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Abstract: This study aims to discover whether there is a significant correlation between 
English phonological awareness and early reading performance among Chinese 
preschoolers, and to uncover which elements among phonological awareness are significant 
and which are not. This research was conducted in a government kindergarten school in 
Dali, China. The samples were 24 third year kindergarten preschoolers who individually 
responded to a three-part test. The Pearson Correlation Coefficient and simple linear 
regression analyses were used to analyze the results. It was found that English phonological 
awareness had a strong positive correlation with early reading performance. In particular, 
English syllable awareness showed a moderate positive correlation with English early 
reading performance. English phoneme awareness had a high positive correlation with 
English early reading performance. However, onset-rhyme awareness had a low correlation 
with English early reading performance, which means it is not a significant element in 
predicting the level of English early reading performance. The results of this study suggest 
the importance of phonological awareness for early reading ability development and the 
assessment of children’s early reading performance could direct attention to the lack of 
phoneme awareness training or practice of the learners.
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Introduction

Following the continuous acceleration of the globalizing economy and the multiplying 
international contacts, the world has become a “global village” (Cheng, 2002). In this village, 
English is increasingly perceived and utilized as a lingua franca, an essential communication 
tool, and in turn has become one of the basic conditions for self-development in order to 
survive as modern global citizens. 

There is a popular belief that children as second language learners are “superior” to 
adults, that is, the younger the learner, the quicker the learning process and the better the 
outcomes (Scovel, 2000). As this common belief gains followers, the practice of beginning 
to learn a foreign language in primary or even pre-primary education is a rapidly expanding 
activity all over the world (Asia Society, 2009).
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China has become an important part of the world market due to the uninterrupted 
opening to the outside world and rapid economic development. In order to play a greater 
and more active role in international affairs, there is a strong demand for China to develop 
fluent English competency among its citizens. In 2001, anticipating the necessity of English 
proficiency among its citizens to compete globally, the Chinese Ministry of Education 
required that English be taught in Chinese public schools beginning in Grade 3, with the 
option of initiating English instruction as early as Grade 1 (Ministry of Education of the 
People’s Republic of China, 2001). In big cities, English can start as early as kindergarten 
where children learn through songs, games and toys. Presently, in order to get the most 
benefit from teaching English to Chinese kindergarten students, insight of how to best 
introduce English as a foreign language to these young learners seems desirable.

Statement of the Problem

In China, many students are good at reading and grammar, but when it comes to actually 
speaking, they freeze up (John, 2006). This is because English and Chinese belong to two 
different language families and have many significant differences in their sound systems 
which can make learning spoken English extremely difficult for Chinese speakers (Paul, 
2011). Just like the problem of pronunciation, a particular English sound which does not 
exist in Chinese language can therefore pose a difficulty for Chinese learners to produce. 
These sounds include both vowels and consonants. Research shows that in learning English, 
Chinese learners are often interfered with by their native language, especially at the level of 
phonology (Deng & Gao, 2009).

The relationship between learners’ English phonological awareness and reading 
literacy is more complex when considering that learners are learning English as a foreign 
language but not their mother tongue. Many studies (McBride-Chang & Kail, 2002; Hu, 
2003; Lafrance & Gottardo, 2005; Shu et al., 2008) have demonstrated a close relationship 
between English phonological awareness and reading proficiency among alphabetic 
language speakers like Spanish. However, there are fewer and less clear relationships from 
a non-alphabetic EFL (Muter & Diethelm, 2001). In addition, most studies explored young 
English native readers’ phonological awareness, and most research models were across 
the kindergarten stage (Wu, 2010). Very few specialized studies of kindergarten children 
were invested in the field of phonological awareness, and early reading performance in a 
second language learning context, and China is no exception. In order to fill in the gap, the 
researcher decided to investigate the relationship between English phonological awareness 
and early reading performance among Chinese preschoolers.

Research Objectives

This study aims to find out whether there is a significant correlation between English 
phonological awareness and early reading performance among Chinese preschoolers, and to 
see which elements among phonological awareness are significant and which ones are not. 

Research Questions

This research study attempts to answer the following questions:
1. Is there a significant relationship between phonological awareness and early reading 

performance in learning English as a foreign language among Chinese preschoolers? 
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2. Which elements of phonological awareness are significantly related to early reading 
performance in English as a foreign language among Chinese preschoolers?

Which elements of phonological awareness are not significantly related to early reading 
performance in English as a foreign language among Chinese preschoolers?

Definition of the Terms
1. Phonological awareness – refers to an individual’s awareness of the phonological 

structure, or sound structure, of words. Phonological awareness involves the detection and 
manipulation of sounds at three levels of sound structure: syllables, onsets and rhymes, and 
phonemes. In this study, the phonological awareness test is divided into English syllable task, 
English alliteration task, English rhyming task and English phoneme task.

2. Chinese preschoolers – children from the ages of 3 to 6 are considered preschoolers. 
They are the ones who are old enough to talk and walk but still too young to start formal 
schooling. In this study, Chinese preschoolers refer to third year kindergarten preschoolers 
with an average age of 6 years old at Dali Kindergarten, Dali, China.

3. Early reading performance – refers to a preschooler’s performance on reacting to 
comprehending and learning from written language. In this study, early reading performance 
refers to early literacy performance in reading. The early reading performance test is divided 
into three parts: English word recognition, English nonsense word and English reading 
comprehension.

Literature Review
1) English Phonological Awareness 
Phonological awareness is an aural and oral skill. Phonological awareness is the area 

of oral language that relates to the ability to think about the sounds in a word (the word’s 
phonological structure) rather than just the meaning of the word. From the Education Review 
Office of New Zealand (2011, p. 3), “phonological awareness refers to an individual’s 
awareness of the sound structure, or phonological structure, of a spoken word including 
syllables, onsets and rhymes, and phonemes.” Consequently, in the current study, the 
researcher follows the categorization of three components in English phonological awareness 
as syllable awareness, onset-rhyme awareness, and phoneme awareness.

2) Early Literacy in Reading 
Early literacy is the stage of written language acquisition, whereby, young students 

attain the foundational principles of reading and writing (Aarnoutse et al., 2005). In other 
words, early literacy is what children know about reading and writing before they actually 
learn to read and write. To clarify, early literacy is not the teaching of reading. It is building 
a foundation for reading so that when children are taught to read, they are ready (Ghoting & 
Martin-Díaz, 2006). 

How to measure whether reading ability is developed is another area of interest. As 
Cooper (2000) wrote, how well students recognize known words can affect how fluently a 
student reads, and fluency is a building block of comprehension. First, to read familiar words 
will test their reading performance in word recognition. Second, nonsense words can be a 
fun format for children to apply the skills they have to unknown words. Stanovich (2000) 
conducted a comprehensive review of the cause and effect relationship of children’s overall 
reading ability, and their ability to decode nonsense words. He concluded that the ability to 
fluently decode nonsense words is discovered to be a “potent predictor of reading ability 
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at all levels” (Stanovich, 2000, p. 100). Third, the best task to test reading performance is 
reading comprehension itself. Reading comprehension depends on language abilities that 
have been developing since birth. Basic vocabulary and grammar are clearly essential to 
comprehension because each enables understanding of words and their interrelationships 
in and across individual sentences in a text (Kintsch & Kintsch, 2005). Thus, in order to 
understand how well young learners have developed their early literacy in reading, their 
performance in word recognition, nonsense words and reading comprehension can be used as 
indicators.

3) Phonological Awareness and Its Association with Reading 
Phonological awareness is an early indicator of reading ability in English-speaking 

children. This strong association has been reported in a large body of research (Berninger, 
2001). In other words, excellent reading proficiency lies in the development of phonology 
(Lundberg, 2002). As children are becoming emergent readers, phonological awareness is a 
foundational skill that significantly impacts reading development.

The different linguistic units of phonological awareness as syllable awareness, onset-
rhyme awareness, and phoneme awareness have their respective impacts on reading. 
The syllable is a fundamental linguistic unit, and syllables play an important role in the 
development of reading. Goswami (2002) suggested that the linguistic units, onset and 
rhyme, may be crucial in explaining the robust link between rhyming and reading. He also 
claimed that phoneme awareness has a strong association with reading which means that 
poor readers are deficit in phoneme awareness compared to normal readers of the same age 
and even to young children who match them in reading level (Goswami, 2002).

Research Design

The conceptual framework of analysis on the relationship between English phonological 
awareness and early reading performance is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Conceptual Framework
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Developed from the Education Review Office of New Zealand (2011), Cooper (2000), 
Stanovich (2000) and Kintsch & Kintsch (2005).

Population and Samples

The population of this study was 120 third year kindergarten preschoolers with an average 
age of 6 years old at Dali Kindergarten, Dali, China. When the research started, all students 
had been studying English for at least two and half years using the same teaching materials 
for English learning activities with the same teachers. A systematic sampling was used to 
identify the samples of this study. Using the name list of each class, every fifth student was 
selected. Therefore, out of this population, approximately 24 children were the samples.

Research Instruments

The Test of Phonological Awareness and Early Reading Performance was used as the 
main instrument of this research. The purpose of the phonological awareness tasks was to 
investigate a young learner’s ability to analyze sounds and the sound structure of words. The 
purpose of the early reading performance tasks was to investigate an individual’s ability to 
comprehend and learn from written language. The format of the test is an imitation of the 
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills 6th Edition (Good & Kaminski, 2007). 
The content of the test was from the English teaching materials used at Dali Kindergarten. 

Data Collection

The test was conducted with 24 kindergarten preschoolers by their English teacher from 
June 29 to July 6, 2015 with four students each day. First, the purposes of the study were 
explained orally to the whole group at one time in Chinese. After that, the samples were 
called into a room for assessment one by one. Prior to working on the phonological 
awareness tasks and the early reading performance tasks, the task instructions on how to 
complete each of them were explained orally to the individual subject in Chinese. During 
the total period of data collection, the researcher was present observing how the test was 
conducted.

Data Analysis

After the testing was completed, and all the data was collected, the Pearson Correlation 
Coefficient was used to determine the correlations between different linguistic levels of 
phonological awareness and early reading performance. Simple Linear Regression Analyses 
were used to find out which ones among the different areas of English phonological 
awareness show predictive intercorrelations with early reading performance.

Research Findings

The Pearson Correlation Coefficient is a statistical measure of the strength of a linear 
relationship between paired data. In a sample, it is denoted by r and is by design constrained 
as follows:
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Figure 2 Pearson Correlation Coefficient 

Source: Bryman & Cramer, 2011.

Research question one: “Is there a significant relationship between English 
phonological awareness and early reading performance in learning English as a foreign 
language among Chinese preschoolers?”

Table 2 Correlations between Phonological Awareness and Early Reading 

Performance
Correlations

Phonological Awareness (PA) Early Reading Performance (ERP)
PA Pearson correlation 1 .753** (r)

 Sig. (2-tailed)  - .000
N 24 24

ERP Pearson correlation .753**  1
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 (p) -

N 24 24

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

The Pearson Correlation Coefficient analyses (Table 2) show that the value of r is 0.753 
(p < .001). Referring to Figure 2, this indicates a strong positive correlation, which means 
that the higher the English phonological awareness scores, the higher the scores of early 
reading performance (and vice versa). Thus, the relationship between English phonological 
awareness and early reading performance in learning English as a foreign language among 
Chinese preschoolers is significant.

Research question two: “Which elements of phonological awareness are significantly 
related to early reading performance in English as a foreign language among Chinese 
preschoolers?”

Three simple linear regression analyses were separately performed among the dependent 
variable (early reading performance) and the three predictors or independent variables 
(syllable awareness, onset-rhyme awareness and phoneme awareness). The results are 
displayed below in Table 3.
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Table 3 Simple Linear Regression Analyses with Early Reading Performance as the Dependent 
Variable and Different Levels of English Phonological Awareness as the Predictors 

Model Adjusted F Change
R R-Squared R-Square Std. Error Sig.(p)

1 .560 .314 .282 2.192 10.049 .004
2 .337 .114 .073 2.490 2.824 .107
3 .733 .537 .516 1.800 25.557 .000

Model 1. Predict Variable: (Constant), syllable → early reading performance
Model 2. Predict Variable: (Constant), onset-rhyme → early reading performance 
Model 3. Predict Variable: (Constant), phoneme → early reading performance

Table 3 provides the values of each independent variable among English phonological 
awareness. In Model 1, the R value (the “R” Column) representing the Pearson Correlation 
Coefficient of English early reading performance and syllable awareness is 0.56, which 
indicates a moderate degree of correlation (refer to Figure 2). In Model 2, the R value 
representing the Pearson Correlation Coefficient of English early reading performance and 
onset-rhyme awareness is 0.337, which indicates a low degree of correlation (refer to Figure 
2). In Model 3, the R value representing the Pearson Correlation Coefficient of English 
early reading performance and phoneme awareness is 0.733, which indicates a high degree 
of correlation (refer to Figure 2). The R2 value (the “R Square” column), described as the 
coefficient of determination, indicates how much of the total variation in the dependent 
variable (English early reading performance) can be explained by each of the independent 
variables (syllable awareness, onset-rhyme awareness and phoneme awareness). The 
independent variables appear to be very significant for making predictions since the value of 
R2 is close to 1. In Model 1, the R2 value of 0.314 means that 31.4% of the total variation in 
English early reading performance can be explained by syllable awareness, which is not very 
large. In Model 2, the R2 value of 0.114 means that 11.4% of the total variation in English 
early reading performance can be explained by onset-rhyme awareness, which is small. 
In Model 3, the R2 value of 0.537 means that 53.7% of the total variation in English early 
reading performance can be explained by phoneme awareness, which is relatively large. 

Second, Table 3 also shows the p-value (the “sig.” in Column, “sig.” for “significance”) 
of the independent variable’s effect on the dependent variable. P-values less than .05 are 
generally considered “statistically significant”. In this case, phoneme awareness and syllable 
awareness are at the P < 0.05 level of significance, hence, phoneme awareness and syllable 
awareness are significant as predictors of English early reading performance. 

As a consequence, from the analysis above, English phoneme awareness has a high 
degree of correlation with English early reading performance; however, syllable awareness 
has a moderate degree of correlation with English early reading performance. Most of the 
variations of English early reading performance can be explained by phoneme awareness, 
but syllable awareness and onset-rhyme awareness cannot. Thus, it can be concluded that 
phoneme awareness is a significant element of phonological awareness related to early 
reading performance, and can significantly predict the level of English early reading 
performance.
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Research question three: “Which elements of English phonological awareness are 
not significantly related to early reading performance in English as a foreign language 
among Chinese preschoolers?”

The results of Table 3 show that onset-rhyme awareness (R = 0.337) has a low 
correlation with English early reading performance. Moreover, the p-value of onset-rhyme 
awareness (p = 0.107) is not at the P < 0.05 level of significance, which means that onset-
rhyme awareness can’t significantly predict English early reading performance. Therefore, 
it can be concluded that English onset-rhyme awareness is not significantly related to early 
reading performance in English as a foreign language among Chinese preschoolers.

Discussion

As a result of Research Question One, this research found a strong relationship between 
phonological awareness and early reading performance in learning English as a foreign 
language among Chinese preschoolers. Similarly, previous studies (Lonigan, et al., 2000; 
Catts et al., 2001; Lyon et al., 2003) also provided similar findings: phonological awareness 
was shown to be a primary factor underlying early reading achievement.

Second, from the results of Research Question Two, syllable awareness and phoneme 
awareness have positive significant correlations with English early reading performance. 
Moreover, English phoneme awareness is a significant predictor of the level of English early 
reading performance. This is similar to what Gillon (2004) learned, that phoneme awareness 
performance was a strong predictor of long-term reading success and could predict literacy 
performance. English phoneme awareness not only was the most important and sophisticated 
level of phonological awareness, but also provided a link between oral communication and 
reading for young learners to better understand how language is used in oral and written 
forms. Therefore, this finding is important due to the significance of English phoneme 
awareness to the impact it has on reading abilities in the present and future learning of any 
young individual.

Third, according to the simple linear regression analyses, the researcher noted that onset-
rhyme awareness had a low correlation with English early reading performance. Moreover, 
English onset-rhyme awareness is not a significant predictor of the level of Chinese 
preschoolers’ English early reading performance. It seems that the role of onset-rhyme 
awareness is not as important as syllable awareness and phoneme awareness. The same 
finding was also found in the research done by Hulme et al. (2002), however, their research 
investigated native English speaking children. Thus, it can be concluded that Chinese 
preschoolers might have the same characteristic in the level of onset-rhyme awareness as 
native English speaking children. 

Recommendations for Further Study

This study only analyzed the relationship between the components of English phonological 
awareness and Chinese preschoolers’ English early reading performance. However, the 
researcher believes that English phonological awareness alone cannot account for children’s 
English reading performance as reading is influenced by many more factors. Also, English 
phonological awareness has more impact on other fields. Thus, further studies could have 
separate tests regarding the English early literacy development (i.e., reading performance 
and writing performance) for the purpose of identifying the differential effectiveness of 
phonological awareness to Chinese preschoolers in English early literacy development.
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Second, more attention should be given to the design of the measures with more specific 
tasks on phoneme identification and production to measure each level of phonological 
awareness and more specific tasks for English reading performance. Thus, Chinese 
preschoolers’ development of phonological awareness could be decoded in more detail and 
with a deeper understanding.

Finally, in order to make the findings more generalizable, more extensive samples are 
recommended for future studies, including Chinese preschoolers from different settings 
(different schools or provinces), samples from different grades and gender. If the findings are 
consistent with the present study, further exploration in this field is necessary, for instance, 
find out the EFL learners with reading difficulties and carry out English phonological 
awareness training studies to help them improve their reading skills.
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