
  
Title "Tuning into the sounds of English" 
Author(s) Linda Gan & Yong Ming Lee 
Source REACT, 2000(2), 23-29 
Published by National Institute of Education (Singapore) 
  
  
 

This document may be used for private study or research purpose only. This document or 
any part of it may not be duplicated and/or distributed without permission of the copyright 
owner. 

The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. 



"TUNING IN TO THE SOUNDS OF ENGLISH" 

Review by Linda Gan and Yong Ming Lee 

INTRODUCTION 

Many children find the transition to Primary 
One daunting, particularly in the area of 
language learning, as the education system 
in Singapore expects all students to acquire 
two languages simultaneously, English and 
their own mother tongue. Expectations of 
parents and schools are high, and many 
preschools, in succumbing to this pressure 
to help their children become biliterate, 
neglect oral and listening skills which are 
important for early reading and writing 
development. Local research has found that 
the predominant focus, especially in non- 
private preschool centres, is on more formal 

and Bryant (1990) and further studies by 
Bryant and his CO-researchers suggest that 
children acquire such awareness 
spontaneously from experiences with the 
oral language, for example traditional 
nursery rhymes and the generation of 
rhyming words. According to Bryant, onset- 
rime awareness is a precursor to the 
development of phonemic awareness. Onset 
is the sound corresponding to any initial 
consonants in a word and rime is the sound 
corresponding to the remaining letters in 
the syllable: 

written activities (Gm, 1990). This not only 
limits verbal exchanges between teachers Onset (head) + Rime (tail) 
and pupils and peer interaction, but also c at 
excludes appropriate language arts 
activities which help children to 'tune' in 
to the sound patterns of English. Helping 
children become aware of English 
phonology is therefore not only desirable 
but vital if they are to develop the necessary 
decoding strategies for reading and spelling 
later on at primary school. 

This article reports on a recent NIE study 
researching the phonological awareness of 
local kindergarten children and the 
outcomes of an intervention programme 
conducted last year, which sought to 
sensitise children to rhyme and alliteration. 

REVIEW OF RESEARCH 

Research has not clearly established how 
phonological awareness develops. Goswami 

Seymour and Evans (1994) however, 
contend that children initially develop 
syllabic awareness, and the% with 
alphabetic literacy training, develop the 
ability to distinguish phonemes, followed 
by onset-rime awareness. 

Research indicates that there are many 
factors involved in the development of 
phonological awareness. Burgess and 
Lonigan (1 998) have found that alphabetic 
knowledge is related to the development 
of higher levels of phonological awareness, 
such as detecting word onset (alliteration), 
phoneme blending and deletion and that 
teaching programmes are more effective 
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when specific instruction on letter 
knowledge is included. 

The nature of the oral language will also 
affect children's phonological awareness. 
In one of their cross-linguistic studies, 
Carovalas and Bruck (1993) found for 
example, that Czech preschoolers had 
higher levels of cluster onsets while 
English children were better at onset-rime 
awareness. 

The linguistic culture of language learning 
is also an important factor contributing to 
the awareness of subsyllabic levels of 
sound segments, especially onsets and 
rimes (Goswami and Bryant, 1990). In the 
UK there is a tradition of teaching nursery 
rhymes and playing oral language games 
in the pre-literacy years, both at home and 
school, which is not the case in general in 
Singapore. 

Cross-Linguistic Studies 

Comparative research provides evidence 
to show that Chinese children's 
phonological awareness in English does 
not compare favourably with the 
phonological awareness displayed by 
English monolinguals. For example, Ho 
and Bryant (1 997) discovered that Chinese 
children seem to have more difficulties 
with onset-rime and phonemic awareness. 
Evidence from Holm and Dodd's study 
(1 996) suggests that Chinese children 
have been found to use more visual 
strategies when decoding new words which 
is a result of strategy transfer from their 
learning to read the Chinese logographic 
script. 

Other possible reasons could be that the 
transfer of phonological awareness from 
the Chinese oral language limits Chinese 

children's ability to develop the same level 
of onset-rime and phonemic awareness as 
their English counterparts, or that the 
literacy environment surrounding the 
child at school lacks the necessary support 
to help them manipulate subsyllabic units 
of sounds in English words. 

NIE Study 

The study initiated in 1999, had three main 
aims: 

to explore the nature and extent of the 
phonological awareness of bilingual 
Chinese-speaking children in their final 
year at a local kindergarten; 
to make comparisons to the 
phonological skills exhibited by 
English monolingual children (from the 
U.K.); 
to evaluate the effects of an intervention 
programme aimed at further enhancing 
these skills in the local Chinese- 
speaking children. 

Method 

The sample of Chinese children for both 
the pre- and post tests and the intervention 
programme came from the same non- 
private kindergarten, operated by the PAP 
Community Foundation. 32 Kindergarten 
2 Chinese children were tested on the PAT 
in March, 1999. The children's mean age 
at pre-test was 5.70 years. The same 
children were tested again in September 
of the same year, after the completion of 
the intervention programme. 

For the purpose of this study, phonological 
awareness was conceptualised as 
encompassing a wide range of 
phonological processing skills. 
Phonological awareness was therefore 
defined and operationalised by different 
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measures in the Phonological Abilities Test 
(PAT), a standardized instrument normed 
in the U.K. on five-to seven year old 
children. The subtests administered from 
this test included letter knowledge plus: 

Rhyme detection 
Selecting a picture from 3 others that 
rhyme with target word 
Rhyme production 
Generating a word to rhyme with target 
word 
Completing last syllables 
Completing last syllable of a 2 syllable 
word 
Completing end phonemes 
Completing last sound of a I-syllable 
word 
Deleting beginning phonemes 
Removingfirst sound of I syllable word 
& saying rime of word 
Deleting end phonemes 
Removing end phoneme of I syllable 
word & producing remaining sound 
segments 

According to the linguistic framework 
adopted for the purpose of the study, 
completing last syllables measured 
syllabic awareness. Rhyme detection and 
rhyme production measured onsetlrime 
awareness. Completing end phonemes, 
deleting beginning phonemes and deleting 
end phonemes measured phonemic 
awareness. 

The Intervention Programme 

The intervention programme was 
conducted in two phases - April-May and 
August-September, 1999. Its objectives 
were to: 

provide regular experience with rhyme 
(through repeated exposure to 

traditional, updated and original rhymes, 
sung or spoken, individually or in pairs); 
engage children in oral and listening 
activities to help them in identifying and 
producing rhyming patterns in words; 
reinforce onset-rime awareness, 
blending and segmentation of sounds, 
through the use of manipulative aids and 
activity-based worksheet material (for 
teacher and pupil use); 
stimulate verbal interaction between 
teacherlpupil and pupillpupil through 
the use of role-play, communicative 
language arts materials and aids, like 
puppets and soft toys; 
foster the love of reading, through 
rhyming and thematically related stories. 

A total of twelve 'Rhyme Time' lessons 
were developed for the programme. 
Observed and assisted were developed by 
the class teachers, the authors conducted 
six lessons once a week during each phase, 
to two classes, totalling seventy two 
children. 

A substantial part of the programme was 
devoted 'to oral and listening activities to 
help the children identify and generate 
rhyming patterns in words. The 
programme initially concentrated on 
'sensitizing' children to the concept of 
"rhyme", using traditional nursery rhymes 
and songs, supported by audio-cassette 
recordings. 'Big Books' and charts were 
also used to introduce and reinforce these 
rhymes. It was noticeable that the majority 
of the children were not familiar with many 
traditional rhymes, only the few that came 
from English-speaking homes. 

Original rhymes, developed specifically 
for the programme, were also used to 
introduce and reinforce a rime segment. 
Manipulative aids were produced to 
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conduct 'hands-on7 blending and 
segmenting experiences for the children, 
and activity-based worksheet materials 
were produced for class and home use with 
parents. Puppetslsoft toys and 
communicative language games were used 
to introduce a target rime and to encourage 
verbal interaction between teacherlpupil 
and pupillpupil. Role-play, initially 
introduced in the form of paired rhymes, 
formed an integral part of most lessons, 
affording the children the opportunity to 
match language and actions to clarify the 
meanings of the word being used. A wide 
variay of children's literature, which 
further highlighted targeted rimes, was 
also used as further reinforcement and to 
cultivate a love of reading and storybooks. 

The class teachers were given duplicate 
lesson plans and encouraged to repeat 
them using the same materials and props, 
during the days following the 
demonstration lessons. They were also 
given suggestions on how to extend some 
of the ideas for art and craft activities, 
which one class willingly engaged in and 
subsequently produced some very creative 
pieces of work. Follow-up at home with 
parents, was established through simple 
activities in the children's Rhyme Time 
books and the manipulative rhyming aids 
children had made in school: for example, 
flip books to aid blending, and rhyming 
dials. 

A resource centre was set up for the 
teachers at the centre, housing books 
recommended for purchase by the 
investigator and the aids produced for the 
lessons, which teachers were encouraged 
to reproduce for their own use. 

Results 

For all the significant results, the post-test 
scores were higher than the pre-test scores 
in rhyme detection and production, 
completing phonemes, deleting end 
phonemes and letter knowledge. When 
compared to English monolingual's 
performance on the PAT tests, after the 
intervention programme, the Chinese 
children were found be on a par with their 
English counterparts in letter knowledge 
and syllabic awareness. They also showed 
improvement in their onset and rime 
awareness, in both detecting rhymes and 
more especially in producing rhymes. 
However despite these improvements the 
Chinese children's performance was only 
comparable to the lower 50% of the 
English speaking children. 

There was evidence of a generalisation to 
phonemic awareness. The children proved 
more competent at completing phonemes 
and deleting end phonemes after the 
intervention programme. However, for 
deleting beginning phonemes, no 
significant difference was found. Despite 
these improvements the Chinese children 
were still only comparable to the lower 
50% of the English monolingual children 
in these skills. 

DISCUSSION 

The results indicated a promising 
improvement in children's phonological 
awareness skills after their participation in 
the intervention programme. The Chinese 
bilingual children performed better than 
their English counterparts on syllabic 
awareness. A possible reason for this is 
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because all Chinese 'words' are one 
syllable, resulting in the syllable becoming 
a salient sound segment for Chinese 
children. 

However, the Chinese children were found 
to be weaker at onset-rime and phonemic 
awareness, compared to the English 
monolingual children, but had nevertheless 
made some improvement in these skills. A 
possible reason for these weaknesses could 
be attributed to a lack of instruction that 
encourages manipulation of sounds, andlor 
the use of different processes in learning 
and using Chinese. 

An encouraging outcome of the 
Intervention programme was that the 
Chinese children who had very little 
English at the start of the programme, and 
who were not inclined to use it in their daily 
interactions at school, were not only more 
motivated to try and communicate in 
English, but were also more confident and 
competent in speaking the language after 
the programme. They willingly took home 
their materials (in their Rhyme Time Books) 
to "teach" their parents, many of whom 
were predominantly Chinese speaking, and 
returned time and again to the story books 
which were brought in to share with them. 

Fat Cat - using a picture to generate words ~hyrning with - at. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING 

The results of this small-scale study have important implications for those 
involved in teaching and developing preschool curricula for young children 
attempting to acquire literacy in English, and also for those interested in 
pursuing further research in this area. 

l. Preschool Chinese-speaking bilinguals should be taught to use 
phonological strategies in order to facilitate their task in reading and 
spelling. 

Preschool teachers need to be encouraged to be more eclectic in their approach 
to @aching reading and not just rely on look and say and whole-word methods, 
which seem to be preferred. 

2. On-site training of preschoolpersonnel should be encouraged in order 
to ensure greater continuity in such intervention programmes. 

Specialist language arts intervention teachers (SIT'S) could be made available 
to individual centres to advise on planning and microteaching the lessons, 
which would involve more hands-on language activities for the children (role 
play, dramatisation of stories etc.) to complement and reinforce the 
phonological skills being taught. 

3. Such intervention programmes should also focus on sustained oral and 
listening activities in order to promote the verbal fluency of children 
struggling to become biliterate. 

More extensive use of commercial recordings should be made available to 
refine children's listening skills, and teachers should be encouraged to record 
their pupils singing and communicating in English to further motivate them 
to speak the language. 

4. A longitudinal study would be a more viable research design to investigate 
children 5 reading and spelling progress into the primary school years. 

Such a study would also need to take account of the nature of children's literacy 
environments at home and identify the necessary support and activities that 
could stimulate children's development of phonological skills. It is essential 
that parents be involved in any intervention programme, by supporting children 
in their efforts to revise or extend material their children bring home with 
them and be actively involved perhaps in the production of supplementary 
concrete aids and material. 
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