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Abstract

This study aims to investigate the effectiveness of Chinese-speaking children’s word
recognition ability under phonics instruction. There are some reasons for choosing this issue.
First, as learning English is becoming the wave of future, there is an urgent need for Chinese
children to begin English learning at an early age. Second, word recognition ability is
considered to be the foundation of good reading comprehension while many children
encounter great difficulty in spelling, reading and memorizing English words. Finding an
effective method to facilitate children’s word recognition ability thus improves their reading
ability is crucial. Third, phonics that was originated in American reading instruction has been
popular in China. It is regarded as the fastest and most effective way to help children in
English reading.

There are two main questions to the present study. First, to what extent will phonics
instruction influence children’s word recognition? Second, what is the difference of word
recognition ability between children with Pinyin knowledge and non-Pinyin knowledge?

To address these questions, 54 participants are recruited, 27 of which have Pinyin
knowledge while the other half have not. All the participants receive phonics training for 10
months. Pre-test, on-training-test and post-test are administered to both Pinyin and
Non-Pinyin experienced children to measure improvements in alphabet identification, word
reading and phonological awareness which are closely related to English word reading
ability.

Based on the evidence gathered, all the research questions mentioned above can be
answered affirmatively. Significant improvements for both Pinyin and Non-Pinyin
experienced children on all the subtests of English word reading ability show that phonics
instruction promotes the development of alphabet identification, word reading and

phonological awareness in Chinese-speaking child ESL learners. Results also find that Pinyin



and English are significantly correlated. The cross-language transfer does exist between
Pinyin and English learning.

Theoretically, the current study provides evidence for the trainability of English word
reading ability in Chinese-speaking child ESL learners and also for the transfer of Pinyin and
English. Practically, this study confirms the view that phonics instruction is an effective way
to facilitate word reading ability and it should be included in the curriculum at least offers an

alternative for Chinese-speaking child ESL education.

Key Words: phonics instruction; Chinese-speaking child ESL learners; Pinyin and

Non-Pinyin experienced; English word reading ability; phonological awareness; transfer.
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Chapter One Introduction

Chapter One Introduction

1. Background of Research

For a very long time, reading is considered to be an indispensable part in language
acquisition. Reading ability largely determines one’s language proficiency while the
development of good reading comprehension depends on fluent word recognition skill
(Adams, 1990). As British linguist Wilkins described, “without grammar, very little can be
conveyed, without vocabulary, nothing can be conveyed” (1972). As is known to all, English
is an alphabetic language, which means there is a natural connection between spelling system
and graphic representation. It would be a perfect thing if each spelling could correspond with
a unique sound, but unfortunately, English is not that case. Some letters can represent
different sounds while others are shared by the same sound, especially for some vowels. Take
letter “e” for example, it is not difficult to find different sounds in “me”, “met”, “make” and
“trumpet”. As for spelling, the sound /e/ can be found in a list of words, such as “pet”,
“bread”, “many”, etc. Besides, there are lots of irregularities between English letters and
sounds and the inconsistency leaves to language teaching a great problem. How to explore an
effective way to improve word recognition skill is a great challenge.

As for Chinese children, learning English is becoming the wave of future, especially in
cities. Most of them begin English learning at an early age. Although parents and teachers in
China have adopted various methods to teach vocabulary, such as translation method,
situational method, direct method (3%, 2013), etc. many young beginners encounter great
difficulty in establishing letter-sound correspondence, which in turn affects their word
recognition and reading. Those traditional English vocabulary-teaching methods usually lay
more emphasis on meanings and usages of words than letter-sound correspondence; thus, less
phonological skill is taught to children. Some researchers have already found that the deficit

in word recognition and spelling ability is the main reason of the future dyslexia. Elveld
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(2005) pointed out that a primary key to reading and spelling ability is phonological
awareness. A student’s level of phonological awareness at the end of kindergarten is one of
the strongest predictors of future reading success (Adams et al, 1998). Therefore, to the very
great degree, the development of phonological awareness can influence children’s word
recognition and spelling ability, even reading ability.

Over the past decades, researches have conducted many researches into the reading
acquisition enquiry leading to greater knowledge of the reading acquisition process (Eshiet,
2012). A major outcome of those studies is that phonological processing is the main
determinant in the development of reading skills in the early stages of learning to read in an
alphabetic orthography (Cunningham, 2009). Owing to the superiority of answering for
children’s phonological awareness and cognitive characteristics, phonics instruction has
become the mainstream in teaching English vocabulary in Western countries. With phonics
instruction, children are taught phonics rules and patterns, which can help them understand
the relationship between letter sounds and their correspondences, and then blend the sounds
of letters together to produce approximate pronunciation of unknown words. Since phonics
instruction has always been regarded as an effective method in native vocabulary teaching,
many Chinese researchers try to implement phonics in second language vocabulary teaching
for children. Most of them have already made contributions to the relationship between
phonological awareness and phonics instruction or the relationship between phonics
instruction and reading ability psychologically (7 & 45, 1998) and practicaily (3 37t
&%, 2002; HHEI, 2004). These researches have all made agreements on the following issues:
(1) Comparing with adult learners, children depend a lot more on speech sounds; (2) Under
the instruction of phonics, children can easily set up a connection between sounds of English
letters and their symbols, which is beneficial when building up vocabulary; (3) The good
command of phonics instruction helps children develop phonological awareness as well as
knowledge of lexicology and morphology and thus later children will recognize words
quickly and correctly. The present thesis will be different and new. It intends to discover two

issues: (1) To what extent will phonics instruction influence children’s word recognition; (2)
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What is the difference of word recognition between children with Pinyin knowledge and
non-Pinyin knowledge? Trying to find the answer, this study will analyze the effectiveness of

phonics instruction on Chinese children’s word recognition ability.

2. Purposes and Significance of the Present Study

Based on the previous research on phonics instruction and its application to English
acquisition, the present paper attempts to study the correlation between phonics instruction
and early Chinese children’s word recognition, aiming at achieving purposes as follows:

Firstly, the present thesis makes an attempt at finding out to what extent phonics
instruction will influence children’s phonological awareness and word recognition ability
through a one-year follow-up teaching experiment.

Secondly, it intends to find whether the transfer of children’s Pinyin level can have a
positive impact on second language acquisition.

The present thesis is not to create a brand new perspective, but it still has some
significance. First, theoretically, this study could be viewed as an extended effort to the
previous findings. As for the correlation between the effect of phonics instruction and
Chinese children’s language acquisition, many researches are concentrating on reading ability
and phonological awareness; few of them focus on word recognition that is the foundation of
future fluent reading. The result of this research would integrate the whole theory. In addition,
this thesis would give special attention to the question of whether the transfer of children’s
Pinyin ability can have a positive impact on English word recognition. Pedagogically, this
study demonstrates phonics instruction in Chinese children’s English teaching, which is of

great help for those who are interested in this new model.

3. Structure of the Thesis

The present thesis consists of five chapters. In Chapter One the author introduces the
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background information, purposes and significance of the thesis and finally presents the
structure of the thesis. Chapter Two reviews the relevant researches concerning phonics
instruction. It introduces the definition of phonics instruction, presents the researches on
phonics both abroad and at home, and provides two different approaches to phonics
instruction, and it also elaborates the researches of phonological awareness and language
transfer as well as the relationship between the effect of Pinyin on phonological awareness
and word recognition. Chapter Three is the research methodology. It puts forward research
questions, participants, materials and procedures as well as data collection. In the fourth
chapter the author analyzes the result of the previous research questions according to the data
obtained from the statistics analysis. In the final chapter, both the major findings of the

research and the limitations of the thesis and implications for further study are illuminated.
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Chapter Two Literature Review

This chapter will review the relevant theories and researches concerning phonics
instruction and phonological awareness as well as language transfer. First of all, it introduces
the definition of phonics instruction that springs up in China, and then dwells on the
researches of phonics instruction both abroad and at home. Second, it elaborates the
researches of phonological awareness and language transfer. Next, it analyzes the relationship
between the effect of Pinyin on phonological awareness and early Chinese children English

word recognition. These efforts on the whole form the theoretical basis of the present thesis.

2.1 Definition of Phonics Instruction

Phonics instruction is a method that focuses on learning the relationship between letters
and their sounds and how to implement the knowledge while reading and spelling.
Researchers have made different definitions of phonics: Adams (1990:50) mentioned that
“phonics refers to a system of teaching reading that builds on the alphabetic principle, a
system of which a central component is the teaching of correspondence between letters or
groups of letters and their pronunciations.” “Phonics instruction is of no value unless it fulfills
some specific conditions. First, it must teach skills necessary for decoding words... Second,
the skill should be the one that students do not already know. . . Finally, the skills being taught
should be related to reading tasks in which students are currently engaged or will soon be
engaged”’(Gunning, 1992:29). Phonics is a method of reading instruction that breaks
language down into its simplest components. Children learn the sounds of individual letters
first, then the sounds of letters in combination and in simple words. Simple reading exercises
with a controlled vocabulary reinforce the process (Stephen, 2000). Phonics instruction is the

combination of empirical approach, functional approach and humanistic approach whose
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