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Abstract 

 It has been conventionally assumed that Chinese-speaking children do not have 

phonemic awareness. In this study, Chinese-speaking children’s phonemic awareness 

was empirically tested and its role, relative to onset-rime awareness, in the acquisition 

of English spelling and reading abilities was examined. Two L1 phonological 

awareness tests (i.e., an onset/rime oddity test and a nucleus/coda oddity test) were 

administered to a total of 192 Chinese-speaking fourth-graders. The children were 

selected and categorized based on their performances on the two L1 phonological 

awareness tests: 29 children with good onset-rime awareness and good phonemic 

awareness, 29 children with good onset-rime awareness but poor phonemic awareness, 

and 26 children with poor onset-rime awareness and poor phonemic awareness. The 

three groups of children were then tested on their abilities to spell and read English 

pseudowords. Before taking the English pseudoword spelling and reading tasks, the 

children were provided with eight opportunities to master the requisite letter-sound 

knowledge for the success in spelling and reading the pseudowords. The results 

showed that Chinese-speaking children demonstrated phonological awareness at the 

phonemic level, though varying in degree. Considered along with individual 

differences in digit span and English receptive vocabulary, children with better 

phonological awareness at both the onset-rime level and the phonemic level 

performed better in English pseudoword spelling than children with better onset-rime 

awareness but poorer phonemic awareness, who in turn, performed better than 

children with poorer phonological awareness at both levels. Finally, children with 

better phonemic awareness outperformed the other two groups of children with poorer 
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phonemic awareness in pseudoword reading. Onset-rime awareness did not seem to 

play a significant role in pseudoword reading. These results support and extend other 

studies suggesting that the acquisition of English spelling and reading abilities in 

Chinese-speaking children benefits from the phonological awareness obtained during 

the course of first language acquisition and that the beneficial effect varies with the 

levels of phonological awareness. 
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