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The Balanced Literacy Approach: Enhancing
phonemic awareness of young Thai EFL students

Sarunya Tarat

M.A. (English)
Faculty of Humanities, Srinakharinwirot University
Bangkok, Thailand
25331 130145@swu.ac.th

Abstract—This study examined the balanced literacy approach
for teaching phonemic awareness of English to young EFL
students. Two groups of the first grade students were taught for
eight weeks. The first group as the experimental group was
taught using the balanced literacy approach which focused on
teaching the correspondences between sounds and letters along
with the meaning of words. The other group as the control group
was taught using the code emphasis approach which only focused
on teaching the relationship between written and spoken
language. The results showed that students who were taught by
the balanced literacy approach produced significantly greater
gains on phonemic awareness of English, compared to students
taught using the code emphasis approach. Obscrvations of
student engagement for the two groups were also identified.

Keywords-phonemic awareness; young children; EFL students;
balanced literacy approach; code emphasis approach; engagement

I. INTRODUCTION

Phonemic awareness has been defined in various ways. It
has been defined as the skill to deteet individual phonemes of
words, identify their characteristics, and manipulate those
phonemes [3]. It also refers to the ability to examine language
and recognize that words are made up of individual sounds
[15, 24]. Significantly, phonemic awareness is crucial to the
development of language skills because it enables learners to
think about and know how to manipulate phonemes of words
in order to read, spell, or write [19]. Leamers who possess

phonemic awareness can recognize words and understand how -
to read, spell, and write even if they have never seen and

known those words before [10]. In other words, when learners
have adequatc phonemic awareness, they understand
phoneme-grapheme  correspondence  and  use  this
correspondence to read, spell, and write [3, 15, 22].

On the contrary, learners who have inadeguate phonemic
awareness will not be able to develop their language abilities
equally to those who do [2]. Learners who learn another
language are identified as at risk for perceiving,
distinguishing, and producing phonemes of another language
because of the phonological differences between their mother
tongue and other language [13]. To solve the problem,
appropriate approaches should be applied in classrooms. In the
balanced literacy approach view, the sound-letter relationships
and word meaning are equally important [7, 8, 9, 17]. In
addition, this approach also represents phonemic awareness,
phonics, and word identification skills that balance reading

This work was supported by the Graduate School of Srinakharinwirot
University.

Dr. Usaporn Sucaromana

Dr. Sirinan Srinaowaratt
Department of Western Languages
Faculty of Humanities, Srinakharinwirot University
Bangkok, Thailand

and writing of literature and other whole texts [23]. Thus. the
balanced literacy approach provides students  with
opportunities to master concept of print, leam the alphabetic
system, acquire word recognition skills, develop phonemic
awareness, involve with reading and writing, and also
experience a variety of appropriate materials in the meaningful
contexts [25]. While in the code emphasis approach view, the
phoneme-grapheme correspondence is the important task of
early literacy leaming [16]. Therefore, the code emphasis
approach allows students to know how to manipulate the
language involving phonemic awareness, syllable awareness,
and morphology [20]. As a result. the balanced literacy
approach and the code emphasis approach are selected
because they are distinct perspectives on how phonemic
awarencss may be taught to voung children.

The two teaching methods are used to teach phonemic
awareness of English with 6 and 7 year-old children in mixed
ability groupings in the nonequivalent control group design.
Within these approaches, the researcher secks to answer the
following research questions: (1) Will the Thai students
learning English as a foreign language in the experimental
group (the balanced literacy approach) and the control group
(the code emphasis approach) develop phonemic awareness of
English? (2) Will teaching the balanced literacy approach in
the experimental group result in better phonemic awareness
skills than teaching the code emphasis approach in the control
group? and (3) Doecs students’ engagement in lcaming
phonemic awareness differ between the experimental group
(the balanced literacy approach) and the control group (the
code emphasis approach)?

II. METHODS

A. Participants

Sixty students participated in this study, aged 6 to 7 years
old. They were identified as having different levels of
phonemic awareness: low, moderate and high. Twenty students
in cach level of phonemic awareness were equally assigned to
the experimental and control groups using purposive sampling.
resulting 30 in the balanced literacy approach (the experimental
group) and 30 in the code emphasis approach (the control
group). All students received the pretest, with the 8-week of
phonemic awareness training and they received the postiest
after the training. Two weeks later, they were given the follow-
up test,
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B.

Measures

1) Phoneme Discrimination Tests: The phoneme
discrimination tests were adapted from Harris’s [21] and
Heaton's tests [4]. The two types of phonemic awareness were
designed to measurc performances on the initial and the final
sound identification. The tests were multiple-choice questions.
Students heard a single word from CD twice, then identified
and selected a correct answer. The two 10-item fests were
scored out of 20 points. Hence, the two tests were summed for
an overall phonemic awareness.

2) Student Observation Form: During the 8-week period of
phonemic awareness training, students of both groups were
observed when they received training for 50-60 minutes each
time. Observations focused on swudent's engagement and
responses to the phonemic awareness (training. Video
recording and taking field notes of student responses while
training provided evidence and information concerning each
teaching approach.

3) Design: Mixed-methods design was applied in this
smudy involving integrated with teaching and classroom
mianagement practices in each group. The quantitative data
were from the scores of the pretest, posttest, and follow-up test
of the experimental and control groups. The scores obtained
were analyzed and assessed whether the mean scores of the
experimental and control groups were significantly different.
The qualitative data were from analysis of video recording and
taking field notes during teaching. The qualitative data
provided information about student’s engagement.

C. Instruction

1) The Balanced Literacy Approach: The students in this
group were exposed to the two phases activities. The first
phase was teaching phonemic awareness through short stories
and songs and learning the sound-letter relationships. In
addition, the students were taught about the place and manner
of articulation to pronounce sounds.

The researcher read the whole short stories, or sang songs
containing the target sounds and words to the students. After
that, the researcher read each sentence of stories or songs to
them and asked them to repeat. To understand stories and
songs, the researcher translated the contents or texts into Thai
and cxplained the meaning of strories and songs. After
translation, the researcher showed flash cards with the letters
corresponding to the target sounds and played the CD with the
target sounds corresponding to the letters on the cards three
times. The students were given the mirrors to pronounce the
target sounds correctly. After that, the reseacher presented
flash cards with pictures and words to the students. On the
flash cards, the target sounds were red, boldfaced, and
underlined. After showing the cards, the researcher played the
CD with the words containing the target sounds three times to
the students and asked them to repeat after the CD three times.
After that, the researcher told the meaning of words to the
students. In order to complete the first phase, the students
were given worksheets that required them to trace dotted lines
and color pictures.

The second phase was playing activities. The researcher
followed Yopp's recommendations [6] to apply activities to

encourage the students to enjoy learning. Keeping a sense of
playfulness and fun, avoiding drill and rote memorization,
using group settings that encourage interaction among
children, encouraging children’s curiosity about language and
their experiment with it, allowing and being prepared for
individual differences, and making sure that the activity not
evaluative but rather fun and informal were important part to
use activities in class [6]. As these recommendations, the six
activities were administered to encourage teaching and
learning phonemic awareness as follows.

a) Sound identification: On this activity, the researcher
asked the students to answer the questions that aimed to help
them to detect the target sounds, for example, “What is the
first sound you hear in the word...? What is the final sound
you hear in the word...?"” The sudents needed to pronounce
sounds which they heard.

b) Same or different: The researcher pronounced two or
three words and asked the students to listen to the sounds.
After that, the researcher questioned the students whether
those sounds were the same or different.

¢) Fun with sound boxes: This activity was adapted
from Elkonin Box. It is a type of instruction that teaches
phonemic awareness by having students listen to individual
sounds and marking where they hear them in the boxes. Fach
box in an Elkonin box card represents one phoneme, or sound
[8]. The rescarcher gave flash cards to the students. The card
was prepared with a picture at the top. Squares for cach
phoneme were below the picture. The squared box for the
target sound was blank while other boxes were filled in. The
students needed to fill the blank in with the letter or letters to
make a word.

d) Finding graphemes: The researcher provided the
students with pages of English books, newspaper or
magazines. The rescarcher pronounced the sounds, and then
the students needed to find and cut out the letters
corresponding to the sounds.

e) Who am I7: The students were provided the two
cards. The first card had printed letters at the top of the right-
hand comer of the card with a picture of the animal, object, or
place at the center of the card. The other card without a
picture had a printed letter at the top lefi-hand corner. The
students had to place those cards together to form a word.

/) Crossword: A crossword was the form of a square or

‘a rectangular grid of white and shaded squares. The goal was

to fill the white squares with letters, forming words or phrases,
by solving clues which led to the answers. The students had to
complete the crossword by filling letters that fitted each clue.

2) The Code Emphasis Approach: For this group, the
students were taught heavily on the phoneme-grapheme
correspondences. In other words, they were instructed to crack
the alphabetic codes and understand how the codes
corresponded 1o the sounds. Firstly, the researcher introduced
words to the students. Afier that, the researcher showed flash
cards with the letters corresponding to each sound. Next, the
resercher played the CD with the sounds corresponding to the
letters on the cards three times. The researcher pointed to each
letter of the words and slowly made each sound three times.
The rescarcher then pronounced the words composed of each
sound on each flash card three times. Each flash card

© 2013 GSTF
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represented each sound and its corresponding letter or letters.
On the flash cards which were the target sounds, the letter
were red, boldfaced. and underlined. The students had to
repeat the words three times.

After that, the researcher pointed to each sound on each
flash card, pronounced each sound slowly, let the students
pronounce each sound. This procedure was repeated three
times. Afier that, the resercher told the meaning of words for
onc time only. Next, the researcher pointed to the target
sounds, pronounced the target sounds slowly, and informed
the students about the letters corresponding to the target
sounds. The researcher also asked the students to pronounce
cach sound and read the whole words by themselves three
times. To finish the lessons, the researcher played the CD with
the target words three times and asked the students to repeat
after the CD three times. Finally, the students completed
worksheets that required them to trace dotted lines and color
pictures.

The students in the experimental group who were taught
using the balanced literacy approach learned how the target
sounds corresponded to the letters and understood the meaning
of words. The researchers used the piclures o show the
meaning of words. Additionally, they also leamed how to
pronounce the target sounds correctly. The students were
instructed to understand the place and manner of articulation
and they were then practiced pronouncing the target sounds. It
would support them to recognize the target sounds. At the
same time, the students in the control group were taught how
to break words into phonemes and to understand the phoneme-
grapheme relationships. In other words, they learned to break
both the target and nontarget sounds and then leamed the
sound-letter relationships repeatedly. The meaning of word
was not as important as the phoneme-grapheme relationships.
Therefore, the students were told the meaning of words once
and kept practicing phoneme segmentation.

D. Procedure

The current study included ten weeks. The target
phonemes of this study were English fricatives: /f/, /v/, /s/, /z/.
These four English fricative phonemes were chosen because
v/ and /z/ did not exist in Thai consonant system, therefore,
Thai people always made substitutions /v/ and /z/ with Thai
fricative phonemes /w/ and /s/ [18]. Although /f/ and /s/
occurred in Thai consonant system, /f/ and /s/ did not occur as
the final consonants in Thai system. Thai people replaced /f/
with a voiceless bilabial plosive /p/ and substitute /s/ with a
voiceless alveolar plosive /t/ [18). Hence, if these sounds were
not heard correctly, the process of distinguishing and
pronouncing became more difficult [18].

Students were individually pretested in the first week.
They were purposively assigned to the experimental and
control groups with mixed ability groupings. The second to
the fifth week, students were taught the phonemes /f/, /v/. The
sixth to the ninth week, they were taught the phonemes /s/, /z/.
Students were instructed for 50-60 minutes cach time. Video
recording and taking field notes of students’ responses while
training were used to obtain evidence and information
concerning each teaching approach. Students were
individually given the posttest using the same measures

administered at the pretest. Two weeks later, they were also
given the follow-up test.

E. Data analysis

Quantitative data included the pretest, posttest, and follow-
up test measures of phonemic awareness. Descriptive statistic
and MANOVA were used to compare the scores of the pretest,
posttest, and follow-up test within the experimental group and
control group and to assess whether the mean scores of two
groups were slatistically different.

Over the S-week of phonemic awareness training,
observation data were collected and analyzed to assess
teaching approaches. Students were also observed each time to
obtain information about their actions while training. Video
recording and taking field notes were used to obtain the
information about students’ responses. Students were defined
as “attentive” during each teaching period if the researcher
Judged that they responded appropriately to the researcher’s
instructions during the entire period. Conversely, students
were identified as “inattentive” if they responded
inappropriately to the researcher’s instructions.

1l. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This study examined phonemic awareness of English of
the Thai EFL students. Phonemic awareness was taught in two
different methods with two groups mixed ability aged 6 to 7
year-old students. The first question addressed whether the
experimental group (the balanced literacy approach) and the
control group (the code emphasis approach) developed
phonemic awareness of English. Both groups showed
improvement over the 8-week of phonemic awareness
training. The results showed that students of two teaching
methods performed better scores on measures of phonemic
awareness both initial and final sounds. In other words, the
balanced literacy approach was successful in enhancing
phonemic awareness. The results were consistent with the
research by O’Day [12] suggesting the balanced literacy
approach showed to be effective in improving phonemic
awareness for learners. Similarly, the students in the control
group also developed their phonemic awareness. The results
were consistent with Mesmer’s study [10] suggesting that
learners were taught using the code emphasis approach
improved their phonemic awareness and applied letter-sound
knowledge to decode texts.

The second question was whether teaching the balanced
literacy approach in the experimental group resulted in better
phonemic awareness skills than teaching the code emphasis
approach in the control group. The mean score of students in
the experimental group made greater scores in the pretest than
the control group. In other words, students who were taught
phonemic awareness using the balanced literacy approach
made significantly greater gains on phonemic awareness than
students taught using the code emphasis approach. However,
two weeks after post testing, the students in both groups were
again given the posttest as a follow-up period. The results of
follow-up period showed that the students in both groups
could retain and recall information from their memory.

© 2013 GSTF
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The results were consistent with the study by Donat [11],
suggesting that students who were taught using the balanced
literacy  approach developed and performed better
performances on phonemic awareness than another approach.
In addition, the effect was occurred in students with low levels
of phonemic awareness as well as students with moderate and
high levels of phonemic awareness. The results were
consistent with research suggesting that various activities
based on the balanced literacy approach was also effective to
increase phonemic awareness with mixed ability children [1].

The last question concerned the qualitative results. The
question was whether students’ cngagement in learning
phonemic awareness differed between the experimental group
(the balanced literacy approach) and the control group (the
code emphasis approach). Over the 8-week of training, the
researcher observed students in both groups. In the control
group, the researcher observed that some students occasionally
disrupted instructional activities and interfered learning of the
rest of the students. Meanwhile, the students in the
experimental group had higher levels of engagement than the
control group.

In other words, the students taught using the balanced
literacy approach always held to the researcher with the use of
direct eye contact. Moreover, the students in this group rarely
displayed disruptive behavior during leaming activity. They
also respeetfully listened, discussed, and asked questions and
also helped their peer in solving problems. When the
researcher asked the students to follow directions;—they
responded to the researcher’s instruction without hesitation
most of time. Moreover, the students properly generated
questions and/or problems around a topic. Finally, they were
also usually prepared with assignments and required class
materials. It might be because the students were encouraged to
learn meanings along with sound-letter correspondences and
also to get involved with their peers in class. Therefore, they
enjoyed learning and felt comfortable to be in class.

Conversely, the students in the code emphasis approach
group displayed minimal eye contact with the researcher.
Moreover, they occasionally displayed disruptive hehavior
during the leaming activity. They often talked with their peers
and sometimes walked around in the classroom. In addition,
the students also had trouble listening with respect, and took
over discussions without letting their peers have a turn. When
the researcher asked them to follow directions, the students
responded to the researcher’s instruction after non verbal cues
were used. Questions or problems were the researcher
generated. Additionally, the smdents were rarely prepared
with assignments and required class materials. It might be
because the students were heavily taught sound-letter
relationship only. Thus, they felt unhappy and bored when
learning each lesson. This might create negative learning
environments.

This finding was consistent with the quantitative results
and suggested that the balanced literacy approach might
improve students’ phonemic awareness and might help to
explain that the balanced literacy approach was more effective
than the code emphasis approach in encouraging students to
draw their attention to classrooms. Additionally, the balanced

[4]
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literacy approach was appropriate to teach ESL/EFL students.
The research by O’Day [12] also suggested that ESL/EFL
students could take advantages from engaging in
conversations and discussion in literacy that provide practice
for oral language development in a context of meaningful
communication.

IV,

The conclusion of this study was that the balanced literacy
approach was appropriate teaching phonemic awareness. [t
became clear that students taught using the balanced literacy
approach could develop phonemic awareness successfully.
However, this study was a first attempt to teach phonemic
awareness to young children. The swudy led to three
suggestions. First, the need of future studies should look more
in-depth into teaching phonemic awareness through the
balanced literacy approach with EFL students, especially
young children. Second, investigations should explore whether
students in another grade taught using the balanced literacy
approach could improve phonemic awareness equally as well
as the first grade students. Finally, more research should
compare the effectiveness of the balance literacy approach and
another approach in teaching phonemic awareness.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
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