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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to assess the phonological awareness of Japanese senior high
school students as a basis for developing a reading intervention program. This study collects data
through an interview to determine the participants’ demographic profile as well as to conduct the
phonological awareness test adopted from Hastings and Prince Edwards District School Board
which consists of ten parts to assess the phonological awareness skills of the students. The partici-
pants in this study are ten (10) Japanese senior high school students from Japanese High School. The
researchers also had an adult translator for participants who did not fully understand English, and
the participants were able to understand the test through the translator. All of the participants dem-
onstrated different phonological awareness skills as they responded to the activities. The researchers
found that Japanese students struggled with phonological awareness skills such as initial, medial,
and final sound identification, sound segmentation, and syllable awareness. Apart from the phono-
logical awareness skills mentioned, the participants also had difficulty pronouncing some English
words and producing rhymes. The researchers discovered that orthographic influence is the main
factor affecting their ability to recognize, produce and manipulate sounds. Based on the findings, the
researchers proposed a reading intervention program. This program addressed the problem identified
in the findings.

Keywords: Japanese, phonological awareness, orthographic influence, reading intervention
program

Introduction

In Japan, the leading foreign language being taught in schools from fifth grade onwards is
English. However, Japanese English education places a greater emphasis on the English structure
than on speaking and producing sounds. This causes Japanese people to be afraid and hesitant when
speaking the language orally. Despite the fact that Japanese students begin learning English starting
fifth grade up to college, many of them are still unable to communicate in even basic English (Bar-
ret, 2015). As a result, Japan dropped to 53rd in the world in terms of English proficiency in a 2019
survey, placing it squarely in the “low proficiency” category (Margolis, 2020).

As the world becomes more globalized, a growing number of events aimed at encouraging
Japanese people to learn English emerge. One of these series of events is the Tokyo Olympics,
which aims to attract more people and boost economy in the city. Due to this event, the Japanese
government has pushed for an increase in English proficiency in the country (Ong, 2016).

Despite the government's efforts to improve the English educational curriculum in Japan,
students continue to struggle. One issue is that English teachers are unprepared, unsupported, unqua-
lified and lack of unnecessary skills to teach the language to their students. Another issue that con-
tributes to the difficulties of learning and understanding English in Japan is the inconsistencies in
phonetic sound. These discrepancies are likely to have influenced the sound shift of the learning
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product which result Japanese speakers tend to produce sounds that are different from what should
be produced when speaking English (Yolanda, 2018).

Since Japanese has a different writing system than English, learning English takes longer for
them where they have to first learn English alphabets before learning the language. According to
Yolanda (2018), the differences in phonetic systems between English and Japanese are due to differ-
ences in writing systems. It was discovered that native speakers of the Japanese language paid the
most attention to speech sound, and that the writing system and orthography dominate the phonolog-
ical representations of the Japanese language at the meta phonological level. The findings show that
kana, the Japanese native language, has a strong universal influence based on orthographic know-
ledge such as syllabic phonograms.

When students have complications with their phonological awareness, they will struggle
with reading skills at an earlier stage, affecting their ability to learn a new language. Moats and
Tolman (2009) demonstrate that phonological awareness is necessary to be able to read any writing
system of alphabet. It is also applicable to countries such as Japan when they are studying English.
For the English as a foreign language (EFL) learner, including Japanese students, learning the Eng-
lish language is a difficulty. According to Gunderson (2014), in most EFL environments oral and
written language exposure is low. Therefore, it constrained the progress of oral language in English
and EFL students’ learning skills. to Frith (1985), the logographic phase of reading ability is brief
for mother tongue speakers, that move past the initial stage after starting formal schooling, although
it may remain longer in EFL students.

Numerous studies have revealed that phonological awareness in the English language is cor-
related to early spelling and reading success in earlier years. Japanese learners, on the other hand,
employed mora instead of English syllables to separate or create English words. In countries where
English is their first language, studies revealed that phonological awareness is an essential element
of accomplishment attaining an alphabetic language in spelling and reading (Rouse, 2006; Stano-
vich, 1994).

The study aims to narrow the gap by using a quantitative approach to accurately determine
Japanese students' phonological awareness in the English language. Even though there have been
few studies on non-English speaking countries' phonological awareness, the researcher chose to per-
form this study to expand their understanding about phonological awareness. The study will also
focus on the factors that are most common among Japanese students, as well as the difficulties they
face when speaking English as a foreign language. Following the collection of data, the researchers
propose a reading intervention program that addresses the difficulties encountered by the partici-
pants in their phonological awareness. This proposal aims to assist Japanese senior high school stu-
dents in improving their phonological awareness in English.

M ethodology

This study attempted to answer the following questions. First, what is the profile of partici-
pants in terms of age, year and level, sex, number of years using English language, places where the
English language is used, available reading materials written in English language (at home, at school
and media). Second, to what extent do the participants exemplify phonological awareness in terms
of the following, rhyming recognition, rthyming production, word awareness, syllable awareness,
initial sound identification, final sound identification, sound segmentation, sound blending, medial
sound identification and deletion task. Third, which among the phonological awareness skill are
found to be the most challenging among the participants. Last, what reading intervention activities
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may be propose out of the data that have been gathered about the participants’ phonological aware-
ness.

The researchers used two theories, namely Clay's Emergent Literacy theory (1960) and
Stampe's Natural Phonology theory (1969), to provide sufficient theoretical bases for the study.
Clay’s Emergent Literacy theory (1960) is based on an assumption that a student acquires some
knowledge about language, reading, and writing even before attending any formal education (Mon-
tejo, 2016). She claimed that literacy development begins at a young age and continues throughout
one's life. This theory illustrates the developmental process by concentrating on how children im-
prove during their early years. The study is related to Clay’s Emergent Literacy theory as it focuses
on the development of students when it comes to reading and identifying sounds. These early skills,
known as Emergent Literacy, also include knowledge and abilities related to the alphabet, phonolog-
ical awareness, symbolic representation, and communication.

Stampe's Natural Phonology theory (1969) is based on two fundamental assumptions. The
first is that phonemes are mental images of sound language, and the second is that phonological
processes are subconscious mental substitutions of one sound or class of sounds for another that oc-
cur as a natural response to the relative difficulties of sound production (Nathan, 1982). It claimed
that difficulties encountered during first and second language learning appear to support the natural
phonology theory. According to Natural Phonology, language learners will substitute easier sounds
for those that do not exist in their native language, they will treat similar sounds as if they were the
same as those in their native language, and some errors cannot be attributed to interference because
they are caused by the operation of universal phonological processes (Nathan, 1982).

The study is made to assess the phonological awareness of the students. It will also examine
the factors that students have and the difficulties they encounter with their phonological awareness
skills. The participants of this study are composed of ten (10) Japanese high school students who are
currently enrolled in the Academic Year 2021-2022. All necessary data will be gathered through in-
depth structured one-on-one interviews and the use of adopted standardized questionnaire from
Hastings and Prince Edward District School Board. Each participant was interviewed about their
profile. A translator assisted the researchers in translating the information about these profiles.

After obtaining the profile of the participants, the researchers began the second part of the in-
terview. To address the second and third statements of the problem, the researchers used a Power-
Point presentation based on the research questionnaire. The PowerPoint presentation includes a
standardized questionnaire which contains of ten parts that were scored based on the responses of
the participants. The first to ninth parts each have five items, while the last part has twenty-one
items to answer. The interview was conducted via Zoom video call as it is more convenient and ac-
cessible for the Japanese students. When the data was collected, the researchers compiled the inter-
view results and began tallying the responses of the participants.

All activities within the phonological awareness test were assessed as excellent, fair, or poor.
Each phonological awareness activities score (range 0—5) including Deletion task score (range 0-21)
were derived from participants' responses to a 61-item phonological awareness assessment tool
which comprises of ten parts from Hasting and Prince Edward District School Board entitled "Quick
Phonological Awareness Screening (QPAS).

Result and Discussion

After careful analysis and consideration of the participants' perspectives on their various
phonological awareness, the researcher is able to provide the following responses to the objective of
the study.
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Profile of the Participants

The researchers understand the importance of maintaining the anonymity and confidentiality
of the participants' personal information, so they are given code names for this study in order to pro-
tect their privacy.

Table 1. Profile of the Participants

Codenameof | Age | Grade Sex Number of | Placeswhere | Availablereading

the Partici- Leve yearsusing | theEnglish | materialswritten

pants English languageis in English lan-

language used guage

Participant 1 17 | Grade 11 | Female 7 Home, Books, Youtube,

School Online Reading
Materials

Participant 2 17 | Grade 11 | Female 7 Home, Books
School

Participant 3 18 | Grade 12 Male 8 Home, Books
School

Participant 4 17 | Grade 12 Male 8 School, Books, Youtube

Store

Participant 5 18 | Grade 11 Male 7 School Books, Youtube

Participant 6 18 | Grade 12 Male 8 Home, Books, Youtube
School

Participant 7 18 | Grade 12 Male 8 Home, Books, Youtube
School

Participant 8 18 Grade 12 Male 8 Home, Books, Youtube
School

Participant 9 17 | Grade 12 | Female 8 Home, Books, Movies
School

Participant 10 | 18 | Grade 12 Male 8 School Books, Movies

Three out of ten participants are females, and the rest are male. Three of them are 17 years
old while the others are 18 years of age. All participants have seven or more years speaking English.
The ninth and tenth participants answered movie as an available reading material because of the
English subtitles. The ten participants have been studying English as a foreign language subject in
school. Despite their years of schooling, they still have a long way to go before they can fully com-
prehend and learn the English language. Even though English is a required subject in junior and se-
nior high school in Japan, the Japanese still find it difficult to communicate in that language on a
daily basis.

Phonological Awareness Skills of the Participants

Table 2 shows that there are similarities and differences in participants performances in their
phonological awareness skills. Out of ten participants, ten of them garnered excellent scores in pho-
nological activities such as Rhyming Recognition, Word Awareness, Sound Blending and Deletion
Task. However, the result reveals that the three of them evidently shown difficulty in Rhyming Pro-
duction and those three scored fairly. This could be explained further by differences in Japanese or-
thographic, which have a strong influence on the participants familiarization of sounds. According
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to Cayman Islands Department of Education Services (2018), allowing students to come up with
words that rhyme with the given words on their own results in nonsense words that don’t match.
Students who are familiar with the sound patterns have a better chance of correctly identifying the
word that rhymes with the given word. It is vital for students to have a broad variety of knowledge
when it comes to sound familiarization.

Table2.Matrix

Rhymi | Rhym | Word | Syl- Initial | Final Sound | Sou | Medial | Dele-
ng ing Awar |lable | Sound | Sound | Seg- nd Sound | tion
Rec- Pro- eness | Awar | Identi- | Identi- | men- | blen | Identi- | task
ogni- | duc- eness | fication | fication | tation | ding | fication
tion tion
PARTICIPANT 1
Score 5/5 5/5 5/5 5/5 0/5 1/5 5/5 5/5 2/5 21/21
Inter- Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Poor Poor Excel- | Ex- Fair Excel-
preta- lent lent lent lent lent cel- lent
tion lent
PARTICIPANT 2
Score 5/5 4/5 5/5 5/5 0/5 0/5 5/5 5/5 2/5 21/21
Inter- Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Poor Poor Excel- | Ex- Fair Excel-
preta- lent lent lent lent lent cel- lent
tion lent
PARTICIPANT 3
Score 5/5 3/5 5/5 2/5 4/5 5/5 3/5 5/5 5/5 21/21
Inter- Excel- | Fair | Excel- | Fair Excel- | Excel- Fair Ex- | Excel- | Excel-
preta- lent lent lent lent cel- lent lent
tion lent
PARTICIPANT 4
Score 5/5 4/5 5/5 3/5 2/5 5/5 4/5 5/5 5/5 21/21
Inter- Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Fair Fair Excel- | Excel- | Ex- | Excel- | Excel-
preta- lent lent lent lent lent cel- lent lent
tion lent
PARTICIPANT 5
Score 5/5 3/5 5/5 4/5 1/5 3/5 2/5 5/5 4/5 21/21
Inter- Excel- | Fair | Excel- | Excel- | Poor Fair Fair Ex- | Excel- | Excel-
preta- lent lent lent cel- lent lent
tion lent
PARTICIPANT 6
Score 5/5 4/5 5/5 4/5 1/5 5/5 3/5 4/5 3/5 20/21
Inter- Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Poor Excel- Fair Ex- Fair Excel-
preta- lent lent lent lent lent cel- lent
tion lent
PARTICIPANT 7
Score 5/5 3/5 5/5 4/5 2/5 5/5 2/5 5/5 4/5 20/21
Inter- Excel- | Fair | Excel- | Excel- Fair Excel- Fair Ex- | Excel- | Excel-
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Rhymi | Rhym | Word | Syl- Initial | Final Sound | Sou | Medial | Dele-
ng ing Awar |lable | Sound | Sound | Seg- nd Sound | tion
Rec- Pro- |eness | Awar |ldenti- | ldenti- | men- |blen | ldenti- |task
ogni- | duc- eness | fication | fication | tation | ding | fication
tion tion
preta- lent lent lent lent cel- lent lent
tion lent
PARTICIPANT 8
Score 5/5 4/5 5/5 2/5 2/5 5/5 3/5 5/5 4/5 21/21
Inter- Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Fair Fair Excel- Fair Ex- | Excel- | Excel-
preta- lent lent lent lent cel- lent lent
tion lent
PARTICIPANT 9
Score 5/5 5/5 5/5 3/5 3/5 5/5 4/5 5/5 4/5 20/21
Inter- Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Fair Fair Excel- | Excel- | Ex- | Excel- | Excel-
preta- lent lent lent lent lent cel- lent lent
tion lent
PARTICIPANT 10
Score 4/5 4/5 4/5 3/5 2/5 3/5 3/5 4/5 3/5 19/21
Inter- Excel- | Excel- | Excel- | Fair Fair Fair Fair Ex- Fair Excel-
preta- lent lent lent cel- lent
tion lent

Five out of ten participants have evidently shown difficulty in Syllable Awareness where all
of them scored fairly. This result could be explained in a variety of ways. First is due to the differ-
ences in syllable structure between Japanese and English. The participants were not able to recog-
nize syllables in the word due to their lack of knowledge in alphabetic writing system. Japanese syl-
lable structure is more restricted than English in two significant ways. There are only a few cases in
Japanese where two consonants can stand next to each other. Many two or three consonant se-
quences are common in English but are impossible in Japanese. The second factor is the Japanese
concept of loanwords, which has an impact on the participants knowledge of English syllables.
When two consonants are combined in English, a vowel is added to break them up to make it Japa-
nese and that resulted to English one syllable word to be multisyllable word in Japanese (Lombardi,
2015).

Initial Sound Identification was also a challenge for nine out of ten participants, with five
scoring fairly and four scoring poorly. Furthermore, four out of ten participants clearly struggled
with Final Sound Identification and Medial Sound Identification, with two scoring fairly and the
other two scoring poorly. These results could also be explained further by differences in Japanese
orthographic, which have a strong influence on Japanese high school students’ speech processing
when speaking English. The distinctive writing system of Japanese and English results in the differ-
ent phonetic systems of both languages (Yolanda, 2018). Japanese has distinct phonetic sounds,
place of articulation, and manner of articulation from English. There are only five vowels in Japa-
nese which are /a, I, u, e, o/. These vowels are distinct from the English /a/, /i/, /u/, and /o/ vowels.
Japanese also has consonants sounds which are different from English. The Japanese consonants
that are different from English consonants /s, z, t, d, ¢, j, y, w, t/ and /®/ (Suski, 2011) The Japanese
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manner of articulation leads to the language's unfamiliarity with consonant clusters. Due to the cur-
rent simple syllable structure of Japanese, complex consonant clusters are not permitted. Consonant
cluster refers to a sequence of adjacent consonants occurring in initial or final in a syllable (Crystal,
2008).

Since there are differences in Japanese and English phonetic sounds, the English words un-
dergo changes when it is spoken by Japanese, which also called phonological process. According to
one of the assumptions of Stampe’s Natural Phonology theory (1969), it said that phonological
processes are subconscious mental substitutions of one sound or class of sounds for another that oc-
cur as a natural response to the relative difficulties of sound production (Nathan, 1982) This ex-
plains why pronunciation errors made by the students were not a random attempt to produce unfami-
liar sounds but rather a reflection of her sound inventory, rules for combining sounds, and stress and
intonation patterns in their native language (Swan and Smith, 1987).

Six out of ten participants have evidently shown difficulty in Sound Segmentation where all
of them scored fairly. This could also be explained by Japanese orthographic influences, as the writ-
ing system influences not only sound production but also the ability of the participants to analyze
the sound of the word. According to Ohata (n.d.), Japanese students of English face numerous po-
tentially challenging areas in producing English vowels and consonants due to segmental distinc-
tions between the English and Japanese system of sound. Since the participants were first introduced
to Japanese syllabic writing system, the lack of exposure to the English alphabetic writing system
caused the participants to unable to recognize syllables in words composed of consonant clusters or
vowel-consonant syllable structure. According to Clay's Emergent Literacy theory (1960), students
in the early stages of education will do better if they are exposed to books and environments that are
suitable for their skill level and understanding (Montejo, 2016). Since the participants have not been
exposed to English books or environments in which they can use the English language. Their ability
to recognize other syllable sounds in English words is hampered by their inability to produce its
sound.

Proposed Reading I ntervention Program

Table 3. Reading I ntervention Program for Japanese Students

ACTIVITIEY PERSONS RE- SUCCESSIN-
STRATEGIES INVOLVED | SOURCES DICATOR
NEEDED
1. Introduction to phonological awareness Japanese English - Japanese stu-
teachers and | Reading dents can broaden
Students materials, their perspectives
Videos with | on the signific-
English ance of phonolog-
language ical awareness
subtitles skills.
2. Overview of exercises and lessons for Jap- | Japanese English - Rich interaction
anese students regarding on how they can teachers and | Reading between the stu-
improve their knowledge when it comes to Students Materials, dents and other
English language. and books English users.
2.1. Information dissemination and orienta- written in
tion of students through online video plat- English
forms such as Zoom and Google Meet.
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ACTIVITIEY PERSONS RE- SUCCESSIN-
STRATEGIES INVOLVED | SOURCES DICATOR
NEEDED
READING INTERVENTION ACTIVITIES
3. CVC Word Work (identifying I nitial, Japanese Words with | - Students can
Medial, and Final Sounds) teachers and | simple syl- | identify and pro-
- Identifying the initial sound of a given Students lable struc- | duce the initial,
English word tures, com- | medial, and final
- ldentifying the Medial sound of a given plex sylla- | sounds of a word
English word ble struc-
- ldentifying the Final sound of a given tures, or
English word consonant
For example: JA M clusters are
_AM represented
J M on the
JA _ cards.
4. Letter sound intervention Japanese English al- | - Students can
- Sorting letterswritten in different fonts | teachers and | phabet now analyze the
in aword Students charts, letter | word and deter-
names mine which parts
of it are important
for rhyming
5. Diagraphs and blends Japanese Blends and | - Students can dis-
- Activity for hearing actual sound of a let- | teachers and | digraphs tinguish the dif-
ter or syllable. Students chart for ference between
writers, let- | letter and syllable
ter names sounds
6. Word patterns Japanese Pen, blank | - Students can de-
- Givethe student a pen towriteaword teachers and | papers, termine which
with the same ending. Students English al- | parts of the word
For example: HIM phabet are important for
TRIM charts rhyming, and it
SLIM can help them ex-
pand their word
inventory
7. Vowels Japanese Vowel - Students can
- Tell the studentsto look at your mouth teachers and | chart, word | read an English
when you ar e speaking. Show them the Students patterns word correctly
movement of your mouth when you speak. - Students are able
to recognize an
English word with
just listening to it
8. Infected endings Japanese CVC prac- | - Students are not
- Show the studentsa card with aword on | teachers and | tice and having difficulty
it. Allow them to read the word aloud from | Students cards con- | distinguishing be-
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ACTIVITIEY PERSONS RE- SUCCESSIN-
STRATEGIES INVOLVED | SOURCES DICATOR
NEEDED
onecard at atime. After allowing the stu- tain of tween initial,
dentsto seethe card you showed to them. words medial, and final
L et them to notice the similarities between sound of a given
the cardsyou showed to them. word
9. Evaluation of the students’ phonological Japanese Oral read- To determine
awareness. teachers and | ing test whether the activi-
Students ties provided

aided students in
improving not on-
ly their ability to
recognize and
produce sounds,
but also all other
phonological
awareness skills
that are related to
it.

Based on the findings, a reading intervention program should be proposed with an emphasis
on activities such as sound recognition and sound production. The majority of the Japanese students
interviewed struggled with activities such as initial, medial, and final sound identification, as well as
sound segmentation and syllable awareness. All of these phonological awareness skills are related to
the concept of sound recognition. The primary reason for this, according to the findings, is ortho-
graphic influence and difference in writing system which affects ability of the participants to recog-
nize, produce and manipulate sounds.

The researchers’ reading intervention program aims to improve the phonological awareness
skills of the Japanese students while also enriching their knowledge of the English language because
the instruments used in exercises and activities are all written in English. The researchers begin the
reading intervention program by introducing the importance of phonological awareness to the stu-
dents before presenting them with an overview of exercises and lessons that will help them in im-
proving their phonological awareness skills. The researchers believe that it is preferable to give
students exer cises and activities so that they can easily relateto and experiencethetask. There-
fore, after information dissemination and orientation of students, the researchers state a number of
activities that can help students with their problems particularly with sound recognition. Among the
activities proposed by the researchers are connected to the letter sounds, CVC words, digraphs and
blends, word families/word patterns, vowels and infected endings. The researcher focuses on activi-
ties related to sound recognition because it is clear that Japanese students struggle with these skills.

The primary persons involved in this reading intervention program are the teachers of Eng-
lish language and Japanese students. Since this intervention program is only proposed and has not
yet been proven to be effective, it is up to the teachers to decide whether or not to use it. The goal of
this reading intervention program is to address the issue identified in the findings. If the teacher de-
cides to use it, all of these exercises can be assigned to the students. Since activities dedicated for
those difficulties can be helpful to improve the student’s phonological awareness
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Conclusions

The conclusions are presented based on the findings in the study. Most of the participants’
profile are grade 12 students aged 17 to 18 both male and female. Many of the participants used
English Language at home for seven to eight years. Majority of them uses books, YouTube, and
some stated to used English movies pertaining to the English subtitles. In the first results of Rhym-
ing Recognition, majority of the participants scored fair to excellent while few has difficulty dealing
with the skill. Second, Rhyming Production, majority of the participants excelled in this skill, while
few have problems dealing with it. Third, Word Awareness, majority of the participants scored ex-
cellent in this skill. Fourth, Syllable Awareness, half of the participants scored excellent, while half
scored fair to poor. Fifth, Initial Sound Identification, majority of the participants have scored poor
in this skill and failed in this part. Sixth, Medial Sound Identification, half of the participants scored
excellent, and half scored fair in this skill. Seventh, Final Sound Identification, half of the partici-
pants scored excellent while half scored fair. Eighth, Sound Segmentation, all the participants scored
excellent in this part. After gathering and tallying the data from all of the participants, it was discov-
ered that the phonological awareness skills such as Initial, Medial, and Final Sound Identification, as
well as Sound Segmentation and Syllable Awareness, were the most challenging for them. The
study shows that the senior high school students' participants have difficulties dealing with phono-
logical awareness skills. In the overall results, the majority of them seems to have excellent to fair
ratings in the seven phonological awareness skills.

Recommendation

Based on the findings, the majority of the participants scored poorly in phonological aware-
ness skills such as initial, medial, and final sound identification, as well as sound segmentation and
syllable awareness. Under this program, the researchers recommend a number of activities to help
students improve their phonological awareness skills. These activities can help students improve
their overall phonological awareness skills as well as specific phonological awareness skills with
which they have struggled. Activities and lessons that focus on sound identification and sound pro-
duction, such as letter sounds, CVC words, digraphs and blends, word families/word patterns, vo-
wels, and infected endings, will be extremely beneficial in improving their phonological awareness
skills. After completing all of the assigned activities, teachers can evaluate the improvements of the
students. It is critical for the teacher to focus on the response in order to identify the students' weak
and strong points. All of the recommendations made, including the proposed reading intervention
program and its activities, can help a student who is struggling with specific phonological awareness
skills.
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