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Transitioning from 
Word Walls to 
Sound Walls
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The Science of Sound Walls
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▪ Learning to read is not natural.
▪ Our writing system adds another layer of complexity to 

an already not natural task.
▪ 44 Phonemes (speech sounds)
▪ 26 Letters
▪ 250+ ways of representing speech sound

▪ Reading is a complex multifaceted skill that requires 
years of instruction and practice. 
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The Learning to Read Challenge
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Early 
Alphabetic

� Partial phonemic 
awareness

� Some P/G 
connections

� Little decoding 
ability 

Consolidated
� Decodes proficiently 

by sound, syllable, 
morpheme, whole 
word, families, and 
analogies 

▪ Sound walls are a tool for moving students from pre-
alphabetic to later alphabetic phase. 

Ehri’s Phases of Word Reading Development

(Source: Orthographic Mapping in the Acquisition of Sight Word Reading, Spelling 
Memory, and Vocabulary Learning Ehri, 2014)

Pre-Alphabetic
� Incidental visual cues
� No P/G connections

Later Alphabetic
� Complete phoneme 

awareness
� P/G correspondence
� Early sight-recognition
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“There is reason to believe that sounds processed by 
the ear are less central than articulatory 

gestures produced by mouth movements in saying 
words. According to the motor theory of speech 

perception (Liberman, 1999), articulatory gestures 
rather than acoustic features represent phonemes 

in the brain. Also, ease of processing favors gestures. 
Whereas sounds are ephemeral and disappear as 

soon as they are heard, mouth positions are 
tangible and can be felt, viewed in a mirror, and 

analyzed by learners.” Ehri, 2015
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Moving from Speech to Print
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Confusing for Developing Readers
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▪ help students perceive and produce all 44 English 
phonemes.
▪ make the phoneme-grapheme connection clear.
▪ can be used as a scaffold when students get confused 

with their speech, reading, and writing.
▪ are a resource for English Learners.
▪ give teachers insight into how their students are 

processing language.

Sound Walls…
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▪ Spoken word recognition, pronunciation, and 
interpretation depend on accurately processing 
phonemes.
▪ Proficient reading and spelling are strongly associated 

with the ability to identify, remember, separate, combine, 
and manipulate phonemes, and to do so rapidly and 
without effort. THIS IS PHONEMIC PROFICIENCY!

(Source: Speech to Print, 2020)

A Focus on Phonemes
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Sound Wall Template
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25 consonant 
phonemes

18 + 1 vowel 
phonemes
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▪ Place of Articulation
▪ Where in the mouth the sound originates

▪ Manner of Articulation
▪ What we do with our breath and our vocal 

cords
▪ This is important to explain and review 

consistently with your students. 
▪ Do not be afraid to use the terms on the 

left-hand side of the consonant chart. 

Our Speech Sounds – Consonant Phonemes
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▪ 5 vowel letters – 18 vowel phonemes

▪ Where in the mouth is the sound being produced? 

Back

Rounded

Front

Smile

Middle

Open

Producing Vowel Phonemes
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Daily Routine: Implementation 

*Whole Group and/or small group
*High level of student engagement
*Build/Grow the Sound Wall with your students
*Align with approved phonics scope and 
sequence. 
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Phonemes First!
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Adding Words to the Sound Wall
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Words on a Sound Wall
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Strengthening Decoding and Encoding Skills
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That All May Read
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LET’S STAY IN TOUCH! 
Connect with us on social media!

Come see us at our exhibitor booth 
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