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The English language is notorious for the chaotic and complex relationship between its
phonological system and its spelling system. This is partly due to the fact that the Roman
alphabet was designed not for any northern European language, rather for Latin, which had a
very different phonological system from both Anglo-Saxon and contemporary English. This
has been further exacerbated by the fact that, unlike countries such as France, Germany,
Spain and dJapan, there has never been a government-appointed agency in any
English-speaking country which has had national legal authority for updating alphabets and
spellings. The nightmarish result causes problems not only for learners of English as a foreign
or second language, but also children (and some adults) in English-speaking countries. I
remember the anxiety my classmates and I suffered in weekly spelling tests at primary school
and the early years of secondary school. All we had was blank note paper and a pencil, and the
teacher would read out a certain number of words, which we had to write down and spell
correctly. Severe measures awaited those pupils who achieved low scores. However, it would
surely have been a much worse ordeal had we not been through any kind of phonics program
in the early years of primary school. Simply put, phonics training explicitly draws learners’
attention to the sounds of individual letters and the sounds of certain combinations of letters,

so that the learners develop the mental resources to independently ‘sound out’ new words
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when they have to either read to write them.

When I started work as an ALT in a Japanese junior high school in 1997, I was shocked to
witness the suffering of the students at that particular school, due to their having received
absolutely no phonics training at any point in their English education. The most diligent
students worked hard at memorizing spellings and pronunciations, and when confronted with
words from their prescribed vocabulary lists, they read and wrote them accurately. However,
even they seemed to be at a loss when they came across a completely new word. As for the less
confident and less motivated students, the process of reading unfamiliar words and spelling
most words seemed to be kind of mental torture for them. To address this, I went through all
the vocabulary lists of the textbooks and categorized as many of them as possible according to
types of letter combinations, ranging from simple words such as ‘hat’ to words with blends
such as clap and words with vowel and consonant digraphs such as eat and ship. I produced a
hand-written illustrated booklet of some 10 pages and distributed it to all the students. We
did not continue to use this booklet in the long term, but as teachers we were able to notice
some short-term effects. In my second year as an ALT, the school obtained a set of videos (I
cannot remember the details) for introducing phonics to young learners, which contributed
positively to the first term of the junior high school English curriculum. I also made a
word-processed phonics booklet for beginner-level immigrant students on the ESOL programs

I taught in the UK from 2002 to 2006.

I am now dealing with phonics again, this time as a father of a three-year old bilingual
daughter. I am no specialist in general child development or bilingual development, but my
feeling about children of her age is that it is most important to experience child-centered play,
interacting with real objects and real people. Therefore, I do not make her sit down for regular
formal lessons in literacy, numeracy or anything else. Nevertheless, as a result of natural play,
bed-time reading of story books and certain educational ‘toys’, she has developed a keen
interest not only in stories, but in both the English and Japanese writing systems. In order to
be as fully prepared as possible, I have started collecting materials that are designed to help

young children develop their literacy skills and interests.

First of all, I do not wish to deny the existence of good quality phonics materials produced
in Japan. For example, the Matsuka Phonics Institute has produced an interesting range of
multimedia materials which are designed with young Japanese learners in mind, and use
American English pronunciation. My daughter has enjoyed, for instance, the Songs and
Chants and N7 7 C 7 < T banana CDs produced by Matsuka Phonics. Singing certain
kinds of English songs and chants is an invaluable stimulus for developing vocabulary and

pronunciation, thereby laying a sound foundation on which to develop phonics skills.

Another useful set of phonics materials comes from the Read Write Inc. program developed
by Ruth Miskin for Oxford University Press (www.oup.com/oxed/primary/rwi/). This is
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designed for use in British primary schools, but in my experience they can be adapted for use
at home, and the approaches used might also provide some extra insights for teachers giving
phonics instruction in Japan. The materials include: Speed Sound Cards, Speed Sounds
Lesson Plans, a Sound-Picture Frieze, specially written graded Story Books with
accompanying Word Cards, graded Get Writing! books, a Phonemes Pronunciation Guide
DVD (in British English) and an Interactive Stories CD-ROM. Ruth Miskin has developed an
effective integrated system of pictorial clues. On the sound cards, the sound-picture frieze and
the DVD, the form of each letter is merged with a picture of an object whose word begins with
the basic sound of that letter. In addition, each picture also gives a clue to how to write the

letter.

Mantra Lingua (www.mantralingua.com), another UK-based company with operations in
the USA, offers a package of printed materials called Talking Phonics, which is designed to be
used with PENpal (also by Mantra Lingua), an electronic pen that “talks” in response to
encoded patterns in the printed materials. The Talking Phonics package includes: magnetic
cards with an exhaustive set of letters or letter combinations representing individual
phonemes printed on them, interactive board games, two “talking” story books, a puppet and
other materials. I have to report that, while the general ethos of the company seems to be very
earnest and committed to education, the PENpall received is slightly prone to crashing, and,
in my personal experience, the customer service is basically good-natured but is somewhat
chaotic and unreliable. Interacting with a person, rather than with electronic equipment, is
probably more ideal for young children. Nevertheless, my daughter thoroughly enjoys using

these materials both alone and together with me.

Continuing in the vein of technology, PocketPhonics v2 (©2011 Apps in My Pocket Ltd.) is
an app designed for the Apple iPhone® and iPad® (and possibly also the iPod touch®). Its range
of functions is much narrower than the above two packages, but its price is also much lower. A
free trial version, PocketPhonics Lite, is available, and the latest full version costs US$2.99
(at the time of writing). It includes a letter-writing game, in which an animated
demonstration is provided for each letter, after which the child is supposed to write the letter
on the screen using a finger, with the guidance of a faint outline and animated responsive
arrows. There is also a word-writing game, in which the word and its phonemes are played
through the speaker, prompting the child to try to choose the correct letters. In each game, the
child is rewarded with immediate and encouraging multimedia feedback after each answer.
Multiple “players” can be registered, and the software keeps track of the progress of each one.
The app can also be customized with a range of settings. For example, one can select either
British or American pronunciation and choose the style of lettering. I only have two quibbles.
One is that the lower-case t seems to have the same height as the letters b, d, h, k, and |,
which seems unnatural. Another is that while the scaffolded design of the specific tasks
provided is excellent, it would be even better with added repetition of the same tasks,
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reducing the scaffolded support step-by-step at each stage, thereby challenging the child to
build more independence. That said, my daughter enjoys using the app for short periods of
10-20 minutes, and I have the impression that it has had a significant and positive influence

on her interest in and awareness of written English.

While technology can be novel and exciting, we should never forget the power of good
printed story books. English culture has a long and substantial tradition of attractive and
effectively written children’s books. In particular, there is a large range of picture books aimed
at the two-to-six age group, which not only have original and creative illustrations, but also
feature rhythmical rhyming verse, as found in nursery rhymes. This is a fundamental feature
of first language acquisition in English culture, in both oral and written settings. I believe
this traditional feature of home and school-based education in the early years helps children
not only to develop the natural rhythm of spoken English, but also provides supportive
structures that, through repetition and prediction, facilitate the acquisition of vocabulary
along with reading and spelling skills. One of the most famous authors is Dr. Seuss, whose
mischievously playful and eccentric books include How the Grinch Stole Christmas!, The
Shape of Me and Other Stuff, The Foot Book and Mr. Brown Can Moo! Can You? (published by
Random House in New York). Julia Donaldson and Axel Scheffler have also produced a series
of excellent books with elegant yet child-friendly rhyming verse, published by Alison Green
Books, Scholastic Children’s Books, in London, UK. Two of these are The Gruffalo and The
Gruffalo’s Child, and I have recently contributed spare copies of them to my university’s
library. Others include The Snail and the Whale and Stick Man. In a similar style, Al Perkins
and Eric Gurney have produced an unforgettable story entitled The Digging-est Dog,
published by Beginner Books, Random House, New York.

Naturally, not all good story books must necessarily have rhyming verse. Judith Kerr is
well known for writing the Mog series, published by HarperCollins Children’s Books. This is a
collection of charming stories about the Thomas family and a cat called Mog, who seems to
lack basic practical common sense, yet possesses mysterious telepathic powers, especially for
knowing the whereabouts of her favorite family member, the young girl called Debby. Among
many titles, the series includes: Mog the Forgetful Cat, Mog’s Christmas, Mog and the
Granny and Mog’s Bad Thing. A particularly heart-warming series called Melrose and Croc is
written by Emma Chichester Clark and also published by HarperCollins. The titles include
Melrose and Croc (the story of how they first met), Friends for Life, and Find a Smile. If you
want a topic about intergroup peace-making, there is an instructive story about how feuding
knights and dragons overcome mutual fear and mistrust through a chance encounter between
their children: Knight Time, by Jane Clark and Jane Massey, published by Red Fox, of
Random House Children’s Books in London, UK.

Mantra Lingua, which produces the PENPal and the Talking Phonics package mentioned
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above, also publishes a large range of dual-language books for children. I first heard of
Mantra Lingua and its dual-language books at a conference on bilingual child-raising in
London. The original aim was to deepen mutual understanding among London’s multicultural
child population. Led by the University of East London, a repertoire of literature was created
that aimed to foster children’s English literacy while also maintaining literacy in their
family’s language. The stories were collected with the cooperation of children and their
parents, through drama activities, intensive collaborative negotiation for meaning, recording
and transcribing, based on traditional stories from the cultural backgrounds of the various
minority communities in London, personal diaries and memoirs and creative writing. On each
page of one of these books, the English text is accompanied by a translation in one other
language. Japanese is one of the many languages -catered for, with some 27
English-with-Japanese titles. Unfortunately, there are no English-Japanese books whose
stories originate in Japanese culture. However, in most of the books that are available, the
stories and books are interesting in themselves and the illustration and printing is of a high
quality. We have three dual-language books in English with Japanese, which my daughter
enjoys reading in either language together with the appropriate parent: Mei Ling’s Hiccups,

Lima’s Red Hot Chilli and My Daddy is a Giant.

Needless to say, there are many other excellent books and learning materials available, but
considering the restrictions of space, only a selection is given here. These specific ones, among
others, have engaged my daughter so much that she insists on having at least one book in
each language read to her every day, and impatiently demands to have all kinds of texts and
notices in her environment read to her, and asks for spellings when writing. I hope that other

young children who are learning English in Japan can equally benefit from these materials.

This is my third regular article for the JAELE Newsletter, and I have been honored to
have the opportunity to contribute. I would like to take this opportunity to invite readers to
respond with any comments, further contributions, criticisms or questions to any of my
articles. I hope you all enjoy some rest over the winter vacation, and wish you all a happy and

prosperous New Year.
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