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5.  What are the considerations for setting the phonics focuses at junior secondary level?  
To set appropriate focuses for the learning and teaching of phonics at junior secondary level, the following considerations should be taken into account:

a.  Students’ level of phonological awareness
Junior secondary students may vary a great deal in their level of phonological awareness (i.e. understanding of the relationships between letters or combinations of letters and their sounds or sound units).  Some of them, including those who are regarded as fluent users of English, may start S1 with limited phonological awareness, whereas others may already have achieved an adequate level of it.  Phonics focuses should therefore be carefully selected so that they are well-matched to students’ prior knowledge and needs.

b.  Breadth of coverage
For two reasons, there is no need to start from scratch even if the majority of the students have limited phonological awareness.  

· First, there are so many letter-sound combinations in English that it is counter-productive to cover all of them.  

· Second, these students may have developed some basic phonological awareness through previous exposure to English words and sounds, which they are not aware of.
Choice of phonics focuses could be more productively aimed at enhancing sensitivity to letter-sound combinations that may pose difficulties to these students, such as
· consonant digraphs that could be incorrectly reduced to a single sound, e.g. “ph” being reduced to “p”, as in “phantom” being mispronounced as “pantom”, “pharmacy” being mispronounced as “parmacy”; and
· consonant-and-vowel digraphs, which may be unfamiliar to students, e.g. “ti”, as in “action”, “essential” and “patient”.

c.  Progression
To develop students’ phonological awareness through phonics, it is critical to ensure that there is a progression from learning smaller units of sounds, e.g. consonant digraphs, consonant trigraphs and consonant blends, within syllables, to learning larger units of sounds within or between words, e.g.
· syllables in multi-syllabic words, e.g. “computer” is made up of three syllables, “com/pu/ter”;

· inflectional endings, e.g. “-ed”, as in “knocked”, “-es”, as in “buses”; 

· prefixes and suffixes, e.g. “pre-”, as in “preview”, “-able”, as in “comfortable”; and

· linking of sounds across words, e.g. “This is it” is pronounced as “This is it”; “Lots-o-Huggin’ Bear”, the name of a character in the animation feature Toy Story 3, is sometimes shortened to “Lotso”.
d.  The usefulness of phonics-related terminology

Just as grammar terms (e.g. noun, verb) should be judiciously introduced to students to facilitate better language awareness, basic phonics-related terms (e.g. onset, rime) could be taught in order to equip students with the necessary vocabulary to understand and talk about letter-sound relationships, the component parts of a syllable, etc.
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