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Japanese preschool children begin to read at home at

~age four without any formal instruction or reading readiness

programs, and the development of their reading. abilities in the

. preschool stage is mainly up to the parents. A new reading program

~ will be needed for the sake of children with parents who are not

~ sufficiently concerned about reading. Although the reading ability of
preschool children today has become higher than ever before, we

~ should not overlook the fact that there are still some children who

. ~d0.not read any letters upon entering elementary school, Since

‘fability grouping or the double-promotion system is not accepted in‘
Japanese education, an eleamentary school teacher necessarily

k~fjencounters larger individual differences than ever before in his ,
 ¢lassroom, which in Japan usually contains an extraordinarily large

nuaber of pupils. Coping with the big differences is the main problem

~ in Japanese reading instruction on which further and urgent
o «strategies are essential. (Author)
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Publications for Preschool Children

The Publication Yearbook which was published ia Tokyo in 1973

reporbed that publications for preschool children heve recently1
increased in number and in quaiity; According to the ‘yearbook,

about boo new titles of books and 40 different magaaines for: preeohool o
children were published dn Japan in the year 19?2. It ie surprising ’.7:;
that this many books and magazines were bought by parents and read by

'preschool children. These books are usually called picture books

because they have mainly pictures with only a emall amount of 1ettere.;,ﬁi

Recently. however, picture books which emphasize letters or storiee “fbﬁﬁﬁ
have been publiehed and have sold well. The majority of pioture booke
published now in Jepan are what we oall "story ploture booka" with '
rather long stories, _some of whioch are original Japanese worke and

others are Japanese versions of foreign claeeice. Many of the foreig;;
olaseics are not only translated into Japaneae but also re-written ?j

for presohool ohildren.' It would be better to oall them Japaneee

j preschool Vereione of foreign olaeeioa.~ There are quite e few of

_them; "Heidi " "Little Princese." “Little Lord Fauntleroy." "Gulliverks

| ‘Travels," and 8o forth.‘ Although some people ere egainst thie kind of

eepreechool veraion becanse it spoils the beauty of the originali ork“i
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children and the most popular title sells more than one million copies

a year.

All these books and magazines are printed in Hiragana only, which

many preschool children can read.

Reading of Hiragana

Hiragana, which is one of the writiﬁg systems used in Japan, is
a set of phonetic symbols. Each symbosl in Hiragana system is monosyl~
labic without meanlng by 1tself. With few exceptions, each symbol has
only one phonetic pronunciation. Since the relationship between wiritten
symbols and spoken syllables is so #ery regular, learning of Hiragani
is not difficult. The number of basic s&mbols in Hir;gana is 46. With
the 46 symbols, plus other marks that give additional phonetic vaiues.
we can make up all the 71 letters of Hiragana and can wfite anj word
or any sentence in the language. |

Japanese childfen entgr élementary school at siy~yéa:§’of>age
at wh}qh time th§ Ministry of Education réquireb that»théy*sfaft to

“7 learn Hiragana letters. But in fact, many chi]dren begin to learn

| Hiragana before sJLool age without receiving any formal 1nstructions. _f
probably in their daily life through books. magazines. toys, TV pro-.. '
| ‘i'grams and other means with the ‘help of their family,

The Nation““fLanguage Research Institutf"of Jap:’;pggliﬁﬁga §‘¥

"":"?bis reportr in 19?2 entitled. Readi_ns and Writing'Ahiliti?{ﬁ’Pr— esoho:
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(3) A survey‘of reading and wfiting instructions at Japanese kinder;
gartens. »

Concerning the reading of Hiragana letters, the repo;t conoluded§

(1) Many preschool children in Japan begin to 1eern Hiragana ah.the‘
‘age of four. | '

(2) whenythe test was.g;;eﬂ to four-year-old children who were lé
months away from entering elembntery echoo}, those who could not
read Hiragana at all were only 9% of all the‘sn:veyed children,
while 53% of them read more than 21 and -34% read more than 60
Hiragana letters out of 71. |

(3) When the test was given to five-yeaf 0ld children who were to '
enter elementary sohool in five months, only l% of all the -  ‘45,i%
investigated children could not read any of the Hiragana lettera,e‘fff
while 82% of them could read more than 21 and 6#% of them read
more than 60 Hiragana lettere out of ?1.

(4) In the city area, 88% of preschool children’ read more than 60
Hiragana letters out of 71, one month before entqring elementaryff

schouls.

(5) 'Girla read better than boys.

, (6)g‘In the case of a child with exceptionally h1gh reading ability’, i

l ths child could read not only all. the Hiragana letters but alao e; ff2
_ 563 Kenji characters befora school age.'> 7 i M
‘7‘::'From these findings. we might aay thac Japaneee children start

:ffilearning Hiragana'wﬁ f;”r yea‘s of ge,'ane"that thei reading
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symbols‘oh arerege out of 46, In 1967, however, five-year~old ohildren,

" who were tested five months before entering school. read 36, 8, and eVen'd‘*
the four-year-old children who were tested 1? months before entering ;

school read 2.4 basic Hiragana symbols on average out of #6. That is.'h
the four-year~olds in 196? ocould read approximately as many Hiragana |
as the first graders in 1953 could. = . '

It is belieVed that parents' ooncern for the reading of their |
children is one of the most important factors invpreschool ohildren‘s ‘f-
- reading., Reoently. mothers' concern has inoreased greatly due to the'
facts that (1) the proliferation of applianoes in the home has given
them the leisure to pay more attention to their. ohildren, and (2) the
importanoe of mental development in the presohool age has come to bekkf:
more widely reoognized. L ; A : : ;.d

Acoording to a report by Sugiyama and others, 36% of the surveyed“
j’preschool children 8 parents. usually mothere, began to read books to’

ﬁ;their children at one year of age. 31% of them began when the ohildren

"VWere two yeare old. and 23% of them at the age of three.,




; and at kindergartens are to give ohildren numerous chanoes to see

s translation of ‘the term into ﬁnglish., Kanji, however. are not oom-
: pletely Chinese but todey axs very typically Japanese. They are read i
,‘differently and the signifioanoe of some oharaoters in Japan is entirelyh,_u

i different from that of the Chineee, Beoauee they are ideographe,”eaoh
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- majority of the pareits usually do is, to give the children picture -

books, give them Hiragana blocks (. ~which are bought by about 70% of the
rarents), read books to them, and answer. their ohildren's questions.
about letters, all of which are more important than teaching then
letters in a lesson-like situation. _

Although:letters or'characters are.formally taught in less than
20% of all the Japanese kindergartens, a great amount of written Hira-
gana can be sgeen in most kindergartens, and children's questions about
letters are answered by almost all teachers. We might say that the

usual steps 4in teaching presotool children to read Hiragana at home

Hiragana at an early stage and arouse their interest in 1etters, and

to answer the ohildren's questions about 1etters.

kReading of Kanji

Kanji characters ‘are iduo3raphs that originally oame from China.

They are, therefore, often oelled Chinese oharaoters from literal
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to be learned during the six years cf elementary school curriculum and
85# during the ‘three yeare of junior high achool, so that children com~
‘ plete the learning of all the 1850 Kanji for daily use in the nine

years of their compulsory education. Thus, children come to be gble
‘tc read standard Japanese sentences in which there is a combination ‘
of Kanji and Hiragana, where 25 to 35%'cf the total number of characters
are writtsn in Kanjiiand the rest in Hiragana. '

It has long been believed that children do not begin to learn Kanji .
unless they completed the learning of Hiragana and thct Kanji is, therc~
fore, diffioult for preschool children. There is some evidence recently
publishedi however, which contradicts this belief. The results of a‘
survey ccnducted by myself in 1972, for instance, shcws that, of the 317
5-year old kindergcrten pupils surveyed only 14% could not read any of
the tested 32 Kanji characters five months before entering elementary
school. The rest of the children could read at least one Kanji. An
~average child couldrread six Kapji endyl?% of all the children could
read,ho iessfthanrcne half of the tested 32 Kanji. it is ccrtain'that
’theae c¢hildren 1earned this amount cf Kanji without any formal instruc-',i

44“ticns. since Kanji had never been taught at the kindergarten where the

k‘lfsurvey was conducted.

Mr. I Ishii. an experienced teacher of Kanji in elementary schccl.

7?f;began his activities of teaching Kanji at kindergartena in 1968._ Acccrd~«qf'
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~ that kindergarten teachers not hesitata to present Kanji to children
even when they can not read at all. Another prinoiple of the Iehii
‘program is repetition. Children must study a certain Kanji over and
over again. Although the Ishii program is rather intensive and herd,
to follow perfectly, it has been accepted by more than 200 kindergar-
'tene since 1968, &

The results of eiperimentel studies have never failed to'agree,
with Mr. Ishii, at least in that the children who were taught at
kindergartens could read much more Kanji than thoee who were not
4taught at all. In my experiment for inatence. the experimantal =
‘ rgroup of five-year-old children. who were taught about 150 Kanji for'”w”tgﬁl
one year, could read ‘an _average of 50 Kanji. charaotere ten months g
before entoring elementary echool, while the control group ehildren‘5
of the same age, who were not taught any Kanji at all, oould read
 an averege of only 5 oharaotere.f :

- Although they approve the efficaey of teaohing Kanji at thie o

etage, many of the reeearehere as well as the eduoatore who are inter-~ -

¢ 'eeted in early reading, are not neceeearily poeitive in their aeeeeement p

of the Iehii program. They worry whether 0r not too mueh emphaeis on

,;,thie eort of intellectual activity at the preschool etage dietorte the‘f;;“

~f-isound development of the ohild as e whole.- Further inveetigation end

'ﬁif:coneideration ie needed on the problem of teaehing Kanji to preeohool“”“ o
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. the sake of ohildren with parents who are not suffioiently ccncerned
about beginning reading. :

Although the reading ability of preschool children today has beoomek
higher than ever before, we should not: overlook the faot that there are
stlill some children who do not read any letters upon entering elementarytf
school. Since -ability grouping or the’ double-promotion system is not
accepted in Japanese education, an elementary school teacher necesaarily'
encounters larger individual differences then ever before in her olasa-i
room, which in Japan usually contains an extraordinarily large number
of pupils. Coping with the big differences is the main problem in Japa-

hesé reading instruction on which further and urgent strategies~ara

essential.




