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Introduction
Isolating phonemes is the earliest skill acquired for reading. Babies just learning to talk make noises, like “B-b-
b,” and “Zzzz,” that turn into isolated phonemes. The trick to teaching this skill is helping young students realize 
that putting individual sounds together in a certain order creates a word. Conversely, students must learn how to 
say a word, such as dog, and isolate each sound when asked to do so (“/d/-short /o/-/g/”). These activities will help 
students learn the general concept of phoneme isolation as well as how to isolate particular spoken sounds. Note 
that you may have to adjust some words in these activities due to regional pronunciations.

First in Line
Students always want to be first in line! That desire will help them 
identify beginning sounds. State that a word is made up of little 
sounds. Small words usually have a beginning sound, a middle 
sound, and an ending sound, as if the sounds are in line. There is 
a first sound, and then others that follow. To demonstrate, select 
three students to form a line. Say a word with three phonemes, 
such as pen. Say the word first, then say each sound. As you say the 
/p/ sound, touch the first student’s head. When you say the short 
/e/ sound, touch the middle student’s head. When you say the /n/ 
sound, touch the last student’s head. Ask, “Which sound was first in 
line?” Students should identify the /p/ sound. Give more words so 
that more students may stand in line. Next, have students listen to 
various words and figure out which sounds are first in line. Assign 
students to groups of three. (Let very young students remain in a 
whole group.) Have group members stand in lines. Then, say a word, 
such as hat, once. Then, say hat again, sound by sound (/h/, short 
/a/, /t/). As you say the /h/, prompt the first student in each small 
group to say /h/ with you. When you say the second sound (short 
/a/), prompt the second students to say short /a/ with you. And, 
when you say the final sound (/t/), prompt the last student in each 
line to say the /t/ sound with you. Say the entire word again and ask 
students to identify the first sound (/h/). Have the first student go to 
the end of the line. Repeat the process with a new word, such as kid, 
fog, bed, mad, or run, and with middle and ending sounds.

Center Sounds
Explain that all words have beginning 
sounds. Give several examples. Hold up 
an item from your desk, say the word, 
then say its beginning sound. Hold 
up several more items from your desk. 
Each time, say the word and then let 
students identify the beginning sound. 
Next, assign students to small groups. 
Send each group to a different classroom 
center. Send kindergarten students to 
the housekeeping center, building center, 
alphabet center, etc. Send first-grade 
students to the writing center, reading 
center, science center, etc. Tell each 
group to find a particular object in the 
center. Have students in each group show 
the object to the class, say its name, and 
identify its beginning sound. If students 
are ready, let each group member choose 
his own object. Be ready to explain the 
blend in a word like block if students are 
confused. If students are not ready for 
this particular skill, plant objects without 
blends in the centers beforehand. 
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Classroom Stars
Remind students that all words are made of sounds. In some 
words, there is a beginning, middle, and ending sound. Ask, 
“What is the last sound you hear in the word sun?” Give each 
student a foil star sticker for identifying the /n/ sound. Have each 
student press the sticker into the palm of her hand. Next, sing the 
“Ending Sound Song” (below) to the tune of “Twinkle, Twinkle, 
Little Star.” At the end of the song, say a word. Then, repeat the 
first four lines. If students know the ending sound of the word, 
they should raise their hands and show the star stickers. After 
singing, have a volunteer identify the ending sound. Repeat the 
song several more times, substituting words in the last two lines, 
such as dig, jam, mop, and run.

Song:
Can you hear the ending sound,
Of the word that I have found?

Raise your hand up in the air,
If the last sound you can hear.

(Say the word twice, slowly.) p-e-t, p-e-t
(Sing the first two verses again.)

Echo-o-o-o
Explain that in a cave, sounds echo, or bounce back and repeat. If someone says a word, the sound waves bounce 
off of the walls. It sounds like the ending of the last word spoken is being repeated. If possible, take students to a 
large, empty room, such as a gym, where they can shout at a wall to hear their own echoes. Say, “echo-o-o-o.” Ask, 
“What was the ending sound of my word?” Students should respond that the last sound in the word was long /o/. 
Let students pretend to be an echo. Say a word and have students repeat the last sound in the word. For example, 
if you say the word van, students would repeat back /n/. If you said the word goat, students would repeat back /t/. 
Also, try other words, such as yes, job, if, gum, car, and five. Congratulate the class on being a good echo.

Phoneme Isolation
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Sally the Search Dog
Explain that some dogs search for things and people. Help students make dog puppets that search for sounds. 
Give each student a copy of the Sally the Search Dog reproducible (page 12) and a paper lunch bag. Have each 
student color and cut out the dog parts and collar. Then, direct him to glue the ear and face pieces to the bottom 
of the bag, glue the paws to the middle, glue the collar onto the dog’s neck, and glue the tail to the back. Let each 
student practice moving the puppet’s mouth by placing his hand inside of the bag and opening and closing his 
hand. After sufficient practice, tell students that this dog’s name is Sally the Search Dog, and Sally will search a 
word for the middle sound. Say a word. When “Sally” identifies the middle sound, have students raise their hands 
and move the puppets’ mouths to say the middle sound. Use the words dog, tail, nose, feet, bite, wag, and lick. Make 
sure students are identifying the middle sounds and not the letters.

Word Sandwich
Give each student a copy of the Word Sandwich reproducible (page 11). Tell students to color 
the bread slices brown and the tomatoes red, then cut out the shapes. Have each student 
make “word sandwiches” to isolate the middle phonemes in short words, such as pop. 
Have each student pick up a “bread slice,” repeat the /p/ sound after you, and place 
the bread on her desk. Ask each student to pick up the “tomato,” say the short /o/ 
sound, and place the tomato on top of the bread slice. Next, direct each student 
to pick up the other bread slice, say the /p/ sound again, and complete the 
sandwich. Ask students what sound was in the middle of their word sandwiches 
(short /o/). Have students make more word sandwiches with other words, such 
as mom, bib, Bob, dad, did, pep, and pup.

Phoneme Isolation

Word Worm
Provide three 2" (about 5 cm) circles for each student. Each student’s circles should be cut from a different color 
of construction paper. Also, give each student a piece of green construction paper. Direct each student to glue 
his three circles to the green paper to make a “word worm.” The three circles should be touching each other and 
should look like a caterpillar crawling horizontally across the paper. Have each student draw two antennae and a 
face on the far left circle. Explain that the word worm will help each student identify the beginning, middle, and 
ending sounds in a word. First, tell students whether they should listen for the beginning, middle, or ending sound 
of a word. Then, as you slowly say each sound in the word, direct each student to touch one of the caterpillar’s 
circles. For the first sound, students should touch the worms’ faces. During the middle sound, students should touch 
the middle circles. When students hear the ending sound, they should touch the last circles. Have students identify 
the sound you asked them to listen for. Use words such as not, hat, dog, sun, hen, set, lap, pig, and cub.

Word Sandwich
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Color_the_bread_slices_brown.
Color_the_tomato_red._Cut_out_the_pieces._

Word Sandwich
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Color_and_cut_out_the_pieces._
Glue_them_to_a_paper_bag_to_make_a_dog_puppet.__
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Sally the Search Dog Phoneme Identity

tongue

nose

ear ear

paws
tail

collar
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Introduction
After students learn to isolate phonemes, they are ready to learn how to identify them. Identification is a simple concept: 
students should be able to hear that the beginning sounds in the words fox, first, four, and fan are all the same. When 
students learn to recognize a repeating sound, they will be ready to put that sound with a grapheme. 

Sound Book
Use this lesson as an informal assessment or to practice 
sound identification. Draw a picture of a cat on the board. 
Ask, “What sound do you hear at the beginning of the 
word cat?” (Students should name the /k/ sound.) “What 
is another word that has the same beginning sound 
as cat?” Reinforce correct responses. When a student 
suggests a word that can be drawn, such as cow, draw a 
picture of the second /k/ word next to the cat. Ask, “Do 
these two words have the same beginning sound? What 
is the sound?” Give each student paper and crayons. Say, 
“I will say a word. Think about its beginning sound.” 
Say the word pig. Ask students to identify the beginning 
sound but to refrain from saying the answer. Then, have 
each student draw a picture of another object whose 
name has the same beginning sound, such as a pail, 
pencil, or pizza. Walk around and ask students to identify 
their pictures. If a student has drawn a picture with an 
incorrect beginning sound, repeat the word and have him 
draw a new picture. When students are finished, have 
them show their pictures to the class and say the names 
of the drawings. Collect the pictures in a class book. Add 
a cover and the title Beginning Sounds: /p/. Repeat the 
lesson with different consonant sounds to create a series 
of sound books. 

Turtle Technique
Provide a small, disposable bowl, green construction 
paper, glue, and scissors for each student. Tell students, 
“Many words have a beginning sound, a middle sound, 
and an ending sound. For example, what sound is at the 
beginning of the word turtle?” Pronounce the word t-t-
t-turtle to emphasize the beginning sound. Make turtles 
to help students find other words that begin with the /t/ 
sound. Have each student cut four foot shapes from the 
green construction paper, a triangle for the turtle’s tail, 
and a spade shape for the turtle’s head, then glue the 
feet, head, and tail to the rim of the bowl (the turtle’s 
shell). (Younger students may need precut construction 
paper for their turtles’ parts.) Let each student draw a 
mouth and eyes on the turtle’s head. Ask students to 
identify the beginning sound of turtle again (/t/). Have 
each student place his turtle next to another object  
that begins with the /t/ sound, such as the teacher, a 
table, tape, or a classmate whose name begins with the 
letter t. Let students share their /t/ words.

Phoneme Identity
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Phoneme Identity

Phonemic Identity Puzzle
Give each student a copy of the Phoneme Identity Picture Cards reproducible (page 15) and a sentence strip. 
Review the names of each picture on the reproducible. (See Triplets activity, above.) Have students cut apart the 
pictures. Direct each student to find two pictures that have the same beginning sound, then have him find one 
picture that does not have the same sound. Instruct each student to glue the three pictures to the front of his 
sentence strip, then make a second puzzle on the back of the sentence strip using different pictures. Pair students. 
Have partners exchange puzzles, try to find the pictures that do not belong, and check their answers with their 
partners. Store the puzzles in a center for future practice. To increase the difficulty of this activity, let students 
draw their own picture puzzles on sentence strips and store them in the center, as well. 

Triplets
Make two copies of the Phoneme Identity Picture Cards reproducible 
(page 15). Cut apart the picture cards. Remind students that you 
have been working on beginning sounds. Say four words: three with 
the same beginning sound and one with a different sound, such as 
dog, doughnut, cat, and door. Tell students that three of the words are 
triplets because there is something the same about all three of them. 
Ask students to identify the triplets (dog, doughnut, and door), then 
name the one that is different (cat). Challenge students with another 
question, such as, “Which three words have the same beginning 
sound: red, safe, silly, sun?” Students should respond that safe, silly, and 
sun are triplets. Give each student a picture card and say each picture’s 
name: leaf, fish, sun, pear, feather, wagon, snake, worm, five, ladder, pie, 
seven, wolf, pillow, lion. Tell students that the picture name on each card is part of a triplet; three classmates have 
pictures with the same beginning sound. When you say “Triplet!” have students walk around and try to find two 
other students that have pictures of objects with the same beginning sound. (There are only 15 pictures on the 
reproducible. Making two copies will create enough for a classroom set, but there will be duplicates, so explain 
that a student cannot be in a group with someone who has the same picture.) When students have found their 
triplets, have them share their words and similar sounds. Answer key: feather, five, fish; ladder, leaf, lion; pear, pie, 
pillow; seven, snake, sun; wagon, wolf, worm.

Phoneme Identity Picture Cards
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Cut_out_the_pictures._Use_them_for_
letter_and_sound_activities.

Phoneme Identity Picture Cards
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Sound Store
Send a note home explaining that students will set up a classroom “Sound Store” to display items that start with 
/s/, /r/, or /n/. Ask families to help each student find one household object that starts with one of those sounds, such 
as a soup can, a box of raisins, or a napkin. Students may choose which sounds to represent. Have families label 
the items with students’ names if they would like them returned, and send the items to school with students. Use 
masking tape to divide a large table into three sections: one for /s/, one for /r/, and one for /n/. (Or, use three small 
tables or desks.) Ask each student to show her item to the class, and say the item’s name and its beginning sound. 
Next, have her place the item in the correct section. Continue sorting the Sound Store items, then ask students 
to repeat the names of the objects in each section. Then, mix up the items. Throughout the day, ask individual 
students to “shop” in the Sound Store by “purchasing” two s items and one n item, etc. Check students’ purchases 
to ensure they gathered correct items, then return them to the table and give other students time to shop.

In the Bag
Copy the Phoneme Identity Picture Cards reproducible (page 15), cut apart the 
cards, and laminate them. Gather five paper bags. Draw one of the following 
on each bag: a window, the number 6, a pig, a lemon, and the number 4. Place 
the cards and bags at a center. When students go to the center, have them 
work together to sort the pictures. Instruct students to say the name of each 
picture and listen for the beginning sound, then find a bag with a picture on it 
of something that begins with the same sound. For example, if the picture is a 
worm, it would go into the “window” bag. If the picture is a feather, it would go 
into the “4” bag. Encourage students to work together to sort the pictures. 

Phoneme Identity

Sorting Socks
Give each student a copy of the Sorting Socks reproducible (page 17). Have each student think of two items he 
can draw that end with the same sound. For example, bat and net would be easy to draw, not and tight would not. 
Direct each student to draw a picture of one item on a sock and draw the other item on the other sock. (Cut large 
pictures from magazines for younger students to glue on the socks.) Help students cut out the socks. Have students 
write their names on the backs. Then, collect a sock from each student and put it in a pile. Place the second set 
of socks in a different pile, faceup. Give each student one sock from the first pile but do not return a sock to its 
original owner. Direct students to look at their socks and identify the ending sounds of the pictures. If students are 
unsure, have them go to the original artists and ask them to identify the pictures. Then, tell each student to look 
at the socks on the floor and find one that has the same ending sound. (It is fine if students don’t find the matching 
sock that the artist originally drew, as long as the student finds a matching sound.) When students have found a 
matching pair, have them share their sock sounds. Attach a clothesline or heavy string to a bulletin board and use 
small clothespins to attach the socks. Title the board “Ending Sounds Knock Our Socks Off!”

Sorting Socks
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On_the_socks,_draw_pictures_
that_have_the_same_ending_sounds._Cut_out_
the_socks_and_use_them_to_play_a_game._

Sorting Socks




