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Phonological awareness (PA) instruction in early years plays an important
role in helping children listen to their language’s sound inventory, as well
as in developing phonics, a sense of intonation, and rhythm. What is more,
well-developed PA is a key element in the development of literacy skills in a
second/foreign language. However, PA instruction is not a common practice
in many second/foreign language classrooms. This paper therefore presents
the results of several studies concerning systematic and explicit phonological
awareness instruction in (very) young second/foreign language learners (aged
under 7). Its main aim is to examine the effects of PA instruction as provided in
different second/foreign languages (e.g. English, French, Italian) on the devel-
opment of literacy skills in learners’ first and/or second/foreign language. The
findings show that children benefitted from early phonological awareness in-
struction in their first and/or second/foreign languages. It is hoped that our
research will lead to an improved understanding of phonological awareness
and that it will encourage teachers to find effective ways to apply it in prac-
tice. This would make it easier for children to learn to speak, read, and write in
second/foreign languages in the future.
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Introduction

In recent years there has been a growing interest in teaching reading and
other literacy skills in children’s first, second, and foreign languages. Liter-
acy is usually understood as the ability to read and write, but the reality is
more complex, as itinvolves using and applying strategies to various types of
texts while gaining a comprehensive understanding of what has been read
(Dell 2014). In order to help children become skilled readers and writers in
any language, teachers should support (very) young learners’ oral language
proficiency, which sets a strong foundation for auditory and oral skills (Linse
2005). Effective pre-literacy and literacy instruction is therefore crucial in chil-
dren’s early education. Efforts to prevent reading problems should target not
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only oral language but also phonological awareness, as well as knowledge of
the alphabet and print knowledge (National Research Council 1998; White-
hurst and Lonigan 2002). Oral language abilities affect the development of
preliteracy skills such as phonological awareness and letter knowledge (Car-
avolas et al. 2012). Helman (2009, 117) explains this clearly: ‘Each language or
literacy interaction that children have is like a seed for their emerging lit-
eracy understanding. [...] The oral-language foundation that each student
possesses is the soil on which emergent literacy develops. Informal and for-
mal instruction in sounds and letters are like seeds planted that will sprout
into understanding the alphabetic code! By practicing language-rich activi-
ties at school/kindergarten and at home, emergent learners develop a more
advanced understanding of print (Helman 2009). This process is especially
crucial for foreign and second language learners, who experience the peri-
od of emergent literacy in a slightly different way. English language learners
(ELLS), for example, who are learning oral English and its written features at
the same time, are doing double duty - ‘the phonemic and alphabetic seeds
in English are being planted just as the soil of the English language is being
prepared. Without a foundation of oral language, an understanding of text in
that language will not flourish. So learning oral English and the written code
become simultaneous goals for ELLs and require concerted planning efforts
on the part of curriculum leaders and teachers’ (Helman 2009).

In this paper, we focus on the importance of the development of phono-
logical awareness (PA) skills in foreign/second language acquisition, as such
skills comprise a core prerequisite for early literacy development. Several
studies have confirmed that the development of PA in learners’ first and sec-
ond languages is closely related and that it significantly predicts reading and
writing performance in children learning to read in two alphabetic systems
(Chiappe and Siegel 1999; Cisero and Royer 1995; Geva and Siegel 2000; Sun
Alperin and Wang 2011). It is crucial to point out that the lack of phonemic
awareness (the highest level of PA) is the most powerful determinant of the
likelihood of failure to learn to read, also in a foreign language context (Moats
and Foorman 1997; Adams 1990). What is more, poor PA is associated with
poor auditory word acquisition for both L1 and in L2 (Bowey 1996; Elbro and
Jesen 2005; de Jong, Seveke, and van Veen 2000; Hu 2003; Hu and Schuele
2005; Mayringer and Wimmer 2000). In addition, a close relationship between
vocabulary knowledge and reading has been demonstrated by many empir-
ical studies, which included English as both a first language and a second
language (Stahl and Fairbanks 1986; Qian 2002; Nation 2001; Beck, McKeown,
and Kucan 2002).
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This significant role of phonological awareness in developing L2 reading
skills, as well as the lack of extant studies in this field, have led some re-
searchers to examine the effects of phonological awareness instruction in
helping second and foreign language learners acquire L2 reading skills. This
paper accordingly also reviews recent studies on the instruction of phono-
logical awareness in (very) young second/foreign language learners (aged
under 7). Explanations of phonological awareness and its development,
along with recent findings from such studies, could be of potential help to
second/foreign language educators who are challenged with teaching pre-
literacy and literacy skills at an early age (0-7).

Metalinguistic Awareness

Metalinguistic awareness is the ability to reflect upon and manipulate a lan-
guage’s structural features (Nagy and Anderson 1995). This awareness de-
velops during preschool years and continues into adolescence and beyond.
Metalinguistic awareness skills are related to the formal aspects of language:
phonological, morphological, syntactic, and lexical awareness (Altman, Gold-
stein, and Armon Lotem 2018). The main skills covered by metalinguistic
awareness include understanding of language and literacy functions or pur-
poses, comprehending a text’s visual-perceptual features and its structural
characteristics (from the micro or word level to the macro or text level), pro-
cedural knowledge (from encoding to self-regulating metacognitive read-
ing and writing strategies), metalanguage (language used to talk about lan-
guage and literacy, including grammar of sentences and genres), and aware-
ness of the symbolic nature of writing and its relationship to oral language
(Chapman 2003).

People can be aware of their language at many different levels, from the
automatic, virtually unconscious monitoring of their own speech, to the
rapid language switching through languages by skilled translators and the
detailed analytic work of linguists. The first signs of reflection upon lan-
guage begin to appear at about age two. They are recognized as sponta-
neous corrections of one’s own pronunciations, word forms, word order, and
even choice of language in the case of bilinguals; questions about the right
words, the right pronunciation, and the appropriate speech style; comments
on the speech of others: their pronunciation, accent, and the language itself
that is spoken; comments on and play with various linguistic units, segment-
ing words into syllables and sounds, making up etymologies, rhyming, and
punning; judgments about linguistic structure and function, deciding what
utterances mean, whether they are appropriate or polite, whether they are
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grammatical; questions about other languages and about language(s) in
general (Clark 1978).

It is important to mention here that plurilingual experiences at an early
age can influence the development of metalinguistic awareness skills, which
are of key importance for language and literacy learning (Lourenco and An-
drade 2013). Many studies (e.g. Yelland, Pollard, and Mercuri 1993; Bruck and
Genesee 1995; Chen et al. 2004) have clearly shown that bilinguals possess
more advanced metalinguistic awareness skills than monolinguals because
they have to focus on the features of two languages. The positive impact of
bilingualism has been confirmed in the sound and speech awareness of both
first and second/foreign languages in preschool children and children in the
first grades of school (Campbell and Sais 1995; Bruck and Genesee 1995; Chen
et al. 2004; Marinova Todd, Zhao, and Bernhardt 2010; Rocha de Souza and
Conceicdo Leite 2014).

There are certainly some features displayed by bilingual children that
would hint at an advantage in PA, as comparing and contrasting between
two languages makes them more attentive to the phonological form of
words. In contrast to bilingual children, monolinguals tend to focus rather
on the meaning of words and ignore other aspects. However, the advantage
that bilingual children may have is not consistent across all levels of phono-
logical awareness. Their relative performance seems to depend on the spe-
cific level of phonological awareness examined and the children’s age. For
bilingual as well as monolingual children, PA is also affected by the phono-
logical structure of the language that children speak and the writing system
they learn to read. Some studies (e.g. Marinova Todd, Zhao, and Bernhardt
2010; Bruck and Genesee 1995; Chen et al. 2004; Laurent and Martinot 2010)
have confirmed some positive effects of bilingualism on the development of
PA skills and some have not (e.g. Jackson, Holm, and Dodd 1998; Bialystok,
Majumder, and Martin 2003). What is more, research findings indicate that
monolingual children usually catch up with bilingual children after a while
(Chen et al. 2004; Kuo and Anderson 2010). Thus, it cannot be asserted with
certainty that bilingual and monolingual children have differently developed
PA skills.

Phonological Awareness Development

Phonological awareness is the ability to notice, think about, or manipulate
the sounds in language (Torgesen 1997), rather than just the meaning of the
word. It is an understanding of the structure of spoken language - that it is
made up of words, and words consist of syllables, rhymes, and sounds (Tre-
hearne 2003).
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From birth through the end of first grade, children gradually develop
their sensitivity to the phonological structure of language. Early accomplish-
ments in phonological awareness include recognizing that sentences are
composed of words, which words are composed of syllables, and that two
words can rhyme. In the later pre-school years, children understand when
two words share sounds in the beginning and final position of words, and
usually by kindergarten they are able to combine sounds into words and
segment words into their constituent sounds. In first grade, children acquire
the ability to focus more intensely on the phonemic structure of words and
syllables and to think about phonemes as distinct features of language (Jus-
tice et al. 2005). The continuum of PA skill development moves from the
capacity to manipulate words, such as words in phrases and words with-
in compounds (rain + bow = rainbow), to the syllable level (sister - /sis/ =
/ter/), to onset-rime (/b/ + ird = bird), and finally to phonemes (/m/+/o/+/p/
=mop). This does not mean that children must master one level before mov-
ing to the next, as they can show incipient ability for more complex skills
while still working toward the mastery of less complex ones (Phillips, Clancy-
Menchetti, and Lonigan 2008). This is probably also the reason for a slightly
different explanation of the developmental sequence of some PA skills ad-
vanced by different authors. Chard and Dickson (1999), for example, list the
development of alliteration awareness along with rhyme awareness, where-
as Paulson and Moats (2010) list the development of alliteration awareness
after children are able to recognize a word’s initial sound. Nevertheless, all
authors agree that the development of PA skills moves from less complex to
more complex levels as it is summarized in table 1.

When children develop PA skills, it is important for educators to consid-
er a range of tasks with varied difficulty, for example identity tasks (e.g.
rhyme oddity, first sound matching), synthesis tasks (e.g. syllable or phoneme
combining) or analysis tasks (e.g. word or syllable segmenting or deleting,
phoneme counting tasks). Combining tasks typically are easier than analysis
tasks and tasks requiring production are more challenging than recognition
tasks. In addition, tasks supported by visual props or tasks that use multiple-
choice items are simpler for children than those that require more memory or
verbal production (Phillips, Clancy-Menchetti, and Lonigan 2008). Some oth-
er dimensions of task complexity in phonological awareness include word
length (shorter words are easier than longer words), size of phonological
unit (onset-rime manipulation is easier than phoneme manipulation), con-
sonant clusters and the articulatory features of words (identifying contin-
uous sounds — sonorants and fricatives are easier than stops and affricates
and clusters), and identifying phonemes in words by position (beginning,
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Table 1 The Development of PA Skills from Less Complex to More Complex Levels

Level Activities
Less complex Word Distinguishing between long and short words, segment-
levels ing sentences into words, counting words in a sentence,

forming a compound word (e.g. Dog + house = dog-
house), removing one word from a compound word and
saying what remains (e.g. Notebook — note = book).

Rhyme Identifying rhymes, odd-one-out rhymes, matching
rhymes, producing rhymes.

Syllable Combining syllables into words, segmenting words into
syllables, deleting syllables.

Beginning of Onset-rime Combining onsets and rimes into words, segmenting

phonemic words into onsets and rimes, producing words from giv-
awareness en onsets/rimes.

More complex  Sound Distinguishing between similar initial and final sounds,
levels identifying and producing alliteration, identifying first,

final, and middle sound in a word, identifying the place
of the sound in a word, producing words with given ini-
tial and final sounds, combining sounds into words, seg-
menting words into sounds, manipulating sounds (addi-
tion, deletion, substitution).

Notes Adapted from Chard and Dickson (1999), Paulson and Moats (2010), Pe¢jak (1999),
Schuele and Boudreau (2008), Trehearne (2003), Yopp and Yopp (2000), Phillips, Clancy-
Menchetti, and Lonigan (2008).

ending, middle - the latter is the most difficult) (Barrus Smith, Simmons, and
Kameenui 1995).

Children first learn to identify or manipulate the initial consonantin a clus-
ter onset (e.g. crest) or the final consonant in a cluster coda (e.g. crest) and
then to identify or manipulate the medial consonants (e.g. crest) (Anthony
and Francis 2005). Articulatory factors also contribute to a word’s linguistic
complexity. Children develop sensitivity to differences in the placement of
articulation, the location along the vocal tract where the tract is occluded
or narrowed, before developing sensitivity to differences in phoneme voic-
ing (Treiman et al. 1998). Recent scholarly attention to segmental phonet-
ics signals the importance of articulation, not the imitation of sounds, as a
key learning impulse in acquisition processes (Anumanchipalli, Chartier, and
Chang 2019).

Language-Related Differences in PA Development

Although the developmental sequence of phonological awareness from
large to small sound units is universal across languages, it has been found
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that certain characteristics of individual spoken (e.g. saliency and complexity
of word structures, phoneme position, and articulatory factors) and written
languages influence the rate of normal development and levels of phono-
logical awareness that are normally achieved (Anthony and Francis 2005).
According to Ziegler and Goswami (2005), this could simply reflect the lack
of cross-language matching for factors like vocabulary acquisition and teach-
ing practices in kindergarten. However, systematic language-related differ-
ences and the fact that early forms of phonological awareness develop prior
to literacy instruction suggest that experiences with oral language interac-
tions play an important role in the development of phonological awareness
(Anthony and Francis 2005).

A number of studies have been carried out to uncover the characteristics of
oral language that foster the development of particular phonological aware-
ness skills. Durgunoglu and Oney (2002) point out that children who learn
Turkish, Greek, and Italian, all languages with a simple syllable structure and
relatively limited vowel repertoires, show high levels of syllable awareness
prior to literacy. In contrast, children who learn French and English as lan-
guages with quite complex syllable structures and many consonant clusters,
as well as larger vowel repertoires, develop lower levels of syllable aware-
ness prior to literacy. What is more, the saliency and complexity of onsets in
spoken language may influence the development of onset awareness and
phoneme awareness (Anthony and Francis 2005). Caravolas and Bruck (1993)
found that preliterate English-speaking children were better than preliter-
ate Czech-speaking children at isolating onsets with one consonant, where-
as Czech-speaking children were more aware of individual phonemes within
clusters than English-speaking children. According to Anthony and Francis
(2005), these findings correspond to the phonological characteristics of the
two languages: Czech has more and different cluster onsets (258) than En-
glish (31).

Moreover, vowel and consonant harmony also influence the development
of phoneme awareness. For example, kindergarten children who speak Turk-
ish constantly monitor and manipulate the phonemes in roots, prefixes, and
suffixes in order to achieve vowel and consonant harmony. This may force
them to become sensitive to phonemes. Thus, kindergarten children who
speak Turkish are better at deleting the final phoneme from words than
kindergarten children who speak English, which does not require vowel har-
mony (Durgunoglu and Oney 1999). In addition, children who speak lan-
guages with more rime neighbours (e.g. the English words bright, kite, and
height are phonological rime neighbours because they share a similar rime)
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than body neighbours (e.g. words like cat, cab, and calf that share a similar
onset and vowel combination, called a body) develop onset-rime awareness
prior to body-coda awareness (the coda usually being the terminal conso-
nant or consonant cluster). On the one hand, English, French, Dutch, and
German children learn to segment a consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) syl-
lable into onset and rime (C-VC) before they learn to segment a CVC syllable
into body and coda (CV-C) (Ziegler and Goswami 2005; Anthony and Francis
2005). Young Japanese children, on the other hand, may develop body-coda
awareness before onset-rime awareness (Inagaki, Hatano, and Otake 2000).

Finally, a language’s orthographic transparency also influences the rate
at which its speakers develop phonological awareness. Children who learn
to read an alphabetic language with a transparent orthography (consistent
spelling-to-sound relations and consistent sound-to-spelling relations) de-
velop phoneme awareness more quickly than children with less transparent
orthography do. For example, German children in their first year of school-
ing develop phoneme awareness more quickly than English children do. In
addition, children can have difficulties with counting phonemes in a word if
the number of letters and phonemes differ, as well as with judging whether
two words rhyme if the words are spelled differently (e.g. rye-tie) (Anthony
and Francis 2005).

The Importance of Phonological Awareness Development
in a Foreign/Second Language
Some children develop PA skills fairly easily within a stimulating classroom
environment, while others need more explicit and systematic instruction
that consciously and deliberately focuses on PA (Trehearne 2003). Classroom-
based instruction in phonological awareness should be provided to all pre-
school and kindergarten children in order to establish a foundation of ability
on which to build the skills of decoding and spelling in the early elementary
grades (Schuele and Boudreau 2008). Children (approximately 20%) who
fail to acquire an adequate foundation of PA, even when good classroom
instruction is provided, (Torgesen 2000) need explicit corrective help with
phonological awareness in late kindergarten or early first grade (Schuele
and Boudreau 2008). There are several key elements to providing systematic
and explicit instruction, including instructional sequencing, modeling, and
explaining the task, scaffolding, and providing corrective feedback (Phillips,
Clancy-Menchetti, and Lonigan 2008; for more see e.g. Schuele and Boudreau
2008).

As PA skills transfer from one language to another (Cardenas Hagan, Carl-
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son, and Pollard Durodola 2007; Dickinson et al. 2004) it is very important
to help children develop good phonological awareness in their first lan-
guage. Native language proficiency (L1) in reading and writing seems to be
the number-one predictor of overall skill in a second language (L2). How-
ever, the speed of native language learning is also a significant predictor of
L2 skill (Sparks et al. 2006). Although PA transfers from one language to an-
other, children should learn to distinguish between the sounds in their L1
and L2, otherwise they risk difficulties with associating sounds with written
letters or groups of letters — phonics. Students may not be able to ‘hear’ or
produce a new sound in a second language (probably because that sound
was not a part of the student’s native language), e.g. a Slovenian speaker
would pronounce an English /©&/ as /t/, a Japanese speaker would pronounce
an English /I/ as /r/, a French speaker would pronounce an English /©/ as
/s/ or /z/, a Spanish speaker would pronounce an English /v/ as /b/. These
sounds may not be perceived as being different by the speaker because they
do not discriminate between the two and can cause special problems for
learners.

Instruction in systematic and explicit phonological awareness is, therefore,
also of great importance in second/foreign language learning at an early age
in order to achieve functional bilingual or multilingual literacy. Children who
acquire a second language from birth or before the age of three are imme-
diately aware of the sound characteristics in both languages. They develop
dual vocabulary and a certain degree of comprehension in both languages.
Bilingual children must become familiar with writing systems in both lan-
guages during school years (they must learn about similarities and differ-
ences in the sound and writing systems). Even children who learn anoth-
er language after the age of six need to learn to distinguish between the
sounds in their L1and L2 in order to learn the correspondence between these
sounds and the spelling patterns (graphemes) that represent them. After the
age of six, though, mastering the pronunciation of certain sounds becomes
more difficult. A child might also encounter a new writing system. Some lan-
guages do not use the alphabetic system, but syllable or iconographic and
logographic systems instead (Colja 2013). Phonological skills are important in
learning to read in any language system.

In alphabetic writing systems, there are transparent and opaque orthogra-
phies. In transparent orthography (e.g. Spanish, Italian), there are graphemes
which map almost one-to-one onto phonemes, while in opaque orthogra-
phy (e.g. French, English), there are graphemes that have many phonetic in-
terpretations or phonemes that have many graphemic interpretations (Du-
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lude 2012). Research has shown that transparent orthographies are more eas-
ily acquired than complex and opaque orthographies (e.g. Aro and Wimmer
2003; Seymour, Aro, and Erskine 2003). For example, children learning to read
in English may encounter more challenges in decoding and building a sight
vocabulary than children learning to read in a relatively transparent orthog-
raphy like Spanish (Spencer 2007).

In addition, when planning instruction, educators should also consider
language interferences (transfer). The term transfer in the context of non-
native language acquisition or use broadly refers to the influence of the learn-
er’s native language. Language transfer can be negative or positive. Negative
transfer or interference occurs when the influence of the native language
leads to errors in the acquisition or use of a target language, while positive
transfer or facilitation occurs when the influence of the native language leads
to immediate or rapid acquisition or use of the target language. Negative
transfer, which manifests itself in different linguistic domains, including pho-
netics and phonology (or pronunciation), morphology and syntax, vocab-
ulary, and pragmatics, poses challenges to teaching and learning (Bardovi-
Harlig and Sprouse 2018). For example, in the field of phonetics and phonol-
ogy, Slovenian English students acquiring English as a foreign language of-
ten have problems with a distinction between long and short vowels (e.g.
distinction between ‘to leave’ and ‘to live’) (Bratoz and Kocbek 2015). What is
more, in vocabulary acquisition, positive transfer may account for the imme-
diate recognition and acquisition of words with similar or identical pronunci-
ation in both first and second/foreign languages. However, words known as
false friends (ones that look and/or sound alike in the native and target lan-
guages but have different meanings, e.g. English parent and French parent,
‘relative’; English become and German bekommen, 'to receive’ (Bardovi-Harlig
and Sprouse 2018); English scholar and Slovenian solar, ‘pupil’; in English bis-
cuit and in Slovenian biskvit, ‘sponge cake’ (Bratoz and Kocbek 2015)) are also
likely to lead to errors (Bardovi-Harlig and Sprouse 2018).

All this means that the similarities between languages can present an ob-
stacle. If these errors are not given sufficient attention in teaching, they can
remain permanent. Moreover, interferences are reproducible and the most
noticeable occur at the level of phonetics and phonology. Thus, they are one
of the major causes of retaining a ‘foreign accent’ (Sabo 2016). It is therefore
particularly important that teachers of (very) young language learners give
special attention to listening activities, and activities of sound differentiation,
as well as pronunciation of sounds that are not present in the first language
(in Slovenian for example, the sound /©/ in the word three), or phonetically
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similar sounds (e.g. /s/ and /z/, /I/ and /r/, /d/ and /t/) (Skela, Se3ek, and Da-
garin Fojkar 2009). This can be done by demonstrating and reinforcing the
correct production of a specific sound in small groups through games, non-
reading activities, and work with a puppet. For example, children can match
pictures of familiar English words that have the same beginning, middle, or
ending sound or they can listen to the initial/middle/ending sound and find
the corresponding picture.

Research Review on Systematic PA Instruction in a Foreign/Second
Language

PA is significantly related to reading in both first and second/foreign lan-
guages (Chiappe, Siegel, and Wade Woolley 2002; Gottardo et al. 2001; Lesaux
and Siegel 2003). This fact and the lack of extant studies in this field have led
some researchers to examine the effects of phonological awareness instruc-
tion in helping ESL and EFL children acquire L2 reading skills. Some of the
studies below were conducted with preschool children and some of them
with primary school children.

Studies with Preschool Children

Giambo and McKinney (2012) conducted a study in order to determine
whether phonological awareness instruction promoted oral English profi-
ciency more than a story-reading condition for Spanish-speaking kinder-
garten children, most of whom had limited English proficiency. Their second
aim was to determine the extent to which change in English proficiency
over the course of the instruction period could be attributed to changes in
phonological awareness. Pre- and post-test measures included tests of oral
English proficiency, receptive English vocabulary, and phonological aware-
ness. The results of both groups showed a significant change in oral English
proficiency over pre-test scores. However, an analysis of covariance indicat-
ed that the phonological awareness group showed greater change than did
the story-reading group. Multiple regression analyses were carried out with
measures of sound discrimination, short-term memory, and change in vo-
cabulary and phonological awareness in the predictive model. The findings
revealed that changes in phonological awareness variables were the only
significant predictors of change in oral English proficiency. These results
confirmed that phonological awareness instruction promotes oral English
proficiency for Spanish-speaking kindergarten children. According to the au-
thors, a balanced reading program for Spanish-speaking kindergarten chil-
dren with limited English proficiency should therefore also include phono-
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logical awareness instruction in order to help children develop oral English
proficiency.

Yeung, Siegel, and Chan (2013) explored the effects of 12 weeks of language-
enriched phonological awareness instruction on 76 young Hong Kong chil-
dren who were learning English as a second language. Their mean age was
5.14 (SD = 0.23; range = 4 years, 9 months to 5 years, 9 months). There were
38 children in the experimental group (EG) and 38 in the control group (CG).
Children in the EG received PA instruction embedded in vocabulary learning
activities or comparison instruction, which consisted of vocabulary learning
and writing tasks but no direct instruction in phonological awareness skills.
Teachers were given the targeted word list of the language-enriched phono-
logical awareness instruction and were asked to teach the words, while chil-
dren in the CG were given typical Hong Kong kindergarten English instruc-
tion. Cantonese is used as the medium of instruction and English is regarded
as a school subject. Children have 2—3 English lessons per week, each of ap-
proximately 20-30 min, with Native English Teachers (NETs). They also do En-
glish and Chinese writing (copying) every day (20-30 min per day), instruct-
ed by the class teachers. There is no systematic phonics teaching provided.
Children in both groups went through twenty-four 30-minute sessions over
a period of 12 weeks. The two instructions were comparable in terms of learn-
ing time and the targeted vocabulary. Children were tested on receptive and
expressive vocabulary, phonological awareness at the syllable, rhyme and
phoneme levels, reading, and spelling in English before and after the pro-
gram implementation. The results indicated that children who received the
PA instruction performed significantly better than children in the CG on En-
glish word reading, spelling, PA at all levels and expressive vocabulary on the
post-test when age, general intelligence and the pre-test scores were con-
trolled statistically. That means that PA instruction embedded in vocabulary
learning activities might be beneficial to kindergarteners learning English as
a second language.

Bing, Hui, and Bingxia (2013) carried out a longitudinal study following an
English PA training program, aiming to investigate the long-term effect of the
training on young English learners’ subsequent literacy acquisition in China.
Eighty primary school children from two intact classes in first grade partici-
pated in the study. Among them, 44 children in the experimental group re-
ceived 10 weeks’ PA training, while the remaining 36 children in the control
group did not. All children participated in the tests, which were conducted
at two time points — 6 months and 12 months after the training sessions re-
spectively. The training program was designed with reference to Schuele and
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Boudreau’s study (2008). It began in late September 2010, and lasted for 30
minutes each time, once per week, 10 weeks in total, and was carried out
by one of the researchers. Both tests examined participants’ early English
reading and spelling (Test 2 also investigated the participants’ reading com-
prehension and PA). The results of the study showed that the experimental
group performed better than the control group on every literacy sub-skill
test in both tests conducted after the training, showing significantly better
performance in early English reading and spelling than the control group.
This means that there is a long-term training effect on participants’ literacy
acquisition. In addition, the study also suggests that PA is closely related to
English literacy skills, and that the initial phoneme deletion is likely the most
powerful predictor of children’s early English reading and spelling.

Sila (2018) conducted a study with preschool children (5-6 years old) in or-
der to explore the effects of explicit and systematic PA instruction in English
on the development of PA in English (foreign language) and Slovene (first
language). Over 3 years there were 2 periods of instruction conducted by the
researcher and 1 by other practitioners. The first instruction period (January
2014-June 2014) lasted 40 hours (each for 45 minutes), twice a week. It in-
cluded 15 children. Before and after the instruction period all children took
a test on phonological awareness skills (from less to more complex; the first
test was in Slovene, the second was in both languages). The results showed
that children improved their skills at all levels (word, rhyme, syllable, onset-
rime, sound). The biggest improvement was in recognizing initial sounds in
both languages, whereas the smallestimprovement was in the production of
words (with a given ending sound) in Slovene and the production of words
(with a given initial sound) in English, as well as in distinguishing between
short and long words, and in segmenting syllables. Children were more suc-
cessful at producing rhymes, words (with a given initial sound) and allitera-
tion, segmenting sentences into words, and segmenting words into syllables
in English, whereas in Slovene they had better results in distinguishing be-
tween short and long words. The second instruction period (January 2015—
June2015) also lasted 40 hours (each for 45 minutes), twice a week and includ-
ed 15 children in the experimental group and 15 children in the control group.
This time the test was conducted only in Slovene (at the beginning and the
end of instruction) and it showed similar results. Children improved skills at
all levels (word, rhyme, syllable, onset-rime, sound). Their highest improve-
ment was in recognizing final sounds, whereas the lowest improvement was
in segmenting words into constituent sounds. The third instruction period
was administered by practitioners (a teacher of English, preschool teacher
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and assistant) (March 2016-May 2016). It lasted 40 hours (each for 45 minutes),
twice a week (once a week in Slovene and once a week in English). It included
6 children. The results of the PA test in Slovene (before and after the inter-
vention) also showed that children improved skills at all levels (word, rhyme,
syllable, onset-rime, sound); the biggest improvement was in distinguishing
between long and short words, producing rhymes, segmenting words into
sounds, manipulating sounds, and recognizing final sounds.

Studies with Primary School Children

Zorman (2007) carried out a study with 140 primary school children learn-
ing Italian as a second language in schools with Slovene as their language of
instruction. They began their schooling in the 2001-2 school year and attend-
ed the fourth grade in the 2004-5 school year. The study was a pedagogical
experiment with two comparable groups (control and experimental). Chil-
dren in the experimental group were given systematic literacy instruction
in Italian: phonology, phonological awareness development, and systemat-
ic learning of phoneme-grapheme correspondences with a particular stress
on phonemes, graphemes, and phoneme-grapheme correspondences that
differ in Italian with respect to Slovene. The effects of the introduction of sys-
tematic literacy instruction were measured by testing phonological aware-
ness and dictation. Study results have shown that children in the experi-
mental group achieved significantly better results on all contents and lev-
els tested. This confirms that children learn to read and write significantly
better when they receive systematic literacy instruction in a second/foreign
language.

Wise and Chen (2010) in their study analysed the impact of phonological
awareness instruction on the reading achievement of 29 at-risk Grade 1 read-
ers from diverse linguistic backgrounds enrolled in an early French immer-
sion program. At-risk readers were identified by their text-reading perfor-
mance and phonological awareness test scores. They also received 20 weeks
of phonological awareness training in small groups. Instruction was initially
given in English and then switched to French (when students had acquired
a foundation in the language). Significant progress was found in the phono-
logical awareness skills of the treatment group. Results also showed that the
end-of-year French reading levels of the experimental group were superior
to those of the comparison group. These findings show that phonological-
ly based instruction can effectively address phonological awareness deficits
and facilitate French reading acquisition for early immersion students who
are considered to be at risk of developing later reading difficulties.
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Al Tamimi (2012) investigated the effectiveness of explicit phonological
awareness instruction in contrast with formal classroom instruction on de-
veloping phonological awareness skills for 6o Jordanian EFL second-graders
(average age = 7.1) at a governmental school. Their native language is Ara-
bic, and English has been taught to them as a foreign language. In addition,
almost all the test subjects had previously had the chance to learn some
English at kindergarten. A phonological training program focused on five
phonological awareness skills: segmentation, isolation, deletion, substitu-
tion and combining, and their respective sub-skills. On measures of Robert-
son and Salter’s (1997) Phonological Awareness Test (PAT), the experimental
group that underwent fifteen 40-minute phonological awareness sessions
outperformed the control group in deletion, substitution, and combining
skills; the control group continued to receive formal classroom instruction.
These findings are also consistent with previous research, favouring explicit
phonological awareness instruction, thus giving less credit to formal class-
room instruction.

Le Roux et al. (2017) wanted to determine the effects of instruction in vow-
el perception and production on phonemic awareness and literacy skills of
Setswana first language (L1) learners. These learners are English second lan-
guage (EL2) learners in Grade 3 and aged between 8 and 10 years old. These
learners were exposed to ELoLT for 3—4 years, and basic literacy skills should
have been established at this stage. The EL1 group included 12 South African
English L1 speakers attending an English medium school in Pretoria. This
group was seen as the ‘norm’ and did not receive additional instruction. The
EL2 groupincluded 15 EL2 (Setswana L1 speaking) learners, attending two En-
glish medium primary schools in the Moot (Pretoria). These participants re-
ceived additional input concerning the English vowel system by final-year EL1
Speech-Language Therapy (SLT) students. The control group included 15 EL2
(Setswana L1 speaking) learners who were selected from the same schools as
participants in the EL2 group and did not receive additional instruction. Their
study, which employed a quasi-experimental, pre-test-post-test design, re-
vealed that PA instruction improved the literacy skills of EL2. These results
suggest, according to the authors, that PA skills should be a crucial part of
the literacy curriculum in South Africa.

Murakami and Cheang (2017) (programme year 1) gave direct structural in-
structions focused on rhyming and syllable awareness to 101 students in the
2nd grade at Japanese public elementary schools. They designed the pro-
gram very carefully so that students were not only aware of English phono-
logical units but also of their manipulation through several activities. The in-
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structions were given 6 times in total between June and November 2015 by
Cheang, the co-author of the present study, who has knowledge and expe-
rience in teaching phonological awareness and phonics. Authors assessed
the students’ general level of phonological awareness before and after the
instructions were given in order to verify their effects. The result of the post-
test showed remarkable progress on both the rhyming and syllable tests. The
findings also showed that the students had some degree of difficulty in rec-
ognizing medial vowels, as well as in separating initial consonants from me-
dial vowels, which are co-articulated in speech.

In March 2017, Murakami (2017) carried out another study in order to as-
sess the students’ general level of English phonological awareness, and to
verify the effectiveness of the previously provided instruction in syllable
awareness. This time 8o students in the 3rd grade participated in the English
phonological awareness assessment, Test 3 (they took Test 1 and Test 2 dur-
ing program year 1). In program year 2 (2016), the students did not receive
any phonological awareness instruction, except for a one-time 15-minute
syllable segmentation game in November. Test 3 was conducted at the very
end of program year 2, after a 15-month period in which no instruction was
provided. The results of Test 3 showed improvement in almost all tasks. In
addition, the scores of at-risk students (9% of the lowest) decreased in Test
3 as compared with Test 2. The results of their study thus also indicate that
phonological awareness can be developed through instruction, and there-
upon retained and further enhanced. The authors suggest that individual
differences in the teaching methods and conditions should be taken into
consideration.

To sum up, studies confirmed that explicit and systematic PA instruction in
foreign languages, embedded in vocabulary learning activities, helps chil-
dren improve PA skills at all levels and develop oral foreign language profi-
ciency, reading, spelling and writing skills in both languages. This also applies
to early immersion students who are considered to be at risk of developing
later reading difficulties. In addition, as there is a long-term training effect
on participants’ literacy acquisition, PA should be thoughtfully developed
in the educational process and not left to the natural or intuitive develop-
ment of children. Bing, Hui, and Bingxia (2013) also advise that instruction
programmes for foreign language learners should last longer than those for
native speakers. What is more, in order to develop PA skills in a foreign lan-
guage successfully, teachers should have highly developed language skills in
native and foreign/second languages, and they should understand the pro-
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cess of developing early literacy and, in this context, PA skills. They should
be familiar with the similarities and differences between developing litera-
cy in both languages. Moreover, they should know the characteristics of the
target language and the differences between languages (as regards phon-
ics and writing systems). They should understand the development of lan-
guage competencies and the process of acquiring and learning first and for-
eign/second languages (Sila 2018).

Overall, early PA instruction is beneficial to all children, but especially to
foreign/second language learners. Thus, children develop oral language pro-
ficiency and early literacy skills in both languages.

As the studies in this review focused on particular language groups, the
findings cannot be generalized beyond the particular language combina-
tions studied.

Conclusion

This paper presents an overview of the findings in research focusing on
phonological awareness instruction administered to (very) young language
learners in foreign language classrooms. Several studies have shown that sys-
tematic and explicit instruction of PA in foreign languages can improve PA
skills in the first and second (foreign) language. As PA instruction in foreign
languages improves spelling, reading, vocabulary, rapid naming, PA skills,
listening and reading comprehension, communication, and phonics skills, it
is important to integrate PA instruction in second/foreign language learn-
ing at an early age. This imperative is even greater in multilingual classroom
contexts as children come from different language backgrounds and need
to learn to distinguish between the sounds in their L1and L2, in order to learn
how to read and write. Thus, it would be most advisable to develop PA skills
in both languages.

Regarding future research, we believe the evidence from existing studies
is so clear that future studies should be confined to longitudinal and training
studies. There is no doubt that explicit phonological awareness instruction
has a positive impact in developing literacy in first and second/foreign lan-
guages. However, future studies should concentrate on how such instruction
can be most effectively delivered in multilingual settings (in kindergarten)
and what other skills should be trained in order to help children from dif-
ferent language backgrounds reduce the possibility of reading and writing
difficulties at school entry time.

In conclusion, raising the awareness of teachers, educators, and parents
about the importance of developing PA in both languages at an early age
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can facilitate children’s process of acquiring literacy skills in first and sec-
ond/foreign languages.
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