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INTRODUCTION

English is increasingly significant globally, serving as a key tool for communication.
For learners of English as a foreign language (EFL), mastering world structure and
formation is crucial for developing language proficiency. This includes both phonemic
awareness, which helps learners recognize sounds and their relationship to spelling, and
morphemic awareness, which enables them to analyze word structure and meaning.
Together, these skills play a vital role in vocabulary development, grammatical accuracy,

and overall language comprehension.

This paper examines how morphemic awareness enhances vocabulary comprehension
and retention for Japanese EFL learners. Section 1 defines morphemic analysis and key
linguistic theories. Section 2 explores its role in vocabulary acquisition, challenges for
Japanese learners, and inquiry-based learning benefits. Finally, Section 3 presents teaching
strategies, including explicit instruction, interactive spelling, and technology integration, to

strengthen morpheme analysis and English proficiency.

1 General Background
This section provides an overview of morphemic analysis, highlighting its significance
in EFL learning and the instructional approaches used to develop students’ morphological

awareness.

1.1 Concept Overview

Morphemic analysis is the process of breaking words down into their smallest units of
meaning, known as morphemes. These morphemes include prefixes, roots, and suffixes,
which contribute to word formation and meaning (Al-Haydan, 2020). The root conveys
the core meaning of the word, while prefixes and suffixes modify its grammatical function
and semantic properties (Halford et al, 2021). By systematically recognizing and applying
these elements, learners can improve their ability to decode and construct words in

English.

For Japanese EFL learners, morphemic analysis serves as a fundamental tool for
vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension (Rabadi, 2019). However, due to

structural differences between Japanese and English, mastering this skill presents
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challenges. Japanese primarily uses a logographic and syllabic writing system, which
contrasts with the morphologically complex nature of English. As a result, Japanese EFL
learners must adopt new analytical strategies to deconstruct English words into

meaningful components (Rabadi, 2019).

Developing a strong foundation in morphemic awareness is beneficial not only for
vocabulary retention but also for improving overall language processing skills. According
to Nation (2001), students who understand morpheme structures can more effectively
decipher unfamiliar words by identifying familiar components. Therefore, EFL educators
should integrate morphemic analysis into their teaching by providing structured
instruction on morpheme recognition, usage, and application. This approach enhances
students' ability to analyze word structures, expanding their vocabulary and improving

their language proficiency.

1.2 Theoretical Framework
Two key linguistic theories—Input Processing Theory and Processability Theory—offer
insights into how learners acquire and process morphemic structures in a second

language.

The Input Processing Theory, as described by Khan (2024), emphasizes the role of
cognitive mechanisms in second language acquisition, particularly how learners process
and retain linguistic input. Explicit instruction in morphemic analysis helps students
recognize patterns in word formation, which, in turn, improves their ability to decode and
retain vocabulary (Khan et al, 2024). By focusing on how learners prioritize and process
different linguistic elements, this theory provides insights into optimizing instructional

strategies for effective vocabulary acquisition.

The Processability Theory suggests that language acquisition occurs in stages, with
morphemes playing a central role in structural development. This theory underscores the
importance of explicit instruction in guiding learners through progressively complex
morphological structures, ensuring systematic skill acquisition (Khan et al, 2024).
Additionally, it highlights the need for instruction to align with learners' cognitive

readiness, allowing them to internalize morphological rules at a pace suited to their
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developmental stage.

By applying these theoretical models, educators can design instructional strategies that
introduce morphemes in a structured manner, reinforcing both retention and

comprehension among Japanese EFL learners.

1.3 Teaching Methodology
To develop students’ morphological awareness, educators must incorporate systematic
strategies that emphasize morpheme identification and analysis. Sulistyawati et al. (2021)
outline three core components of morphological instruction:
1. Understanding the relationship between sound and spelling
2. Distinguishing between inflectional and derivational morphemes

3. Applying phonological processing rules to identify morpheme patterns

The word "present’ for example can function as both a verb and a noun, with its
pronunciation shifting based on its role in a sentence. Recognizing such variations helps
learners develop a deeper understanding of word formation, improving their ability to use
words correctly in different contexts. Strengthening these analytical skills enables EFL
learners to accurately identify prefixes, roots, and suffixes, ultimately enhancing their

vocabulary acquisition, reading fluency, and overall English comprehension.

2 Role in EFL Learning
This section examines the impact of morphemic awareness on vocabulary development,
the challenges Japanese EFL learners face in mastering morphemic analysis, and the

effectiveness of inquiry-based learning in enhancing morphological skills.

2.1 Vocabulary Acquisition

Yuan and Tang (2023) emphasize that morphological awareness is a crucial factor in
EFL vocabulary development. Learners who develop strong morphemic analysis skills can
effectively decode unfamiliar words by recognizing familiar morphemes. However,
research on how Japanese EFL learners acquire and apply morphemic knowledge

remains limited.
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Morphemic analysis benefits teachers and policymakers by identifying best practices
for teaching morphemic awareness. By helping EFL learners analyze complex word
structures, these methods support their ability to construct meaning, retain vocabulary,
and communicate effectively in English. Implementing these practices will make EFL
learning more engaging and increase learners' proficiency in English for better

comprehension and communication.

Morpheme awareness is a central constituent of language learning and comprehension.
Al-Haydan (2020) found that enhanced morphological awareness aids EFL students in
reading words correctly and confidently by recognizing allomorphs in words
appropriately. This ability helps students to identify morphemes and bring them together
to form vocabulary in their secondary language to advance their understanding and word
recognition competencies. Behzadnia et al. (2023) similarly argue that morphemic
instruction exposes EFL learners to a wider range of vocabulary, supporting long-term

retention and literacy development.

Additionally, Chen and Schwartz (2018) found that morphological awareness advances
literacy results by helping learners recognize semantic relationships between words,
ultimately improving their reading comprehension. Lee et al. (2024) further highlight its
role in advancing vocabulary, spelling, and fluency, all of which contribute to overall
language proficiency. While findings show that morphemic awareness offers significant
advantages to help EFL learners improve their vocabulary acquisition, Japanese EFL
learners often face linguistic and psychological challenges that hinder their ability to apply
morphemic analysis effectively. The following section examines these challenges and

their impact on language learning.

2.2 EFL Learner Challenges
Japanese EFL learners face several challenges in developing morphemic awareness,
primarily due to linguistic differences between English and Japanese, as well as

psychological barriers such as anxiety and self-perception.

Research by Muroya (2023) suggests that negative self-perception hinders vocabulary

acquisition and communication skills. According to Okada (2018), students who actively
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participate in classroom discussions build confidence, reinforcing the importance of
positive self-perception in language learning. Oral presentation activities, for example,
help improve Japanese EFL students’ communication competence by enhancing their self-
perception (Long and Zhang, 2024). EFL learners with low self-perception regarding
their accuracy may struggle with vocabulary, pronunciation, and reading comprehension,
which in turn affects their willingness to learn, communicate in English, and develop

strong comprehension skills.

Anxiety also plays a significant role in inhibiting morphemic skill development (Leonet
et al, 2019). Japanese learners often hesitate to speak English due to fear of
mispronunciation or negative evaluation (Sato, 2024). This reluctance reduces
engagement with new vocabulary and impedes progress in morphological awareness.
Addressing these concerns through supportive learning environments and confidence-
building activities can help students overcome anxiety and enhance their English

proficiency.

Sato (2024) found that Japanese learners were apprehensive and anxious when
communicating with other students because of fear of negative evaluation. Thus, anxiety
is a fundamental factor that drives Japanese EFL learners’ unwillingness to learn and
communicate in English. Conclusively, internal anxiety fears and anxiety suppress
English learning capabilities in Japanese EFL learners, making it necessary to address the

fears to promote learning activities.

Multiple studies have acknowledged the role of interlocutors as a situational factor
influencing foreign language classrooms. One study found that unfamiliar interlocutors
negatively affected English foreign language acquisition (Rotjanawongchai, 2023). In
addition, Riasati et al. (2018) noted that Japanese learners were sensitive to interlocutors’
opinions about their English language levels. The two studies showed that interlocutors’
familiarity with students influences students' willingness to engage in EFL classrooms by

informing their impressions, trustworthiness, and sensitivity in language acquisition.

2.3 Inquiry-Based Learning

An inquiry-based learning approach encourages students to engage in problem-solving
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activities that enhance their ability to analyze morphemes. By guiding students through
the identification of prefixes, roots, and suffixes in real-world vocabulary, this approach
fosters deeper word comprehension (Yeung et al, 2025). For example, students may
analyze word pairs such as "Innovation" and "renovate" to explore the role of prefixes in
altering meaning. This method not only reinforces morphemic patterns but also
strengthens critical thinking skills by encouraging learners to deduce word meanings

independently.

Moreover, inquiry-based learning promotes active participation, helping learners build
confidence in applying morphemic knowledge to authentic language use. By shifting the
focus from rote memorization to discovery-based learning, this approach can help
Japanese EFL learners overcome common barriers to morphemic analysis and develop

stronger vocabulary skills.

With these challenges and learning approaches in mind, the next section examines
research-backed instructional strategies that can enhance morphemic awareness in EFL

classrooms.

3 Effective Teaching Strategies

This section outlines research-based instructional strategies for improving morphemic
awareness in EFL learners, including explicit instruction, interactive spelling activities,
and technology integration. It evaluates the most effective interventions for Japanese
EFL learners, focusing on the link between morphological awareness and reading
comprehension. The strategies discussed aim to improve fluency through guided and

independent practice.

3.1 Explicit Instruction

Explicit instruction of morphology provides structured guidance in morpheme analysis,
ensuring that EFL learners systematically develop their word recognition skills (Khan,
2024). A well-planned lesson includes modeling morphemic patterns, guided practice, and
independent exercises to reinforce learning (Hennenfent et al, 2022). Such instruction
clarifies morpheme concepts using models, real-world examples, and scaffolded learning

techniques to enhance word comprehension.
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An explicit instruction lesson typically includes: (1) a former lesson review of prior
knowledge, (2) clear learning objectives for the current class, (3) direct modelling of
morphemic patterns with examples, (4) guided practice with immediate feedback, (5)
reteaching based on identified learning needs, and (6) independent exercise to permit
learners to asses (Hennenfent et al, 2022). These steps facilitate learner engagement and

commitment to improve their word recognition and pronunciation skills.

Research shows proven advantages of explicit instruction in morphemic analysis to
ascertain its efficiency in facilitating Japanese EFL learners in enhancing their English
vocabulary. For example, Ong and Padilla (2020) conducted a study to analyze the
impact of explicit contextual instruction in building morphemic analysis skills using twelve
expert-validated lesson plans within eighteen weeks. The study showed better outcomes

in vocabulary and comprehension test scores among learners.

To achieve the goals, instructors utilized direct explanation, modeling, directed exercise,
reteaching, and self-instructed exercise until students recorded better results in
comprehension of word and their formation. Additionally, learners registered increased
engagement with the new language and amplified confidence levels in their capability to
gain additional vocabulary using incessant rehearsals (Ong & Padilla, 2020). The
researchers confirmed that explicit instruction offers scaffolding for students by
instructing them methodically, granting them prompt responses during exercise, and

seeking freedom through the proper guidance towards the set goal.

In another study, Martinez et al. (2024) conducted a study to examine the impacts of
explicit instruction on elementary Spanish speakers. The participants engaged in a 3-day
explicit instruction activity to learn how to pronounce target Spanish words comprising of
experimenter-designed suffixes. The program activities involved a one-day direct posttest
and a delayed posttest after one week. After the practice, students took tests to measure
their skills in prefix-root-suffix identification. Results showed that learners improved their

ability to identify suffixes in words.

The study underpins explicit instruction as a principle for gradual morpheme

knowledge acquisition in English learning, which requires instruction until learners can
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practice the skill independently. The study relates to input processing theory, which
shows the use of memory and cognitive abilities in language acquisition. It also
underscores the importance of helping learners reach the zone of proximal development
where novices accomplish morpheme analysis tasks they could not achieve earlier
(Hennenfent et al, 2022) . Ultimately, explicit instruction’s goal is to ensure that novice
EFL students achieve complete independence in understanding word structure effectively

to develop vocabularies correctly.

Accomplishing explicit instruction and its advantages rely on diverse factors.
According to Washburn et al. (2018), explicit instruction in morphemic analysis relies on
teachers’ awareness and skills in morphemic concepts in a language. When instructors
face challenges in recognizing morphemes, they fail to successfully guide learners in

understanding simple and complex English words.

Bowers et al. (2020) emphasized that educators who had excellent morphological skills
instructed learners in reading, spelling, as well as vocabulary formulation when under
explicit instruction. Similarly, Asaad et al. (2022) underscored the valued role of
morphology instructors in propelling postgraduate students to elevate their morphological
awareness, citing their involvement with morphology teaching and instruction to
encourage effective vocabulary construction. Thus, educators must increase their
awareness of what to do and how to do it to guarantee successful guidance that fosters
students’ working memory and facilitates their learning and processing of new words

through morphemic analysis.

Given these findings, explicit instruction remains a fundamental strategy for improving
morphemic awareness among Japanese EFL learners. However, it should be
complemented by interactive learning techniques to ensure deeper engagement with

morphemic structures.

3.2 Interactive Spelling
Interactive spelling activities and word-building exercises are key strategies for
enhancing EFL students’ morphological awareness and reading fluency. By incorporating

puzzles, games, and word-building exercises, teachers can make morpheme analysis more

10
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engaging and accessible (Zhang et al, 2020). These word reading activities are
instrumental in improving EFL learners’ morphological awareness and comprehension

skills.

Connor et al. (2018) found that digital world knowledge tools — such as e-books with
interactive morpheme exercises — can enhance reading comprehension by helping EFL
learners understand the structural formation of English words. Through these activities,
learners are encouraged to identify and manipulate affixes, roots, and prefixes, thus

cultivating their word-building skills and enhancing overall language comprehension.

In addition to word-building activities, Griva and Anastasiou (2020) demonstrated that
morphological spelling programs, which use repeated exposure to affixes and root words,
significantly improve spelling accuracy and morpheme recognition. Their teaching
method involves explicit step-by-step instruction that helps learners recognize patterns in
word formation and strengthens their understanding of inflectional and derivational

morphology.

Griva and Anastasiou (2020) highlight how their interactive spelling program attracts
learners’ attention to specific morphemes by using dictation exercises where morpheme
patterns appear repeatedly in various words. As learners practice spelling, they become
more adept at identifying the components that make up English words, such as suffixes,
roots, and prefixes. The program has proven effective in refining students' morpheme

analysis and spelling skills.

Griva and Anastasiou (2020) note that by methodically recycling morpheme patterns,
learners can recognize structural similarities between words, which helps them internalize
these patterns for future word comprehension. The repeated exposure to spelling and
pronunciation tasks also encourages students to apply problem-solving skills to improve
their morphological processing abilities. However, the success of the program depends
heavily on the instructor’s ability to implement each of the five proposed steps effectively:
prediction, morpho-semantics, morpho-orthographic relations, reflection, self-correction,

and verbalizing metamorphological strategies (Griva & Anastasiou, 2020).

11
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The first step involves morphological instruction to raise students’ awareness of
morpheme analysis. Students are encouraged to segment and categorize morphemes in
words, gaining an understanding of how spelling patterns are consistent across various
lexical contexts. In the second step, students spell targeted words and justify their
choices using different contexts, focusing on the relationships between roots and suffixes.
The third step encourages reflection, where students match spelling patterns with their
morpheme analysis. In the fourth step, students engage in self-correction with guidance
from their instructor, refining their spelling skills. Finally, in the fifth step, students
verbalize the morphemes they encounter and reflect on the challenges they face, helping

them assess their progress in mastering English language structures.

Though the research on this approach is limited, Griva and Anastasiou (2020) provide
evidence-based strategies that are easy to implement in the classroom. Their framework
is adaptable to students of varying levels and can be enhanced with the integration of
technology tools. Ultimately, the morphological processing spelling approach offers a
practical intervention for improving Japanese EFL learners' morpheme analysis skills and
boosting their English comprehension. By incorporating a structured interactive spelling
program into EFL instruction, teachers can create engaging, student-centered learning
environments that foster morpheme recognition, spelling accuracy and overall language

comprehension.

3.3 Technology Integration

Integrating technology in EFL classroom activities improves learners' lexical acquisition,
which helps them understand the meaning of roots, suffixes, and prefixes as they build
words and sentences. Zhang (2022) conducted a study to determine how corpus-assisted
vocabulary teaching improved morphological knowledge in EFL learners. Students went
through online learning with corpora to learn how to deduce words in prefixes, roots, and
suffixes as the foundation to build their vocabularies. The study found that students who
engaged with corpus-based tools improved their morphemic awareness through exposure
to authentic written and spoken English. Through corpora, students practiced with
written and spoken words and their usage in the real world, making it easy for learners

to explore morphology and maintain the acquired knowledge to move to the next phase.

12
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In the upper phase, students performed presentations to showcase their morphemic
awareness by analyzing words and their structures. Additionally, student participated in
self-learning reflections to acknowledge their journey in developing and utilizing English
words independently through the right knowledge and skills in morpheme analysis. The
study also proved that using technology in morphology classes propagates a student-
centric classroom environments to encourage learning depending on students knowledge

and needs on EFL.

In a different study, Ayoub et al. (2024) examined EFL learners’ utilization of artificial
intelligence (AI) in morphology classrooms in Lebanon. The study focused on the
contributions AI has on developing tailored student-centric instructions to EFLs
depending on their learning needs and existing strengths and its efficiency in granting
real-time response on their advancement to accomplish continuous learning. It also
examined whether AI provided satisfactory EFL resources and adaptive texts and
acknowledged errors in learners' replies to guide instructors on developing tailored

instructional strategies as required.

The strategy’s outcomes depended on learners’ perceptions toward Al application in
refining their EFL knowledge. The study also proved that EFL learners increased their
morphology knowledge and skills using Al from its rich information on morphemes, hence
ensuring effective learning. Learners also participated in training on effective Al use to
ensure that the tools improved active interaction in acquiring and practicing English word

structures and developing vocabulary.

Since the research above has provided evidence that technology integration in
morphology instructions sharpens morpheme analysis knowledge and skills, understanding
the right tools to use is fundamental for instructors to utilize them effectively. O'Brien et
al's (2019) study determined the role of technology-based tools in improving EFL
learners’ morpheme awareness to increase their reading accuracy, fluency, and spelling.
Surprisingly, the study did not emphasize a specific technology tool to use in classroom
instruction. Rather, the researchers showed teachers role in developing tailored
technology-based interventions based on the available technology resources and students'

learning needs to achieve desired learning outcomes. For example, the study used tablets

13
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as a gamification medium where students interacted with instructions and resources to
guide their EFL learning. While students required tailored instructions to use the tool
effectively, it provided a scalable and friendlier environment to interact with and learn

about morphemes to improve their English comprehension.

For optimal effectiveness, teachers should select technology tools based on student
needs and ensure structured guidance to maximize learning outcomes. The development
and introduction of AI technology with individualized student-centered learning

applications will help teachers in

CONCLUSION

Research has consistently shown that morphological instruction significantly improves
vocabulary retention, word recognition, and spelling accuracy in EFL learners. By
developing strong morphemic awareness, students can more effectively analyze, decode,
and construct words, leading to greater confidence and fluency in English communication.
Learners who receive effective morphemic instruction can apply their knowledge to form
vocabulary and engage in conversations more fluently. Morphological awareness, gained
through morpheme analysis, is essential for word identification, making it a primary goal

for English instructors.

Although research demonstrates positive outcomes from morpheme analysis in
Japanese EFL students, the effectiveness of morpheme-based instruction depends on
various factors, including instructional approaches, resource availability, learner
engagement, student perceptions, technology integration, and teacher expertise. To
optimize learning outcomes, EFL educators must tailor instructional strategies to address
students’ linguistic challenges and psychological barriers while fostering active

engagement with morphemic structures.

Further research is needed to explore how different instructional approaches — such as
explicit instruction, interactive spelling, and Al-driven language learning tools — can be
combined to maximize the effectiveness of morphemic instruction in EFL settings. By
continuing to refine these strategies, educators can equip learners with the analytical skills

necessary to enhance vocabulary acquisition and achieve greater language proficiency.
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