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Abstract

This study set forth to assess phonemic awareness among Grade One learners of Public Primary
Schools in Mathira East District of Nyeri County, Kenya. This study was based on the
Sociocultural Theory of human learning. The study population comprised of 40 public primary
schools in Mathira East District of Nyeri County, Kenya with a population of 1382 pupils in Grade
One. The study sampled 4 public primary schools in line with Gay’s (1996) postulation that a
sample size of 10% would be representative. The Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation
was individually administered by the researchers to test whether the Grade One learners could
distinguish the basic phonemes within the spoken word. Each test was marked and scores for each
learner recorded. The learners were then categorised into phonemically aware, demonstrating
emerging phonemic awareness and lacking phonemic awareness. The study also found that
learners experienced pronunciation problems with the voiceless palato-alveolar fricative sound /7,
the voiced dental fricative /d/, the voiced palato-alveolar affricate /d3/, the high, long, back and
rounded vowel /u:/ and the diphthongs /ai/ and /e1/. Two linguists with a bias in language education
were also interviewed by the researcher in order to recommend the best strategies of enhancing
phonemic awareness. The study recommends that phonemic awareness strategies that take into
cognizance the alphabetic principle and orthographic familiarity should be employed in the
teaching of phonemes. This study concludes that scaffolding explicit phonemic awareness
strategies is necessary to ensure that students achieve success in reading and writing.
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Introduction
Phonological awareness refers to the awareness that deals with parts of oral language such

as sentences and / or whole words (Uhry, 1999). According to Reutzel and Cooter (2005),
phonological awareness is not synonymous with phonemic awareness. Phonemic awareness,
therefore, is a sub category of phonological awareness that refers to the understanding that words
are composed of individual sounds called phonemes and the ability to manipulate these phonemes
(Koutsoftas et al., 2009; Yopp & Yopp, 2000; Cunningham, 1990; Juel, 1988). Phonemic
awareness has also been defined as “a child’s basic understanding that speech is composed of a
series of individual sounds, which provides the foundation for phonics and spelling” (Tompkins,
2010, p.146).

Phonemic awareness is considered the most important phonological element to the
successful acquisition of reading and writing (Yopp, 1992; Reutzel & Cooter, 2005; Juel, 1988;
Yopp, 1988). It has, for example, been noted that poor readers who enter first grade phonemically
unaware are very likely to remain readers at the end of fourth grade, since their lack of phonemic
awareness contributes to their slow acquisition of word recognition skill (Juel, 1988). Linguists
such as Stanovich (1986), Cunningham and Stanovich (1992) and Walberg and Tsai (1983) have
explained on the reciprocal influences the so-called “Matthew effects” can have on academic
achievement. The concept of the “Matthew effects” is derived from the Bible in Matthew 25:29
which describes a rich-get-richer and poor-get-poorer phenomenon. Thus, applying this concept
to reading, we note that learners who begin reading with little phonological awareness have
progressively greater difficulty acquiring more complex reading skills like alphabetic coding, word
recognition and comprehension (Stanovich, 1986). This may be referred to as a negative Matthew
effect (poor-get-poorer). The converse is true resulting into a positive Matthew effect (or rich -get-
richer) where learners who quickly develop effective decoding strategies find reading enjoyable
(Stanovich, 1993) since phonemic awareness is essential in developing alphabetic principle
(Torgesen, Al Otaiba & Grek, 2005). Therefore, phonemic awareness is a crucial concept for
students to learn because of how it greatly impacts the outcome of a child’s writing and reading
skills (Reading & Van Deuren, 2007).

Reading and writing are integral part of any education system (Juel, 1988). One of the best
predictors of whether a child will function competently in school and contribute actively in the

society is the level to which the child progresses in reading and writing. In other words, reading is



a basic skill that is used in all aspects of education, which makes it one of the most important skills
taught in schools today (Moats, 1999). However, reading in English language is a complicated
system of skills and knowledge (Adams, 1990; Putman, 2005). This is because to decode the
written words in English, children learn that the spoken words they hear are composed of sounds
represented by letters of the alphabet (Ehri, 2005). In order to learn how to read, therefore, a child
must have the ability to analyze words to elucidate the sounds involved in words and then
eventually connect them to letters (Mason, 1984). A fundamental insight developed in children’s
early years through instruction and which helps in reading is the alphabetic principle, the
understanding that there is a systematic relationship between letters and sounds (Adams, 1990).
However, alphabet knowledge is very complex, but necessary for young children to know and
understand (Massengill & Sundberg, 2006; Gibson & Levin, 1975). An understanding of the
alphabet knowledge is an important facet of phonemic awareness assessment.

Phonemic awareness assessment in kindergarten is one of the best predicators of how well
children will learn to read (NRP, 2000). According to Yopp (1988), learners having phonemic
awareness can rhyme, blend sounds, count the sounds in a word, segment words into sounds, and
manipulate such as substitute, add, and delete sounds in words (Yopp, 1988). Researchers have
noted that one of the most basic difficulties in learning to read stems from a failure in the
acquisition of phonological awareness (Adams, 1990). However, despite this well documented
relationship between phonological awareness skills and learning to read and spell words correctly,
questions about the best strategies of enhancing phonemic awareness still remain unexplored in
Kenyan Primary schools. One widely-used assessment of phonemic awareness is the Yopp-Singer
Test of Phoneme Segmentation which was developed in 1988 and revised for classroom usage in
1995 (NRP, 2000). The Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation identifies whether a student
can distinguish the basic sounds (phonemes) within the spoken word®. This study, therefore,
intends to assess phonemic awareness among Grade One learners of Public Primary Schools in

Mathira East District of Nyeri County, Kenya.

3 Other tests normally used to test phonemic awareness include: The Phonological Awareness Test
(Robertson & Salter, 1995); the Test of Phonological Awareness (Torgesen & Bryant, 1994); and the
DIBELS Phoneme Segmentation Fluency (PSF)



Theoretical Framework

This study was based on the Vygotskian Sociocultural Theory. The major tenet of the
Sociocultural Theory is that social interaction plays a fundamental role in the development of
cognition. In other words, the Sociocultural Theory regards learning a second language as a
semiotic process where participation in socially mediated activities is very important (Ellis, 2000).
The Sociocultural Theory, therefore, emphasizes a paradigm of teacher-student interaction where
the role of the adult is that of collaborator and co-constructor.

Another important tenet of the Vygotsky’s theory is the idea that the potential for cognitive
development is limited to the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)*. This zone is the area of
exploration for which the learner is cognitively prepared, but requires help and interaction to
develop fully (Ellis, 2000). Therefore, supporting children's active position in their learning and
assisting them in becoming self-regulated learners is at the heart of the ZPD. In other words, the
ZPD places instruction on the part of the teacher as assisting and guiding learner development and
intellectual possibilities in collaborative activities. Ohta (2000) argues that “the construct of the
ZPD specifies that development cannot occur if too much assistance is provided or if a task is too
easy” (p. 52). Similarly, Aljaafreh and Lantolf (1994) argue that mediation needs to be contingent
- meaning that teachers must balance the giving and withholding of guidance and assistance. The
quality of interaction between the child and the adult is, therefore, dialogical in nature and is based
in the respect of children's interests and needs (Bodrova & Leong, 1996).

A practical implication of the Vygotsky's theory is scaffolding. Scaffolding, as aptly
captured by Kao (2010), is one of the cardinal concepts in the Sociocultural Theory, in which the
teacher creates supportive conditions in which the learner can participate, and extend his or her
current skills and knowledge to higher levels of competence. The concept of scaffolding describes
the role of adults or more knowledgeable peers in guiding children's learning and development
(Stone, 1998; Hammond 2002). Scaffolding is an attempt to operationalise the concept of teaching
in the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (Wells, 1999)°. Therefore, a teacher or more

experienced peer is able to provide the learner with "scaffolding” to support the learner’s evolving

4 The ZPD, defined as the distance between what a student can do with and without help (Vygotsky, 1978), is used to
explain the social and participatory nature of teaching and learning.



understanding of knowledge domains or development of complex skills. The tenets of the

Sociocultural Theory make it an appropriate framework for this study.

Methodology of the Study
This section is divided into the following sub sections: Participants and settings, materials

and procedures, data presentation and analysis as discussed below:

Participants and Settings
The target population of this study comprised of 40 public primary schools in Mathira East

Sub County of Nyeri County, Kenya with a population of 1382 pupils in Grade One. The study
sampled 4 public primary schools in line with Gay’s (1996) postulation that a sample size of 10%
would be representative. 164 children from 4 public primary schools in Mathira East Sub County
participated in the study. The first graders were selected because Mason and Allen (1986) note that
developmental literacy learning occurs during the first years of a child's life and is crucial to
literacy acquisition (McGee & Lomax, 1990). In addition, according to Massengill and Sundberg
(2006), the earlier a child is exposed to literacy the more successful a student they will become.
The study will be conducted in Mathira East Sub County in Nyeri County. Nyeri County is a
county in the central region of Kenya and which comprises eight Sub Counties namely: Nyeri
Central, Mathira West, Mathira East, Kieni East, Kieni West, Nyeri South, Mukurweini and Tetu.

Materials and Procedures

The materials used in this study included the Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation and an
interview schedule. The Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation was originally designed for
English speaking kindergarteners; however, it has also been used to test phonemic awareness
among first grade learners and older children. The Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation is
individually administered orally by the teacher. In the current study, the Yopp-Singer Test of
Phoneme Segmentation was administered by the researchers in the school context in order to test
whether the Grade One learners in Mathira East Sub County of Nyeri County could distinguish
the basic phonemes within the spoken word (cf. Appendix A). Learners were given the following
directions upon administration of the test. For example,

Today we're going to play a word game. I'm going to say a word and | want you to break the word
apart. You are going to say the word slowly, and then tell me each sound in the word in order. For



example, if [ say “old: you should say “/o/-I\l-/d/”. (The researcher says the sound, not the letters.)
Let's try a few words together.
Each learner was given the list of 22 words and asked to segment the words into phonemes

in a timeframe of between 5 to 15 minutes per learner (Yopp, 1995). The researchers kept the
assessment playful and game-like. For example, can you tell me all the sounds you hear in the
word “dog”? If the learner responded correctly, the researcher said, "That’s right”. If the learner
gave an incorrect response, the learner would be corrected. The researcher circled the numbers of
all the correct answers. If the learner responded with a partial segmentation (“/d/-/og/”), the
researcher would record the response as given, then, say something like: “That's close, but you
only separated some of the sounds. Please separate all of them like this: dog is “/d/, /o/,/g/”. If a
learner restated the word, the researcher would encourage the separation of the sounds saying,
“Yes, the word is “dog.” If the learner continued to restate the word, the researcher would record
that response. If the learner segmented the word correctly, the researcher would circle the correct
answer and scaffold the learner by saying “very good”. Each test was marked and scores for each
learner recorded. Correct responses were only those that involved articulation of each phoneme in
the target word (cf. Appendix B). The learner’s score was the number of items correctly segmented
into all constituent phonemes.

An interview schedule was also used as an instrument of data collection (cf. Appendix C).
Two linguists with a bias in language education were also interviewed by the researcher in order

to recommend the best strategies of enhancing phonemic awareness.

Data Presentation and Analysis
The data for this study were qualitatively analysed. The learners were categorised into
phonemically aware, demonstrating emerging phonemic awareness and lacking phonemic
awareness. For example, learners who segmented all or nearly all of the items correctly (17-22
items correctly) were considered phonemically aware. Learners who correctly segmented some
items (7-16 correct) were categorised as displaying emerging phonemic awareness. Learners who
segmented only a few items or none at all (0-6 items correct) were categorised as lacking

appropriate levels of phonemic awareness. Data were then presented in terms of pie charts.



Findings and Discussion
This study set forth to assess phonemic awareness among Grade One learners of Public

Primary Schools in Mathira East District of Nyeri County, Kenya. Based on this objective, the
study classified learners into phonemically aware, demonstrating emerging phonemic awareness

and lacking phonemic awareness as shown in the Figure 1 below:

O Phonemically
Aware

m Lacking Phonemic
Awareness

O Demonstrating
Emerging

. o Phonemic

Figure 1: Classification of Learners Awareness

58 of the learners were identified as having phonemically awareness, 74 of the learners
were identified as demonstrating emerging phonemic awareness while 32 were identified as
lacking phonemic awareness. The learners lacking phonemic awareness demonstrated difficulty
with letter / sound correspondence and were unable to decode unknown words.

Second, the study found that learners experienced what we have referred to in this study as
consonant displacement pronunciation problem which was manifested in various ways. For
example, the learners had problems segmenting words with the voiceless palato-alveolar fricative
sound /f/ (she), the voiced dental fricative /d/ (that), the voiceless dental fricative /6/ (three) and
the voiced palato-alveolar affricate /d3/ (job) in the following words in the Yopp-Singer Test of
Phoneme Segmentation. This is a very common problem among speakers of English as a second
language. The problem emanates from a situation where an English consonant sound does not
occur in the speaker’s first language as a phoneme. The speaker therefore pronounces the
consonant that is nearest to the target sound in terms of the place or manner of articulation.

Third, voicing problems were also noted in the articulation of the word “dog”. Two learners
articulated it as “tog” instead of dog. The learners ended up substituting the voiced consonant with

the voiceless consonant that has a similar place and manner of articulation.



Fourth, prenasalization of consonants was also noted in a few cases. This was evident
because the English language morphology does not allow the existence of a nasal and a consonant
cluster in the word initial position. However, many Kenyan languages have this kind of cluster
(nasal + consonant+ in the word initial position). Some learners transferred this kind of structure
to English, resulting in errors. For example, the words “dog”, “by” and “do” were pronounced as
/ndpg /, /mbar / and /ndw) respectively.

The study also identified pronunciation problems with vowel sounds. For example, the study
identified cases of vowel displacement in learners. The learners, therefore, had difficulties
producing those vowel sounds that do not occur in their first language. This is because almost all
Kenyan languages do not have corresponding number of vowel sounds to English. The most
problematic sounds were the high, long, back and rounded vowel /u: / as in grew / gru:/ which was
pronounced with a short /o/ and the diphthongs /ai/ and /e1/ as in wave, race and lay. The learners,
probably because of the challenge of producing such vowel sounds which do not exist in their first
languages would articulate the vowel sound in the English language that is nearest to the target
sound. The learners also exhibited what one of the linguists referred to as the simplification of
diphthongs. The English language has 8 diphthongs, while most Kenyan languages do not have
any. Many learners, therefore, simplified the diphthongs by replacing them with vowels
(monophthongs). For example, wave and race was pronounced as /wlv/ and /rlv/ respectively.

The linguists with a bias in language education interviewed by the researchers in this study
noted that that orthographic awareness and phonological awareness depend on each other and
ultimately work in concert to help the learner break the code of an alphabetic writing system. The
linguists also noted that effective early interventions can decrease the number of students
exhibiting reading difficulties in later elementary and secondary grades. The linguists opined that
“there is a need to explicitly including phonemic awareness in emergent literacy activities in a
playful context”. This finding concurs with Kourea’s (2007) argument that intensive instruction in
phonemic / phonological awareness increases the scores of first-grade students on letter / sound
and phoneme segmentation fluency. It has also been found that “phonemic awareness activities
should be playful and engaging, interactive and social, and should stimulate curiosity and
experimentation with language” (Yopp & Yopp, 2000, p.132).

The linguists identified the following strategies of enhancing phonemic awareness:

phonemic segmentation, phonemic manipulation (phoneme substitution (when the initial sound,



middle sound or the final sound in a word is replaced / substitute with another sound); phoneme
addition and phoneme deletion), phonemic blending, phoneme isolation and the use of oddity
tasks. According to Yopp (1992), phonemic segmentation involves the decomposition of a syllable
into its component phonemes. One of the linguists had this to say:

Effective phonemic instruction should incorporate explicit instruction in sound
manipulation activities. Children should be given the opportunity to read a variety of books
and practise segmenting while reading. The manipulations of individual segments help the
learner to acquire abstract representations of phonemes. Teaching young readers to
segment words into individual phonemes is one of the best practices in helping children
learn to read.

According to Ukrainetz (2006), emphasis should be placed on segmenting words into phonemes.

Segmentation operations like counting sounds or phonemes in a word, identification of syllables
in a word and the identification of the onset and the vocalic or syllabic consonant in a word
(Gathigia & Rutere, 2016).

Phoneme manipulation was also identified as an effective strategy of enhancing phonemic
awareness by the linguists. The linguists noted that the ability to manipulate sounds to form
different words in order to support the flexible use of sound knowledge is one component of the
reading and writing process. One of the linguists posited that phonemic manipulation may take the
form of phoneme substitution or phoneme deletion, that is, the learner being asked to pronounce a
word after its first, middle, or last phoneme has been deleted or substituted. Phonemic
manipulation may also occur when a learner is expected to add a phoneme to a word (Gathigia &
Rutere, 2016). According to Massengill and Sundberg (2006), children should learn through
“active” exploration of the relationships between letter names, the sounds of letter names, their
visual characteristics and the motor movement involved in their formation.

In addition, the linguists proposed the blending of phonemes as an effective method of
enhancing phonemic awareness instruction for elementary grade learners. According to Gathigia
and Rutere (2016), phoneme blending is a practice in which phonemes in spoken and written
language are blended. One of the linguists had this to say of blending of phonemes:

Systematic instruction in word recognition that employs the blending of phonemes is an
important component of effective early reading process. Difficulties in learning to read are
most commonly caused by weakness in understanding the blending of phonemes.

The linguist added that the ability to orally blend words may involve the blending of syllables, the

blending of the onset and rime and lastly, the blending of phoneme with another phoneme in a



playful environment to scaffold phoneme awareness. This is in consonance with Yopp’s (1992)
postulation that phonemic awareness tasks need to be conducted while focusing on playful or
game-like strategies.

Phoneme isolation was also identified as an effective strategy of enhancing phonemic
awareness. According to Yopp (1992), phoneme isolation refers to the ability to recognise the
separate phonemes in words. One of the linguists opined the following:

The first phoneme in a syllable is the easiest to identify, then the final phoneme, and lastly,
the middle phoneme in that order. Therefore, a learner can be asked to name the first sound
in a word, then, the last sound and then, finally, the middle sound in a word. This will help
the teacher check that the children understand the concepts of first, last and middle before
asking questions.

According to Turuk (2008), any strategy which emphasizes the importance of social and

collaborative aspects of learning can scaffold and assist in the second language acquisition process.

The use of oddity tasks was also noted by the linguists as one of the effective strategy of
enhancing phonemic awareness instruction for Grade One learners. According to Gathigia and
Rutere (2016), oddity may involve the comparing and contrasting of sounds of words for rhyme
and alliteration. In other words, oddity tasks require the learner to identify which word is different
when presented with a set of three or four words. One of the linguists suggested that “a teacher
can ask the learner which two words begin with the same sound or which two words end with the
same sound from a list of words. Similarly, a teacher can also ask the learners which word does
not have the same middle sound in a list of words”. According to Torgesen and Mathes (1998),
the use of oddity tasks enhances phonemic awareness and increases the learners understanding of
the written word.

Recommendations
First, the study recommends the use of phonemic awareness strategies that take into cognizance

the alphabetic principle and orthographic familiarity in the teaching of phonemes. Second, the
study recommends the use of the Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation in the testing of
phonemic awareness among Grade One learners. The appropriateness of the Yopp-Singer Test of
Phoneme Segmentation, for example, stems from the fact that phonemic awareness intervention
strategies require the adult to be able to hold the attention of every child and provide several
practice opportunities with feedback on errors within a short session (Koutsoftas et al., 2009).
Third, the study recommends the building of a solid literacy education which is a vital action

required for the development of phonemic awareness in beginning readers. Thus, learners who
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were classified as lacking phonemic awareness ability should be given training focusing on the
spoken sounds of language. In addition, looking through a sociocultural lens, the study
recommends that successful language classrooms instructions should be within the learner’s zone
of proximal development (ZPD) and that successful learning process cannot be an individual’s
unmediated or unassisted effort but a collaborative process. Therefore, learners need to expand
and bridge their ZPD through support received from their language teachers. The social process,
interactions and the use of scaffolding will strengthen the reciprocal relationship between the
learner and the teacher as postulated by Vygotsky’s (1978) theory which promotes a learning
context in which the teacher acts as a facilitator of meaning construction during the instruction
process.
Conclusions

The objective of this study was to assess phonemic awareness among Grade One learners of Public
Primary Schools in Mathira East District of Nyeri County, Kenya. In light of the findings and
recommendations of this study, we conclude that learners of Grade One in Public Primary Schools
in Mathira East District of Nyeri County, Kenya can be classified into the following: Learners
having phonemically awareness; learners demonstrating emerging phonemic awareness; and
learners lacking phonemic awareness. Consequently, the study concludes that scaffolding explicit
phonemic awareness strategies is necessary to ensure that learners lacking phonemic awareness
achieve success in reading and writing. Scaffolding will allow teachers to move away from the
direct instruction of a traditional classroom and search for a richer educational tool. Second, the
study concludes that phonemic awareness is essential in developing alphabetic principle and
orthographic familiarity which are necessary for learning to read. According to Shapiro (2011), if
a child cannot identify initial sounds or blend sounds together they are unlikely to develop later
reading skills. Third, the study concludes that skills like phoneme blending, phoneme
segmentation, phoneme manipulation (phoneme substitution, phoeneme addition and phoneme
deletion), phoneme isolation and the use of oddity tasks are important strategies for enhancing

phonemic awareness.
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Appendix A: Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation

Student's name Date
Score
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Directions: Today we're going to play a word game. I'm going to say a word and | want you to

break the word apart. You are going to tell me each sound in the word in order. For example, if |

say "old," you should say "/o/-/l/-d/."

(Administrator: Be sure to say the sounds, not the letters, in the word.) Let's try a few together.

Practice items: (Assist the child in segmenting these items as necessary.) ride, go, man

Test items: (Circle those items that the student correctly segments; incorrect responses may be
recorded on the blank line following the item.)

1. dog 12. lay
2. keep 13. race
3. fine 14. zoo
4.no 15. three
5. she 16. job
6. wave 17.in
7. grew 18. ice
8. that 19. at
9. red 20. top
10. me 21. by
11. sat 22.do

Appendix B: Answer Key for the Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation
1. dog /d/-1o/l-/gl 3 | 12. lay NI-ler/ 2
2. keep IKI-T0:1-1Ipl 3 | 13.race Irl-ler/-/s/ 3
3. fine [f/- a1 [-In/ 3 | 14. zoo 2] - lu:/ 2
4.no Inl-1au/ 2 | 15. three 10/-Irl-1i:/ 3
5. she 111-1i:f 2 | 16.job [dz/-Iol-/bl 3
6. wave wl-1lerl-N/ 3 |17.in hl-n/ 2
7. grew lgl- Irl- fu:/ 3 18. ice [ a/-Is/ 2
8. that 10/-1&®/-1t/ 3119 at lal-1t] 2
9. red Irl- lel- [d/ 3 20. top ItI-1vo /- Ipl 3
10. me Im/- [i:/ 2 | 21. by /bl-l ar/ 2
11. sat Isl-1a&l-1t/ 3 |22.do fd/-u:/ 2

Appendix C: Interview Schedule for Linguists

The purpose of this interview schedule is to get your views on the best strategies of enhancing

phonemic awareness among Grade One learners.
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(i) Do orthographic awareness and phonological awareness depend on each other? How?

Why?
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