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Japanese-English Bilingual Children and Literacy: 

The Case of One Family. 

by Nicholas Benwell 

Introduction. 

When people learn that I am married to a Japanese woman and have a daughter, a 

very common reaction is to say how nice it must be for the child to grow up knowing 

two languages. The image of bilingualism held by monolinguals is perhaps that of the 

balanced bilingual; a person equally competent in both languages. However, the 

presence of one foreign parent in a family does not mean that the children will grow up 

to be balanced bilinguals. There are multiple levels of bilingualism and, although these 

are difficult to assess (Baker, 2011 p25), case studies show that where choices exist 

those made by parents affect the level of their children’s bilingual ability (Kamada, 

1995). 

 

 Where a degree of balance does occur at a high level of second language competence in 

Japan, the children have very often spent a great deal of time living abroad and, upon 

returning to Japan, have received enough support to help them maintain their 

language skills. In other cases, children who have been educated at international 

schools are likely to achieve a mastery of language equivalent to their peers abroad. 

For many foreign parents living in Japan however, these two routes to balanced 

bilingualism are not always an option. Location, money and time affect their choices 

(Noguchi, 1996). Alternatives must be considered. In addition, the foreign parent 

wishing to raise their child bilingually must consider the wishes of their Japanese 

spouse and also the potential effects of removing children from the local peer group. 

The choices parents make depend not only on their financial or work related situations 

but also upon their family dynamic, their perceived goals and their aspirations for their 

children’s present and future.  

 

 Noguchi (1996, p9) states that “...both languages need to be well-developed in order to 

gain the advantages of bilingualism, and that suggests high-level literacy skills in both.” 

For parents who are unable to or choose not to spend long periods abroad or to send 

their children to international schools or similar institutions, the local monolingual 

school is the likely choice. In this case, the child’s foreign language may become the 

weaker of the two. Faced with weaker spoken verbal skills, the choice of whether to 

teach literacy in the second language at home or not depends upon their confidence and 

their degree of resolve. It is a potentially daunting task to educate your own child in 

any subject. Despite the fact that we educate them in so many areas simply by living 

together, the image of formalized instruction is unappealing to many parents. What to 

teach and how to teach it are perhaps the most difficult questions to answer.  
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 In this paper I would like to introduce my own reasons for teaching my daughter to 

read English. I have used three areas of language ability represented in Bialystok’s 

model of the relationship between first and second language literacy acquisition 

(Bialystok, 2007) to help organize my thoughts upon the subject and these subjects will 

be covered at various stages in this paper. These areas are: 

� Oral proficiency. 

� Concepts of print. 

� Metalinguistic skills and metacognitive knowledge. 

 

 I will also consider the potential effects of teaching my daughter to read in English, 

the weaker language, before she began to read in Japanese. As I have discussed there 

are many reasons for making the choices we make as parents of bilingual children. I do 

not claim that my choices apply to every bicultural family in Japan and thus present 

reasons for my choices in relation to my own family. 

 

A Family Background 

 I live with my family in Nagoya, Japan. I moved to Japan in June, 2000 and am a 

fairly fluent speaker of Japanese. My lack of fluent reading skills is perhaps one reason 

for having reached a plateau of advancement in the language. My wife is Japanese and 

conversationally fluent in English. At the birth of our daughter we decided to raise her 

using the One Parent One Language (OPOL) approach. This would sidestep our 

deficiencies in each other’s languages. Both parents now work full time although my 

wife spent the first year and a half looking after our daughter. I often return home late 

and often attend school at weekends. My wife usually collects my daughter from 

nursery by 6pm each day.  On a typical working day (Monday to Friday), my daughter 

spends approximately: 

� 9 hours sleeping. 

� 10.5 hours at a Japanese speaking nursery. 

� 4.5 hours awake at home. 

 

 Oral Proficiency. 

 My daughter’s Japanese is equivalent to other children of the same age group and 

continues to develop naturally in a mostly Japanese environment. In order to ensure 

maximum exposure to English in the time available I have used every opportunity to 

give my daughter regular exposure to, interest in and reasons for using English. 

Although the exposure has been limited when compared to her exposure in Japanese, 

my daughter has continued to improve her spoken language skill. Now at almost five 

years old she is a competent speaker and able to express herself in all areas of her daily 

life. On our last visit to England in December 2012 she was able to play happily with 

English peers and I saw no evidence of her not being involved due to communication 
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inability or lack of confidence, although there was a gap between her level of spoken 

English and that of children native to England. She also lacks the vocabulary and 

fluency of some of her bilingual peers who have either attended some form of 

international playgroup or have not been introduced into the Japanese nursery school 

system. 

 

When to begin learning 

 To introduce literacy before or after entering the Japanese school system is one of the 

most important and difficult choices facing foreign parents in Japan. In order to clarify 

one of the reasons for this difficulty I will introduce one of the Japanese orthographies, 

Hiragana, which is usually the first of four to be learned by children in Japan. Figure 

1.1 gives the romanized pronunciation of three characters from the hiragana alphabet 

(the romanized alphabetical representation of Japanese sounds is the fourth alphabet 

in the Japanese language). Figure 1.2 gives examples of three words that can be made 

from these three characters. 

 

Figure 1.1 

Hiragana 
か ん じ 

Romanized  ka n  
(phonetic reading) 

ji 

Figure 1.2 

Hiragana Romanized  English Meaning 

かんじ Ka-n-ji Kanji - Chinese characters used in Japanese 

じかん Ji-ka-n Jikan - Time 

かじん Ka-ji-n Kajin - A Tanka poet 

 

 Hiragana characters have a direct sound – symbol correspondence. Any of the three 

characters found in any position of any word in Japanese will thus be pronounced in 

the same way. Unlike English, there are no rules governing their pronunciation in 

relation to the surrounding characters. In a study of Tokyo children, Sakamoto and 

Makita (1973) found that 83% of five years olds in that study could read the entire 

hiragana alphabet (quoted in Carson, 1992 p48) which in Japan is one full year before 

beginning formal schooling. With such an accessible orthography, children become 

literate very quickly. My daughter has received no regular or formal training in the 

reading of either of the Japanese Kana alphabets, but two months before her fifth 

birthday she is now able to read books written in Hiragana and read many Katakana 

words by herself.  

 

 It may be that her metalinguistic skills and heightened metalinguistic knowledge 
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acquired by learning to read in English have made the task an easier one. Writing 

about the transfer of phonological awareness between languages, Bialystok (2007, p65) 

states: 

 “If different languages foster different levels of phonological awareness, and 

phonological awareness transfers across languages, then bilingual children who speak 

languages that differ in their accessibility to phonological structure may benefit by 

transferring their metalinguistic understanding of one language to their other one.” 

However, the apparent ease with which children apprehend Hiragana would suggest 

that even had she not learned to read first in English it would be easily acquired. 

Conversely, had my daughter learned to read Hiragana first, I believe that I would now 

be facing a problem of motivation if trying to teach reading in English (Noguchi, 1996). 

Faced with the difficulty of reading English after the relative simplicity of learning 

Hiragana, we can assume that some children would be reluctant to try.  

 

 Some parent’s experiences show that children learning to read in English after having 

first learned to read in Japanese benefited from the initial experience as concepts 

learned in reading Japanese transfer to the reading of English (Noguchi, 1996, Smith, 

1994). It was my opinion however that the risk of my daughter not wishing to learn was 

too great, and so when my daughter was three years and six months old we began 

lessons in reading English using the phonic method; a system I was familiar with and 

felt confident using. 

 

Concepts of Print. 

 My choice to begin teaching using phonics was based partly upon a decision to clearly 

define the sounds of English in relation to the orthography I wished to teach. I created 

a simple alphabet chart that limited the use of words to the Consonant – Vowel – 

Consonant (CVC) format. The advantage of this format is that, unlike most 

commercially available phonics charts, almost all the words on the chart can be 

sounded out once the phonic values of the alphabet have been learned. All words used 

in the chart were also familiar to my daughter.  

 

We used the chart to practice the alphabet song. It became a useful visual reference 

for the alphabet sequence and my daughter used it to complete alphabet puzzles in her 

own time. Practice time was not initially structured and I did not set a time scale. The 

chart was left in easy view in the living room and accessible to her at any time. Within 

three weeks she was confident in singing the alphabet song by herself and could name 

most letters individually. Cameron (2012) states that learning the alphabetical order of 

letters offers little help in actual reading. However, it did provide a framework for the 

next stage, the introduction of the grapho-phonemic relationship in the phonic 

alphabet. 
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Using the chart as a reference, we practiced a phonic chant. Each part of the chant 

has a visual representation on the chart to enable a child to point with their finger 

while they chant. I took the lead in the beginning, pointing to each visual saying first 

the character’s alphabetical name then its phonic value and finally naming the 

representative picture (ai, a, ant / be, buh, bag). Douville (2001) describes her use of 

chants in the kindergarten classroom that ensured student’s ‘ownership’ of a 

grapho-phonemic relationship. Initially my daughter listened, then I asked her to 

repeat after me. I tried to do this at least once a day, but never stopped her doing 

something else in favor of practice. This would lead to negative association with 

practice time. Within a month she had mastered the chant and came to ‘own’ or 

internalize the phonic alphabet.  

 

The final step was to help her relate the sounds of the letters she had learned to the 

production of words from the chart. Now able to remember and produce the name and 

phonic value of letters, she began using a set of blocks to construct the CVC words from 

the chart. After laying out the word on the floor I used a toy train running above the 

letters as a marker and pronounced each phonic value in turn as the train ran by. The 

advantage of doing this seemed to be the extra visual stimulus. The speed at which the 

train moved was also controllable. The first pass was very slow, but subsequent passes 

increased in speed. Each time we would say the letter values. This allowed her to grasp 

the concept of individual sounds creating a word she already knew. After repeated 

practice she began to relate the sounds to the words they produced. This was the 

‘epiphanic moment’ described by Bialystok (2007) in which the learner realizes that 

text represents meaning. 

 

Since the initial introduction 

 In May 2012 I began to write a blog about my experiences working with my daughter. 

I hoped to find other parents willing to share their experiences with me, especially 

foreign fathers living in Japan. Through this blog and by joining some internet groups 

who wrote about raising children bilingually I did meet others who shared similar 

interests and experiences. The most influential was an English father of two 

English-French girls currently living in France. In the mails that followed he 

recommended a series of workbooks which I ordered soon after. They were phonics 

related but also covered the additional skills of writing and introduced sight words 

(those words that cannot be sounded out phonetically). I have been using the series 

with my daughter for almost one year. 

 

 Lack of time to practice was my biggest challenge. I began to wake up earlier and set a 

morning study period of ten minutes each weekday morning for formal practice. I feel 

confident in attributing the current state of my daughter’s reading ability and her 
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positive attitude towards practice to this combination of short but regular study. Not all 

of it was formal study and we often spent our ten minutes reading a new book or 

creating words with letter blocks to practice patterns. Most of these activities are 

detailed on the aforementioned blog. However, the workbooks remained at the center of 

our work together and we have progressed slowly through the tasks. I have never felt 

the need or desire to rush towards the goal of reading and have preferred instead to 

nurture understanding and to develop a ‘can do, want to do’ atmosphere. 

 

 In order to provide regular controlled reading practice, I developed a worksheet 

format that allowed me to incorporate additional reading practice into our mornings 

without detracting too much from time spent on the workbooks. Since September 2012 

these prints have been a regular part of our schedule. These worksheets and other 

activities helped my daughter to bridge the gap between reading words and fluently 

reading sentences. Similarly, the use of the ‘Key Words’ series of readers published by 

Ladybird has proved to be the bridge between practice sentences and reading actual 

books. 

 

 It was upon reaching the level of reading books that I decided to slowly begin the move 

towards the next stage of guided reading. The study of phonics helped to introduce 

reading to my daughter in her weaker language. In learning to recognize and read the 

sounds of English, I believe that she has developed a metacognitive awareness that will 

continue to help her understand both of her languages. The goal for the coming year is 

to improve her higher reading skills defined by Cameron (2012, p125) as “...visual 

information from written symbols, phonological information from the sounds those 

symbols make when spoken and semantic information from the conventional meanings 

associated with the words as sounds and symbols.” She must also learn to apply her 

knowledge to the writing of the language.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

 For a child learning to read in the weaker language, the academic question would 

perhaps be whether to learn before or after learning to read in the stronger language. 

For parents in Japan whose children will most likely attend state run elementary 

schools, the question is all the more important. In comparing two styles of teaching 

literacy, the whole word and the phonics approaches, I would be reluctant to talk in 

absolutes. The notion that reading skills are transferable between languages and the 

complexities of phonics reading rules would suggest that for children who have already 

learned to read in Japanese, the whole word approach may be preferable. However, for 

the child who has yet to learn to read in another language, the phonics approach can 

help children to build a strong relationship with the basic building blocks of English, 

and can pave the way for further learning including the whole word approach. As 
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Bialystok (2007, p71) states “Knowing more has never been a disadvantage when 

compared to knowing less”. Whichever the parent decides, they should do so out of love 

and a determination to help their child get the most from their bilingual situation. 

 

 My experience leads me to conclude the following: 

� Using a phonics based approach to teaching literacy in the weaker language first is 

an appropriate method to introduce literacy. 

� Regularity is key to effective practice. 

� There are many companies offering materials suitable for use in Japan. 

� Reading the experiences of others and sharing your own is important to 

maintaining parental motivation and focus. 

 

Blog address: http://www.teachthesprog.wordpress.com 
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