
Schwa Secrets
Unlocking the Mystery of the 
Most Common Vowel Sound
You may have been hearing a lot about 
the “schwa” recently. That is because 
educators who are learning about and 
implementing science of reading teaching 
strategies are realizing what linguists and 
researchers have known for a while. The 
schwa is extremely important when 
teaching the English code.

Ignite the power of literacy

It is the Easiest Phoneme to Make
The schwa is often considered the easiest phoneme to produce 
because it requires minimal effort from the vocal apparatus. 
To articulate the schwa sound, simply open your mouth slightly 
and engage your vocal cords without moving your tongue, lips, 
or jaw. This results in a quick, relaxed “uh” or “ih” sound that 
does not demand precise position-ing or muscle tension.

Learn more 
about the schwa!

It is Efficient
You may have heard the schwa referred to as a “lazy” sound. A 
better—and more accurate way to view it is that it is an efficient 
sound. Remember, it is the easiest phoneme to say; it is the 
only vowel sound made with just the vocal cords, making it 
quick and easy to produce.

What is a Schwa?
The schwa is a reduced, lazy, and unstressed vowel phoneme, 
represented by the symbol / /. It is one of the 44 phonemes in 
English and one of the 18 vowel phonemes. The schwa can be 
spelled by any vowel letter (a, e, i, o, u, and y) in an unstressed 
position within a word, making it highly adaptable and able to 
replace almost any vowel sound in unstressed syllables.

It Occurs in Most Multi-syllable Words
According to various studies and linguistic analyses, the 
schwa appears in more than 90% of multisyllabic words. The 
primary reason for its prevalence in multisyllabic words is the 
efficiency it brings to speech.

It is the Hardest Phoneme to Spell
Despite its simplicity in production, the schwa is notoriously 
difficult to spell. This difficulty arises from the schwa’s 
versatility and prevalence across different vowel letters. 
Unlike other phonemes that are consistently represented by 
specific letters or combinations of letters, the schwa can be 
spelled using any of the vowels: a, e, i, o, u, and even y.

Its Efficiency Explains Its Prevalence
It would be unusual to make it through half of a sentence in 
English without finding a schwa. For instance, the last sentence 
has four schwas: “unusual,” “of,” “a” and, depending on your 
dialect, “sentence.” English is a stress-timed language, and 
unstressed syllables tend to have the schwa sound, making 
them quicker to pronounce.
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Pronounce each word and see 
if you can hear the schwa:
a: salad, among o: lemon, button
e: travel, elastic u: circus, support
ei: animal, pencil y: syrup, analysis


