that starts with /s/” and students 
could color the sun.

Ending Sounds: Teacher says, “I spy with my little eye something that ends 
with (insert sound).” Students color a picture that has that ending sound.

Middle Sounds: Teacher says, “I spy with my little eye something that has 
the (insert sound) in the middle.” Students color a picture that has the 
medial sound.

Blending: Example: “I spy with my little eye a /m/—­/u/—­/g/.” Students would 
find and color the mug.

PLEASE NOTE: There will usually be more than one option for correct answers!

Do you see the possibilities?

Although you do not need any resources to play this game, sometimes it can 
be fun to make it a lesson. We have included some I SPY coloring pages for you. 
There are several ways you can use them.
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Whole Group: Print and distribute a coloring page to each student. Call out 
a word and have students find and color the correct word (please note there 
may be more than one correct answer).

Centers: Place copies in page protectors. Have students work in pairs. One 
student is the caller and the other searches for the answer. Students can use 
expo markers to find answers.

Small Group: For intervention on foundational skills, use the same as you 
would in whole group practice to reinforce skills in small groups.
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