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1. Introduction 

In spite of the long lasting debate on phonics in reading instruction， it has 

strongly been gaining popularity in the U.S. since the enforcement of th巴 NoChild 

Left Behind campaign. Based on research findings， the fi巴deralgovernment summa 

rized the importance of phonemic awar巴nessand phonics in its ‘reading自rst

initiatives' . 

Now that the japanese government has announced the introduction of 35 hours 

of foreign language activities in the fifth and sixth grades in all of the public elemen 

tary schools starting仕om2011， it is probably time we discuss and consider the 

introduction of phonemic awareness and phonics for students to gain a better acqui-

sition of th巴 English.

Public 巴lementarγschoolscommenced English activities in the period for 

integrated studies in 2002. Without governmental guidelines and programs，日lemen

tary school teachers made grate efforts in setting the activities in the school curric 

ula. In spite of the teachers' hard work， problems have arisen， such as the di汀erent

proficiency levels of English among students and elementarγschools， and gaps 

between the English taught in elementary schools and junior high schools. 

In order to acquir巴 alanguage， the four skills of listening， speaking， reading and 

writing， are n巴cessary.In the EFL situation， a curriculum for balanced learning is 

indispensable. Therefore effectiveness on japanese children of phonemic awaren巴ss

and phonics， which are defined as necessary skills for learning to read by the U.S. 
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government， should be taken into consideration. 

11. Research findings about reading instruction 

There had be巴na debate regarding to phonics instruction in teaching r日adingfor 

more than three centuries (Starret， 2007)， however， recently it has firmly gained its 

position in public education in the U.S. due to the findings reported by two federal 

initiatives in the U.S.: research done by National Reading Panel (henceforth NRP) and 

No Children Left Behind (henceforth NCLB). 

NRP started its research during Clinton's presidency in 1997. Asked by 

Congress， the director of the National Institute of Child H巴althand Human 

Development (h巴nceforthNICHD) established NRP and examined over one hundred 

thousand of research studies published sinc巴 1966and fifteen thousand more before 

the time. President Bush implemented NCLB in 2000 based on the previous findings 

by the NRP. 

Among five phonics instructional approaches; analogy phonics， analytic phonics， 

emb巴ddedphonics， phonics through spelling and synthetic phonics， the meta-analysis 

prov巴dthe positive and significant effect of systematic synth巴ticphonics instruction 

on children' s 1巴velof reading (NRP findings 2000)1. According to NRP， synthetic 

phonics benefits all the students in kindergarten to sixth grad巴son their word 

recognition， spelling， and reading comprehension (NIFL， 2001). It is also b白neficial

for students with learning disabilities， low-achieving students， and students from low 

economic status families. The百ndingsgave the decision in favor of explicit phonics to 

implicit phonics， which is also called whol巴-wordmethod2 • The long lasting debate 

1 See Notes section at the end. 
2 Whole word (Whole language or sight-word method) emphasizes the importance of a natural 

setting and authenticity of the reading material (Akamatsu， 1999). It instructs students to 

memoriz巴thepronunciation of the word as a whole and the shape of the word (Ando， 1991). 
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whether phonics or the whole word method should be taught in reading instruction 

seems to come to a terminus. 

In addition to the自ndingsabout the importance of synthetic phonics instruc-

tions， NRP reported the importance of prerequisites of phonics instruction namely 

phonemic awareness and alphabet recognition. Without the success of the acquisition 

of the two， synthetic phonics instruction could not be effective in learning to read 

III. Prerequisites of phonics 

111-1. Phonemic Awareness 

Phonemic awareness refers to the understanding that a word is made up of a 

series of phonemes (Blevins， 2001) and phoneme is “the sma¥lest unit of speech that 

corresponds to letters of an alphabetic writing system" (Ad且ms，1998). Phonemic 

awareness is som巴timestreated as same as phonological awareness. Although th巴yar巴

印刷Ir巴dto be learned before any phonics instructions， their definitions are slightly 

different. By Heilman (2006)，“phonological awareness is the ability to think about all 

the possible sounds in a word; syllables， onset， rime， and phonemesぺandphonemic 

awareness is “the knowledg巴 orunderstanding that speech consists of a series of 

sounds and that individual words can be divid巴dinto phonemes." Phonological 

awareness is a broader definition which includes phonemic awareness. 

Children entering schools already know many words in speech， however， do not 

think a word is made of smaller units. They must be taught to realize that the word 

can be broken down into phonemes b巴for日 learningto read. Children' s level of 

phonemic awareness firmly defines their succ巴ssand failure in learning to read in their 

future (Adams 1998， Heilman 2006， Heilman retri巴ved2008). The relationships 

between the performance of phonemic awareness and the success in learning to read 

is not only reported for English， but also Swedish， Spanish， French， ltalian， and 

Russian (Adams， 1998). lt is also reported that adults with literacy problems usually 
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show underdeveloped phonemic awareness in America， Portugal， England， and 

Australia (ibid.). It is certainly predictable that the children who experienced rhyming， 

chants， jingles， and songs in their daily lives before ent巴ringschool willlikely to make 

progress in learning to read compared to children with no such experience since the 

former have already acquired the most part of phonemic awareness. 

Phonemic awareness is necessarγb巴forephonics instructions. However， learning 

it is no easy task. Since the way people talk depends naturally on each individual， a 

phonem巴 candiffer significantly. It is true when people listen or speak， they do not 

pay any attention to phon巴m巴s.Linguists also have di筒cultiesto de自nethe numb巴rs

of phonemes in English; the number varies仕omforty-four to自fty-two(ibid.). 

Despit巴 thedi貸icultiesof de自ningphonemes， phonemic awareness must be 

taught b巴forephonics. According to the National Institute for Literacy (NIFL) (2001)， 

phonemic awareness is something that can be taught by teachers and learned by 

students. To acquire phonemic awareness， many different activities can be taught: 

phonemic isolation， phon巴micidentity， phon巴mecategorization， phoneme blending， 

phon巴mesegmentation， phon巴medeletion， phoneme addition， and phoneme substitu 

tion (ibid.) 3. Rather than focusing on many types of instruction， one or two of 

phoneme manipulation are sufficient， namely， blending and segm巴ntingphonemes 

(ibid.). 

111-2. Alphabet recognition 

In addition to phonemic awareness， alphabet recognition is ne巴dedas a pr巴req

uisite of phonics instructions. As hiragana is taught in el巴mentaryschools in japan as 

the自rststep into education， learning alphabet is also considered as the foundation for 

al1 the oth巴rsubj巴ctsin schools in the countries which use the alphabet in th巴ir

writing system (Starret， 2007). Teachers could de自newhether the students are ready 

.1 See Noles section at the end. 
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to learn any reading instructions by grasping the level of their alphabet recognition 

and phonemic awareness (Blevins， 2001). In oth巴rwords， if children do not have a 

su伍cientlevel of both alphabet recognition and phonemic awareness， it is impossible 

for them to d巴veloptheir reading skills. Adams (1990) stated，“On one hand， we saw 

that teaching children to recogniz巴 lettersproduced little r巴adingbene自tunless th巴

children were also taught th巴 letters'sounds. On the oth巴r，we saw that training 

phonemic awareness produced little reading benefit unl巴sschildren were also taught 

the printed letters by which each phoneme was represented." 

Phonics teaches sound-spelling relationships. Acquiring the phonics skill will 

improve children' s reading since it helps to fre巴 theirmental energy from decoding 

unknown words and concentrate on the meaning of the text (ibid.). As a result of 

recognizing the alphabets with accuracy and sp巴巴d，children ar巴 encouragedto focus 

on learning sound-sp巴llingrelationships. If a child has a difficulty in identifYing the 

alphabets， it is impossible for him/her to proceed to learn phonics， thus the improve-

ment in learning to read will not occur. 

IV. Importance of prerequisites of phonics for Japanese chil-

dren 

Phonemic awareness and alphabet recognition are important prerequisites of any 

r巴adinginstructions for students whose mother tongue is English. The question now 

is whether they are n巴cessaryfor japanese children who are in the situation ofEnglish 

as a foreign language (EFL). 

Since the introduction of the English activities in the period for integratεd 

studies in public elementary schools in 2002， much emphasis has been put on listening 

and speaking activities rather than reading and writing. Since the natural sequence of 

acquiring the language is， listening， speaking， reading， and writing， many scholars 

suggest putting emphasis on input in natural Eng1ish. In addition， they argue that 
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when acquiring language， it is observed that the children have the silent period in 

both Ll and L2 situations. Childr巴nexperience the time when they only listen to the 

target language before they could produce something in抗.Therefore， listening is the 

most important input and r巴adingand writing are not the priority for children at 

beginner level. 

Howev巴r，on the contrary， Shirahata argues that the silent period can vary for 

ESL children compared to about a y巴arfor Ll children， and it is questioned that the 

silent period for ESL children is same as that of Ll children (Shirahata， 2004)'. No 

one would argu巴 aboutthe importance of listening for acquiring a language， yet in the 

situation where the children learn th巴 languageonly once or twice a week， it is not 

realistic to expect a natural output仕omthem (Katagiri， 1985). 

Reading and writing skills are as imtortant as listening and speaking skills when 

acquiring the language， thus， language education must aim at acquiring four skills as 

its goal and should be taught in the long-term vision. 

As we have discussed in section III， success in learning to read depends on the 

success in acquisition ofprerequisites ofphonics. Since phonics significantly improves 

not only children' s word recognition and reading comprehension， but also spelling 

(NIFL， 2001)， in other words， phonics can positively affect reading and writing， it 

could be ben巴自cialto introduce the instruction into English education in ]apan. 

v. Possibility of introduction of phonemic awareness and 

phonics 

According to the findings企omNRP， both phonemic awareness and phonics 

4 According to Shirahata， the silent period for L1 children is about a year and the time is said 

to be used for learning the target language， however， for L2 children， the length of the silent 

period varies. For L2 children， what is being processed in the period is unknown yet， however， 

he assumed that the period might be caused by psychological factors (Shir百hata，2004). 
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should be instructed explicitly (2001). Explicit instructions require teachers to engage 

in some kind of writing activities when supplying explanations. It is clear that the 

students must recognize the alphabet in ord巴rto acquire both phonemic awareness 

and phonics. 

The Ministry of Education， Culture， Sports， Science and Technology (MEXT) 

announced the introduction of 35 hours foreign language activities (English activities) 

in 2008， and it has published “Eigo Noto" (side text book as “Kokoro no noto" in 

moral education) t巴mporarily.In “Eigo Notoぺsevenlessons of letter instruction are 

scheduled for sixth grade students. Should the phonemic awar巴nessand phonics 

instruction be waited until sixth grade since they require the alphabet recognition? It 

S巴emsthat there is a time constraint when the alphabet is taught in six grades. Is it 

impossible for students to learn the alphabet ear1ier? The answer could be found in 

the romaji education in japanese lessons. Currently， romaji is taught in the fourth 

grade for four to five hours， and both upper case and lower case 1日ttersare introduc巴d

simultaneously making it quite difficult for students to fully memorize all the lett巴rsin 

the limited time. 

If upper case and lower case letters are introduced perfectly in romaji lessons， 

the phonemic awareness can be taught from fourth grad巴.According to MEXT， romaji 

lessons will begin at thiI寸 gradestarting in 201l. Phonemic awareness can even be 

taught in third grad巴 Supposingchildren hav巴巴xperiencedforeign language activities 

(English activities)仕omtheir first year， as it is the case in most public elementary 

schools (MEXT， 2005)5， there would be enough time for them to gain the knowledg巴

of phonemic awareness and that would lead to sufficient phonics instruction. 

Research conducted by Tamai on the relationships between th巴 alphabetknowl-

edge and the phonemic awareness， concluded that the alphabet instruction helped 

5 A survey done by MEXT in 2006 showed that the 75.1 % of elementary schools introduced 
English in the first grade in the period for special activities (MEXT， 2006). 

-7 



[mportance of Phonics and its prerequisites: What is necessary for japanese students? 

develop japanes巴 students'phonemic awareness. 10 minutes ofletter instruction was 

glven tw巴nty-onetim巴sin目立hgrad巴 andnineteen times in sixth grade. For the自立h

grade， the writing of the upper case letters and the sound of the letters were taught， 

the writing of the upp巴rcas日 lettersand lower case letters and their sounds were 

instruct日din sixth grade. The conclusion was made that letter recognition was 

improved by letter instruction， learning the alphabet helps the recognition of English 

sound， phonemic awareness can b巴 dev巴lopedby writing the alphabet， and the 

acquisition of the alphab巴thas a strong relationship with the acquisitions of romaji 

CTamai， 2006 ). 

Sinc巴alphabetrecognition is the foundation for successful acquisition of English， 

readjustment and reconsideration should be emphasiz巴dfor connecting romaji 

education to foreign language activities. 

VI. Conclusion 

Phonics is now considered as th巴 mostimportant skill for children wh巴nth巴y

learn to read in Ll situations. Cross-examination of ample research don巴 byNRP 

concluded the importance of phonics， and the success in phonics instruction depends 

on th巴 levelof acquisition of the prerequisites: phonemic awareness and alphabet 

recogmtlOn. 

Since the fOUl司 skills;list巴ning，speaking， reading and writing， are equaUy impor 

tant in acquiring a languag巴， a balanced program for EFL students is obviously 

needed. Therefore， the instruction to improve the alphab巴trecognition and phonemic 

awareness is inevitable for succ巴ssfulphonics lessons to hav巴 positiveimpact on 

reading and spelling. 

English education in japan has been巴xperiencingsome changes. The introduc 

tion of letters will be allowed in the sixth grade starting仕om2011. I-Iowev巴r，since 

phonics instruction requires alphabet recognition and phonemic awar巴ness，the time 
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is not su伍ci巴ntfor effective phonics lessons. 

Alphabet recognition needs to b巴 taughtearlier so that phonemic awareness and 

then phonics can b巴 instructed.Romaji education in japanese lessons might help to 

improve alphabet recognition， thus the possibility of teaching japanese students 

phonemic awareness and ev巴nphonics would b巳 found.It is probably time to consider 

the close coop己rationof different subjects， specifically English and japan巴se.

NOTES 

1. Analogy phonics -Teaching students unfamiliar words by analogy to known words. 

Analytic Phonics -Teaching students to analyze letter sound relations in previ 

ously learned words to avoid pronouncing sounds in isolation. 

Embedded Phonics -Teaching students phonics skills by embedding phonics 

instruction in text reading， a more implicit approach that 

relies to some extent on incidental learning. 

Phonics through Spelling -Teaching students to segment words into phonemes 

and to select 1巴ttersfor those phonemes 

Synthetic Phonics -Teaching students explicitly to convert 1巴ttersinto sounds 

(phonemes) and then blend th日 soundsto form recognizable 

words. 

(Findings and 0巴terminationsofthe National Reading Panel by Topic Ar巴as，2000) 

3. Phoneme isolation -Children recogniz巴 individualsounds in a word. 

Phoneme identity -Children recognize sam巴 soundsin di首erentwords. 

Phoneme categorization -Children recognize the word in a s巴tof three or fOUl司

words that has the “odd" sound. 

Phon巴m巴blending-Children listen to a sequence of separately spoken phonemes， 

and then combine the phonemes to form a word司 Thenthey 

write and read the word. 
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Phoneme segmentation -Children break a word into its separate sounds， saying 

each sound as th巴ytap out or count it. Then they write 

and read the word. 

Phonemic deletion-Children recognize the word that remains when a phoneme is 

removed from another word. 

Phon巴meaddition -Children make a new word by adding a phoneme to an existing 

word. 

Phoneme substitution -Children substitute one phoneme for another to make a 

new word. (NIFL， 2001) 
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