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Video Transcript 

Teaching Communication During Academics: Alphabet 
Knowledge and Phonological Awareness 

Slide 1. [Project Core Presents] 

 

Slide 1. Welcome to the Project Core professional development modules. This module, 

Teaching Communication During Academics: Alphabet Knowledge and 

Phonological Awareness, is designed to help you integrate the use of the 

Universal Core Vocabulary into alphabet and phonological awareness activities.  

Project Core is being conducted by the Center for Literacy and Disability 

Studies, a unit in the Department of Allied Health Sciences at the University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 

Slide 2. For many years, we thought students had to demonstrate certain skills before 

we could teach alphabetic and phonological awareness. We now understand 

that students learn the symbols we teach them. Students do not have to 

understand concrete symbols before we start to introduce and use more 

abstract symbols.  This understanding led us to begin teaching the Universal 

Core vocabulary. It also supports our efforts to teach alphabetic and 

phonological awareness while we are teaching students to communicate using 

the Universal Core vocabulary.  

Slide 3. Learning the alphabet calls for students to learn many things. 

Slide 4. They learn to recognize the 26 upper case letters 

Slide 5. and the 26 lower case letters. They also learn the names for each letter.  

Slide 6. They learn that upper- and lower-case letters are related to each other. And 

they learn names of letters and the sounds they represent all at the same 

time.  

Slide 7. And they learn to make or select each of the letters for use in writing.   

Slide 8. Phonological awareness is different, but related, to alphabet knowledge.  

Phonological awareness focuses on the ability to identify and manipulate 

words and sounds in spoken language.  
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Slide 9. At its earliest stages, phonological awareness focuses on hearing the 

difference between words. This helps students hear the difference between 

core words, like SHE and HE. 

Slide 10. SAME and SOME 

Slide 11. and IN and ON.  

Slide 12. As students begin to develop the ability to distinguish between words, they 

begin to recognize the number of syllables or parts in words. They begin to 

recognize that stop has one part or syllable and finished has two.  

Slide 13. Students also begin to recognize words that begin with the same sounds, like 

GO and GOOD. 

Slide 14. and words that rhyme or end in the same way, LIKE LOOK and BOOK, CAN 

and MAN, MAKE and TAKE 

Slide 15. Pause for activity one. 

Slide 16. There are many ways we can help students develop alphabetic awareness 

Slide 17. The one thing you want to avoid is doing the same activity over and over 

again. Students can learn letter names and shapes by repeating the same 

thing over and over, but they won’t learn what to do with letters if we teach in 

this way.  Unfortunately, it isn’t enough for students to be able to identify or 

name the letters, they must understand that those letters represent sounds 

and have meaning in the words we’re trying to read and spell.  Variety is key!  

Slide 18. One way to teach the alphabet is by reading alphabet books. 

Slide 19. While reading alphabet books, focus on letter names and sounds.  Also, talk 

about the content of the book using the Universal Core vocabulary.  Consider 

these pages from an alphabet book about forms of transportation. During a 

one-on-one activity with a student, the teaching assistant read the page, A is 

for ambulance, and then pointed to the upper-case A and then the lower-case 

“a” in the word ambulance, while saying the letter name A.  

Slide 20. She then commented by saying, “GET HELP” while pointing to the symbols for 

GET and HELP on the student’s Universal Core vocabulary system.  

Slide 21. On the next page, the adult read, “B is for bike”, and then pointed to the 

upper-case B and the lower-case b, while saying the letter name B and b. She 
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then commented saying, “DIFFERENT” while pointing to the symbol for 

DIFFERENT. She then pointed to the picture of the bike in the book and then 

to the adapted bike in the corner of their classroom. When the student smiled, 

the teacher responded by smiling back and then said, “YOU LIKE,” pointing to 

the symbols for YOU and LIKE on the student’s communication system.  

Slide 22. On the next page, the adult read “C is for car” and again pointed to and 

named the two c’s.  Then she pointed to the word car and commented, “Car 

starts with C,” pointing to the c at the beginning of the word car. The student 

then pointed to the picture of a car in the book. The teacher responded by 

also pointing to the picture and saying, “yes, that is a picture of a car.” She 

then pointed to the word car and said, “This is the word car. It starts with C.” 

Before moving to the next page, she commented, “CAN starts with C, too,” 

pointing to the symbol for CAN on the student’s communication system.  

Slide 23. She then went on to read, “D is for drive”, pointing to the Ds and saying the 

letter name. The adult used a gesture to show driving. She turned a pretend 

wheel in the air. When the student attempted to make the same gesture with 

his hands, she responded, saying, “Yes! turn the wheel,” holding her point on 

the core word turn on the student’s communication system until the student 

looked.  

Slide 24. Alphabet books are especially useful because they highlight individual letters, 

and they use letters in meaningful contexts. Alphabet books also tend to use 

clear pictures and simple language. There are many alphabet books that you 

can find in your school or public library.  

Slide 25. There are also hundreds of alphabet books available on tarheelreader.org. 

They cover topics that range from Cookie Monster to Oliver Twist, the 

American Revolution to Super Heroes, and just about every topic you can 

imagine.  

Slide 26. In addition to reading alphabet books, point out letters in the environment and 

during every day activities.  

Slide 27. The letters of the alphabet are everywhere.  They are often on the walls 

throughout the school.  

Slide 28. On the signs inside, outside and around your school, 

Slide 29. On the menu in the cafeteria 
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Slide 30. On the labels on food students eat, 

Slide 31. On the class schedule, and so on. Pointing out letters and saying their names 

and sounds is one way to build variety into teaching the alphabet. Using print 

in the environment also helps students understand that these letters have a 

purpose and provides a context for teaching communication while building 

alphabetic awareness.  

Slide 32. For example, an adult might point out the J in Juicy Juice saying something 

like, “Juicy, Juice, J. J.” and then add a comment that involves demonstrating 

the use of core.  In this case, the adult might say, “They are the same” while 

pointing to same on the student’s universal core system.  

Slide 33. You can also support the development of alphabet awareness by playing with 

letter sounds and shapes.  

Slide 34. You can play card games with the alphabet.  Use alphabet cards with 2 or 4 of 

each letter and you can play classic card games like Go Fish and Slap Jack. In 

go fish, students ask for or show others the letter they are looking for.  In slap 

jack, they slap “the M” or whatever letter the group chooses. These games 

may have to be modified to make them accessible, but playing with the 

alphabet in this way is one more way to help students learn the alphabet.  

Slide 35. While playing with letters and sounds, find ways to comment and demonstrate 

the use of core vocabulary. For example, during Go Fish you might 

demonstrate comments like, “Your TURN” or “Whose TURN” while pointing to 

the symbol for TURN on the students’ individual core vocabulary systems.  

Demonstrate comments like, “SAME, DIFFERENT, NOT, GO fish, PUT ON, and 

GET MORE” by saying the words and pointing to the appropriate symbols 

throughout the game.  

Slide 36. In addition to alphabet books, using print in the environment, and playing 

games, student names provide another excellent way to teach the alphabet. 

One study showed that students with significant cognitive disabilities are 10 

times more likely to recognize the first letter of their first name than they are 

other letters in the alphabet. We can find more reasons to use a student’s 

name than any other single word. Certainly, other words appear more 

frequently in the environment, but no other single word appears more 

frequently in their lives.  

Slide 37. It is critical that we take advantage of this natural opportunity to provide 

meaningful repetitions across a day.  Students can sign in each morning, sign 
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up to participate in an activity, sign their name in the column indicating a 

lunch choice, sign their name on their work, and the list goes on and on. No 

other word provides more learning opportunities than a student’s name.  

Given that the goal is to help students learn the letters in their names, avoid 

copying, tracing, and name stamps. None of these gets students to attend to 

the individual letters in their name.   

Slide 38. As adults help students focus on the letters in student names, they can also 

talk about the names using core vocabulary. For example, the adult might help 

the student find his name and then say “YOU” while pointing to you on the 

student’s core vocabulary system. The adult might point out parts of names 

that are the SAME or DIFFERENT, and the adult might talk about HE and SHE 

while pointing to the symbols on the core vocabulary system and then pointing 

at the student.  

Slide 39. To summarize, as you teach the alphabet, teach letter names and letter 

sounds.  

Slide 40. Teach both upper and lower case. 

Slide 41. And teach alphabetic awareness in meaningful contexts across the day.  

Slide 42. Pause for Activity 2 

Slide 43. Like teaching the alphabet, phonological awareness is best addressed through 

meaningful activities and interactions.   

Slide 44. You can work on some aspects of phonological awareness during alphabet 

instruction.  For example, you can identify objects and photos of things that 

begin with a letter you are teaching.  This focus on the sound the letter makes 

at the beginning of the word takes an alphabet activity and adds phonological 

awareness instruction to it.   

Slide 45. You can include raps, rhymes, and poems in your shared reading or group 

activities. Developing an awareness of the rhymes that appear in raps, 

rhymes, and poems builds phonological awareness.   

Slide 46. Similarly, tongue twisters focus on the sounds at the beginning of words and 

support the development of phonological awareness. They also provide many 

opportunities to demonstrate the use of the core words same and different.  

Slide 47. There are also numerous “sponge” activities that focus on phonological 

awareness. The “sponge” activities are the quick little things you do between 
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other instructional routines to soak up and take advantage of little bits of 

instructional time.  For example, an adult might clap out the syllables in a 

student’s name while calling them to join an activity.  Adults might also get 

students to listen to words and decide if they are the same or different, or 

listen to the beginning or ending of words to decide if they are the same or 

different.  

Slide 48. Keep in mind that if the lesson is focused on letters, all students need to have 

access to each of the letters of the alphabet not just the letter or letters that 

are the focus of a lesson.  This often means creating materials that offer high 

contrast colors, use big, bold print, provide braille, or support eye gaze 

systems. It might also mean providing access to technologies such as tablets 

or computers.  These tools support writing, and they are critical as students 

are developing alphabetical and phonological awareness.  

Slide 49. Throughout instruction focused on alphabetic and phonological awareness, 

adults cannot forget about teaching students to communicate with core 

vocabulary. In Project Core, we are emphasizing instruction that integrates the 

Universal Core vocabulary into academic routines like those that support 

alphabet knowledge and phonological awareness.  You can plan and reflect on 

your own efforts to teach alphabet and phonological awareness instruction 

using the instructional planning guide and self-reflection checklists available at 

project-core.com.  

Slide 50. This concludes the module. Your feedback is important to us. Please take a 

couple of minutes to complete a brief survey about this module by going to 

project-core.com/pdsurvey.  Thank you for your participation. To learn more 

about Project Core and to access free resources and materials visit the website 

at project-core.com.  
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