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Abstract

Robust research is available to provide empirical evidence of phonological awareness as the predictor
of reading success. Phonological awareness, which is one of the early literacy skills, is referred to as
the ability to recognize, identify, and attend to the sounds of a language, and it is a critical skill for
reading development (Verissimo et al., 2021). The purpose of this study was three-fold: (a) to
identify phonological awareness deficits among students with reading difficulties, (b) to investigate
the significant impact of phonological awareness instruction on reading achievement among students
with reading difficulties, and (c) to design and implement an intervention program using
phonological awareness instruction for special education needs (SEN) teachers. The textbooks were
selected for their sociocultural relevance to Bhutanese students. The key findings revealed that
phonological awareness instruction significantly improved students’ reading skills, highlighting its
effectiveness as a targeted intervention for students with reading difficulties. Therefore, it is argued
that the current findings call for English language teachers to implement targeted phonological
awareness intervention as per the need of students with reading difficulties.

Keywords: Children with reading difficulties, phonological awareness instruction, reading
achievement, reading difficulty, Bhutan
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Introduction

In Bhutanese education system, the medium of instruction in teaching and learning for all the
subjects is British English except for the Dzongkha subject taught in national language Dzongkha
from pre-primary to university education. Therefore, English is the second language for Bhutanese
children and from the social linguistics perspective a language is considered as second language
when it is used alongside national language in schools and colleges, for business transaction, and for
official use (Saville-Troike, 2012). However, while acquiring a second language has diverse
opportunities, italso entails significant challenges. Many students are confronted with the task
of overcoming the language barrier that ~ adversely  affects  their  literacy  development.
Moreover, although there exists a wide volume of research literature on
the discovery and intervention for reading difficulties of native English speakers, research in
reading difficulties experienced by English as second language learners is limited (Rosenman &
Madelaine, 2012).

English, being the medium of instruction in Bhutan, dictates that students must have a
high proficiency in English reading comprehension in order to perform effectively with other
subjects such as science, mathematics, and social studies. Wangmo (2013) and Pem and Sukavatee
(2022) confirmed that the lower proficiency in reading skills and lack of English reading
comprehension abilities lead to poor performance in learning other academic subjects. Furthermore,
the Education Sector Review Commission (2008) reported that the students encountered pressing
educational issues in later years of life when they lacked rudimentary language competencies at their
primary level of education.

Studies have emphasized comprehensive model of the reading acquisition namely
phonological awareness as a pre-requisite for efficient word reading that lead to successful reading
comprehension in native English speakers (Mihai et al., 2014; Nkurunziza, 2024; Skibbe et al.,
2016). Similarly, the strong relationship between phonological awareness deficits and reading
difficulties is also well documented (Gu & Bi, 2020; Peng et al., 2021; Taha, 2021). Phonics
instruction is a focus in the pre-primary and primary schools but a majority of students with reading
difficulties continue to struggle to read at the appropriate grade level (Pem & Sukavatee, 2022; Weru
& Oteino, 2024). Additionally, the lack of phonological awareness skills hinders struggling readers
from learning how to decode and spell words effectively (Ryder et al., 2008). Numerous studies
(Denton, 2013; Gillon, 2018; Kelly et al., 2019) have already provided scientific evidence on the
merits of phonological awareness in reading programs. However, despite decades of reading
comprehension research, limited amount of time is spent using evidence-based methods in
classrooms (Elleman & Oslund, 2019).

Research on reading difficulties for population of English language learners is a recent
concept, and researchers have only recently begun to investigate the efficacy of phonological
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awareness instruction to non-native English speakers (Wood et al., 2009). Similarly, there is very
little research conducted on the phonological awareness in Bhutan’s context and particularly among
students with reading difficulties. Therefore, this research intended to address this knowledge gap by
investigating efficacy of phonological awareness instructions into the emergent reading programs in
Bhutan and drawing implications for students with reading difficulties, students without reading
difficulties, teachers, and policy. The main research objective was to investigate the effectiveness of
using phonological awareness for reading instruction to increase reading achievement among
students with reading difficulties. To achieve this objective, the following research questions were
posed for this study:
(a) What are the areas of phonological awareness deficits experienced by students with reading
difficulties?
(b) What is the significant impact of phonological awareness instruction on reading achievement
among students with reading difficulties?
(c) What are the appropriate intervention programs for phonological awareness instruction that
can be designed and implemented by special education teachers?

Literature Review

Phonological awareness, which is defined as the ability to attend to the sounds of a language, is a
critical skill for reading development (Anku, 2024; Verissimo et al, 2021). Explicit instruction in
phonological awareness teaches readers the connection between speech and print (Layes et al., 2020).
An important feature of phonological awareness instruction is teaching readers the relationship
between graphemes in written language and phonemes in spoken language (Milankov, 2021).
Further, Ehri's theory of orthographic mapping (Ehri, 2005) indicates that understanding letter-sound
relationships is crucial for children's reading and spelling abilities, both within and beyond the text.
More recent studies have extensively documented the effectiveness of phonological
awareness instruction for overcoming reading difficulties among beginner readers (Layes et al.,
2020; Milankov, 2021; Verissimo, 2021). In fact, converging research from literally hundreds of
experimental and training studies have demonstrated a strong association between phonological
awareness knowledge and reading and spelling achievement (Anku, 2024; Melby-Lervag et al.,
2012). Further, Ryder et al. (2008) and Stevenson (2023) reported that children in a reading
intervention program emphasizing phonological awareness improved their ability to recognize words
and comprehend the reading text. It was also noted that children who developed phonological
awareness skills also learnt how to read fluently and accurately at a faster rate (Ntino, 2024; Zhou et
al., 2023). The inclusion of phonological awareness training in discriminating rhyme, alliteration and
phonemic sounds increased the reading rate of children with reading difficulties (Denton et al., 2013;
Otaiba et al., 2010). Phonological awareness instruction is also recommended for teaching literacy
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skills to bilingual children (Palle et al., 2019; Soto et al., 2019). It was found that young bilingual
preschoolers who were taught nursery rhymes and alliteration activities developed the listening skills
necessary for learning English as a second language (Palle et al, 2019; Soto et al, 2019).

Reading is a complex cognitive skill that requires the reader to recognise words and
comprehend the text (Elleman & Oslund, 2019). Struggling readers often struggle to learn how to
read because of their inability to recognize and manipulate the sounds of their native language
(Stuart, 2005). The lack of phonological awareness skills hinders struggling readers from learning
how to decode and spell words effectively (Ryder et al., 2008).

Studies (Mihai et al., 2014; Skibbe et al. 2016; Verissimo et al., 2021) have supported
phonological awareness as the most powerful predictor of the ease of initiating reading acquisition
and subsequent reading achievement. In fact, there are studies (Ferraz et al., 2018; Memisevic et al.,
2022) that proved the importance of phonological awareness particularly in word recognition,
reading fluency and accuracy, and reading speed and comprehension, emphasizing the need for early
intervention of this meta skill (Wanzek et al., 2019). In addition, numerous studies (El Sayed et al.,
2024; Lindeblad et al., 2016; Young, 2024) have supported the use of assistive technology and other
manipulatives as reading interventions and supporting phonological awareness instruction for
students with reading difficulties. The assistive technology included graphic organizers, tablets,
audiobooks and digital books, screen readers, and text-to-speech software programs to name a few.

This intervention of phonological awareness instruction confirmed the prevention in
development of learning disabilities (Amorim et al., 2020; Anku, 2024; Ntino, 2024), and such
prevention is particularly important because learning disabilities can lead to consequences such as
students dropping out of school, developing low self-esteem, and demonstrating maladaptive
behaviors. Particularly, students from underprivileged backgrounds who are at risk for reading
difficulties later developed emotional and behavioral difficulties as well (Menting et al., 2011).
Worryingly, study suggests students of rural background in Bhutan lack reading skills because of
limited exposure to pleasurable reading materials, reading programs, and insufficient parental support
at home, resulting in poor academic learning (Pem & Sukavatee, 2022). Further, Wangmo (2017)
asserted that students with reading difficulties in Bhutan did not receive any targeted intervention
leading to retention in the same grade but their ‘underlying memory process were equal to their peers
who had been promoted’ (Wangmo, 2017) in the next grade. Studies (Wangmo, 2017; Wigfield et
al., 2016) have confirmed that retention of students in the same grade greatly increases the likelihood
of less motivation in learning, reduced satisfaction with school and at risk of dropping out of school.

Despite the robust empirical evidence regarding predictors of success in reading utilizing
phonological awareness, teachers in schools are not always aware of this evidence and do not know
how to apply it in their real classroom practice (Verissimo et al., 2021). It is no different in Bhutan’s
context, where a study by Wangmo (2013) confirmed that teachers in Bhutan have limited
knowledge of how to teach students with special needs. In addition, inadequate curriculum materials
and lack of specific skills programs in supporting reading contributed to the presence of students with
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reading difficulties in Bhutanese classrooms.
Methodology

Design

This study employed a qualitative case study involving six students who received a phonological
awareness intervention for 15 minutes, twice a week, over eight weeks. The case study method
enabled the researchers to conduct an in-depth assessment of the participants and to deepen their
understanding of the nature of reading difficulties. An important implication of the case study is the
opportunity to adjust the intervention program to suit individual participant (Yin, 2018). The need to
make individually appropriate adjustments is not only at the beginning of the intervention procedure
but over the course of the entire intervention.

Materials

The Gough-Kastler-Roper (GKR) phonological awareness test (Roper, 1984) was the assessment
instrument used to measure awareness in six areas namely — segmentation, blending, deletion of
initial phoneme, deletion of final phoneme, initial phoneme substitution and final phoneme
substitution. The GKR test has been effectively utilized in previous research, including randomized
controlled trials and case studies, to assess phonological awareness in diverse populations (Evans et
al., 2014; Tse & Nicholson, 2014). The teachers also developed lessons for reading using selected
commercially available phonological awareness books in English based on their suitability to
sociocultural context of Bhutanese students. These reading lessons were developed in consultation
with the researchers and lesson observation sheets were used. Further, supplementary pictures were
used from Internet sources in addition to the phonological picture story books provided.

Participants

A total of six students with reading difficulties were selected for this case study. The students are all
enrolled in a public primary school that supported SEN program in Paro, Bhutan. The students were
selected based on the teachers’ recommendation and the assessment of Individualized Education Plan
(IEP) for each of the students. The students’ ability in phonological awareness was assessed using the
GKR phonological awareness test (Roper, 1984) to determine their levels of phonological awareness
before intervention and considered as crucial. Three teachers were selected, and each teacher was
responsible for teaching two students.
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Data Collection Procedures

The six selected students with reading difficulties underwent a period of eight weeks of intervention,
receiving 15 minutes of phonological awareness instruction for two days per week. Prior to providing
the intervention with the six students, the teachers were trained in administering phonological
awareness materials that consisted of GKR phonological test, phonological awareness books and
pictures. During the intervention the teachers were required to use the materials as prescribed by the
researchers. The students’ performance was monitored and recorded individually by the assigned
teacher administering the GKR phonological test and lesson observation sheet. Series of lessons were
developed using the commercially available phonological awareness English textbooks as well as
supplementary picture materials obtained from Internet sources. Individualized instruction was given
for each child in the study. The teachers collected and recorded data using GKR phonological test for
each student for each intervention session. A focussed group interview was conducted at the end of
the intervention period to elicit information on the teachers’ perspectives on the appropriate design
and implementation of an intervention program using phonological awareness.

Data Analysis

The results derived from GKR phonological test assessed each of the child’s ability to identify,
blend, and manipulate the sounds of speech. The recorded semi-structured interviews were
transcribed verbatim and analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) in identifying
themes.

Results

The major goal of the present study was to investigate whether reading intervention using
phonological awareness is effective to significantly improve the reading ability of children with
reading difficulties. All three SEN teachers agreed that phonological awareness instruction
immensely enhanced the reading skills of the six students as compared to their initial reading
assessment. For example, one of the teachers compared how these children in the initial phase of the
intervention faced difficulties in pronouncing initial sounds and CVC words, and made so much
progress with one to two sessions of intervention program provided:

Within one to two weeks of start of this program, after teaching these children,

especially the children who do not have the initial sound, they are able to read the CVC

words. And then also the children who are not able to read the CVC words have

improved in reading and are able to read the two syllable words. (T1)
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Similarly, T2 supported that without the awareness of phonics and initial sounds in these
children, reading of words will not be possible and that this intervention of using phonological
awareness instruction have immensely supported in reading basic words efficiently. For instance, the
T2 said:

... the child has to be very much familiar and aware with sounds ... the phonics. This is

very essential and if the child cannot have the sound of the letters, how can he read the

words. | think this program has made our kids to learn and at least read some basic words.

However, the discussion for this section will focus on two children of whom one showed the
most significant improvement and another who showed the least improvement. In representing the
outcomes of this case study, the results of two students have been discussed. The discussion is based
on the research questions posed for this study.

Phonological Awareness Deficits

Child A

Child A lives with her divorced father who works as a cook in the school. She is sociable, loves to
play basketball and is an obedient student. Initially, it was observed that Child A was unable to read
certain letter sounds of some alphabets for example the sound for ‘x’, ‘j,” ‘q,” ‘w,” and ‘z.” Her
reading ability was hindered by her inability to blend and segment letter sounds as evident from the
outcomes of GKR phonological test. It was also observed that she was only able to read two-syllable

words during reading sessions.

Child B

Child B lives with his parents, and his father works as a carpenter. He is good at games and is
physically fit. He enjoys mathematics. He struggles with low self-esteem and finds it hard to interact
with his peers. It was observed that the child struggled with blending and segmenting words
according to the outcomes of GKR phonological test. He also had difficulty identifying each letter
sound in the correct order. For example, he couldnot pronounce ‘pot,” ‘yak,” ‘nut,” and ‘hut.’
However, he was able to identify the initial sounds of words when presented with a series of pictures
but had difficulty identifying the sounds of all letters.

Impact of Phonological Awareness Instruction

Child A

After the eight-week intervention, the researchers conducted evaluations using phonological

awareness materials similar to those used by the teachers. It was evident that Child A was more

confident to sound out all the different letters. She was able to read CVC and CVCC words
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determined for grade three and four levels. She was also able to substitute and delete initial sounds of
words for example the letter ‘b’ in ‘band’ when replaced with the letter ‘w’ for ‘wand.” It was
observed that she was able to apply strategies of phonological awareness whenever she had difficulty
reading certain words in her textbook.

Child B

In evaluating the Child B, it was observed that he was able to read CVVC words, but his reading was
still slow and laborious. However, he has improved his proficiency in associating sounds with their
corresponding letters and blending them to read CVC words. His reading has improved since the
initial assessment due to ample opportunities to read aloud independently and the immediate
corrective feedback provided by the respective teacher during the eight-week intervention.

Appropriate Intervention Program for Teachers

One of the main aims of this research was to identify appropriate intervention programs that can be
designed and implemented by special education needs (SEN) teachers to enhance the reading skills
of students with reading difficulties. Four thematic categories were identified from the focus group
interview: (a) aspects of phonological awareness instruction that requires more emphasis, (b) the
most important focus in designing phonological awareness instruction, (c) types of materials required
to enhance reading proficiency, and (d) the challenges in implementing phonological awareness
instruction.

Theme 1: Emphasis on aspects of phonological awareness

The emphasis on determining individual sound of letters is crucial for applying the skills of

segmenting and blending. Only when the students are aware of letter sounds, can they blend and

segment sounds to read words. For example, T3 said:
From my perspective, | feel that the first and foremost important thing is the sound. Because
when they have the ability to identify and manipulate the individual sound in the spoken
words then it is very crucial skill for developing the strong reading and spelling ability. After
knowing the sounds then only they are able to read the CVC words, then only they are able
to blend and segment. Then if sound is not there, then I think that blending and segmenting is
out of topic.

Similarly, T2 emphasized determining the individual sound of letter(s) by an individual as
crucial, as well as applying skills of blending and segmenting. This is what he said:
I think they have problem, firstly the sound letter sounds. We have taught them in the class
but still they have problem, because they are not really sure about letter sounds phonics.
Secondly, I think blending they could read in syllables, but it was quite difficult for them to
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blend the sound. So, I think blending as well as segmenting | found it is very important.
Because if we have this blending and segmentation basically, I think they can read some
words.

Theme 2: Focus in designing phonological awareness instruction
Teachers emphasized the need to first consider conducting a pre-test for children with reading
difficulties to understand where they struggle and then design phonological awareness instruction
accordingly. T2 said, “In order to design the program, first is we need to pre-test the children and see
like in which area they are lacking. ... if the child is still struggling with the initial sound, then we
have to start from the initial sound”.

Segregating students according to the support required was another focus raised when T3
said, “The main thing is segregation. We have to segregate children according to their ability and
then only we will be able to implement”.

Theme 3: Resources required for increasing reading proficiency

In terms of requirement of resources, all the teachers asserted that basic resources such as books,
color printing, pictures, worksheets are very much necessary. In addition, it was also reported that
there is a need for other materials besides the aforementioned resources, such as manipulatives,
tactile materials, and smart screens, which will prove to be more beneficial. For instance, T1
reported, “Besides what Sir mentioned, I also feel we need to have manipulatives like tiles, magnetic
letters, sand trays. So, through that we can be able to convince the child more because we have more
to do with hands on practices”.

Theme 4: Challenges encountered in implementing phonological awareness instruction

All the teachers agreed that time constrain was the main challenge that they encountered in
implementing the phonological awareness program. T2 said, “The time was limited for us as we have
to do it after school for 15 minutes only. Similarly, T3 said, “Definitely we need a lot of time,
without time a teacher cannot do it. So not having time is not important, but having spent quality
time is much important with the kids”.

Discussion

The positive impact of phonological awareness instruction in the present study supports the findings

in previous research (Anku, 2024; Layes et al., 2020; Kelly et al., 2019; Stevenson, 2023; Verissimo,

2021). The benefits and improvement in reading ability as evident for all the students with learning

difficulties in this study may be attributed to the direct impact of the intervention program. Despite

growing evidence supporting the importance of research-based instruction in phonological awareness

— one of the strongest predictors of later reading success in students with learning difficulties — such
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instructional practices appear to have been implemented with students only recently. Interestingly,
with the positive outcome of the intervention program for students with reading difficulties, it
appears that these teachers conducted awareness training for mainstream English language teachers
who have started implementing similar intervention programs to other group of students with reading
difficulties. One can assume that the teachers in this study perceived this intervention program as an
essential support mechanism for implementation by English teachers to support students with
learning difficulties.

In agreement with other research findings (Palle et al., 2019; Reading Rockets, 2015), the
teachers emphasized the need for students’ ability to determine letter(s) individual sound (phoneme)
as a primary requirement in learning to read or decode words efficiently. Specifically, they asserted
the need for these children to be well aware of letter sounds before teaching to blend and segment.
Both blending and segmenting are important reading and writing foundations. However, to read or
decode a word, the reader must determine phoneme and blend these sounds together to read a word
(Reading Rockets, 2015).

In line with the focus in designing phonological awareness instruction the teachers
emphasized the early screening and identification in these students with learning difficulties by using
pre-test assessment. This evidence confirms the previous work by Poulsen et al. (2017), in which it is
asserted that early screening for reading difficulties before the onset of instruction is desirable
because it allows intervention that is targeted at prevention rather than remediation of reading
difficulties. It is a tragedy of the first order that while the teachers are aware of the costs of waiting
too long, nothing much is done to support in identifying and helping these children before failure
takes hold. Indeed, in the majority of cases, there is no systematic identification in the earlier years,
and by that time, successful remediation becomes more difficult and costly. This finding reflects
previous studies (Cats et al., 2015; King-Sears et al., 2019) that emphasizes the need for early
identification of students with reading difficulties with conscious effort in terms of communication
and collaboration between school SEN team and English teachers.

In addition, the teachers underlined the need to provide the right kind of phonemic awareness
instruction depending on the need of the student and to be most efficient, as confirmed by numerous
studies (Carson et al., 2013; Carson et al., 2019; Freeman, 2016) that a preventive program should be
focused on the children who are most in need of special instruction particularly in the early stages of
reading development. This is especially important to accurately target the right children very early in
the process of reading instruction.

Interestingly, though the teachers agreed that basic resources such as books, color printing,
pictures, worksheets to name a few are much necessary, it also appears that teachers are well aware
of using manipulatives and assistive technology such as magnetic letters, sand trays and smart
screens for further enhancing the phonological awareness instruction. Numerous studies (Audrey et
al., 2006; Reading Rockets, 2015; Verismo et al., 2021) have indicated using assistive technology in
literacy and other manipulatives have significantly reinforced phonological instruction therefore
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increasing reading ability particularly for students with reading difficulties. Studies (Aftab et al.
(2024); ElSayed & Ahmed, 2024) asserted that the integration of assistive technology namely text-to-
speech software, graphic organizers, interactive and multimedia platforms (tablets, e-books etc.) in
phonological awareness instruction significantly improved reading comprehension skills in students
with learning disabilities. However, it is important that teachers and other professionals have a
variety of approaches supported by research to teach these important skills where appropriate in
Bhutan’s context.

In understanding the challenges, the teachers highlighted the need for ample time to conduct
phonological awareness instruction for successful implementation in supporting the students with
reading difficulties. Studies (Palle, 2019; Slavin et al., 2009; Soto et al., 2019) have suggested greater
intensity and duration of instruction is required because the increased explicitness of instruction for
children who are at risk for reading failure requires that more things be taught directly by the teacher.
This finding may be explained by the fact that the intervention program was conducted after school
sessions for 15 minutes for two days per week and that the students engaged are students with
reading difficulties.

In conclusion, phonological awareness ability is a critical predictor of early reading ability.
The literature review overwhelmingly supports phonological awareness training as critical for
children to be skillful and fluent beginner readers. Phonological awareness is a prerequisite for
reading acquisition and a consequence for reading proficiency in later years. In addition, research
findings (Layes et al., 2020; Vander Stappen & Van Reybroeck, 2018) also conclude that children
with phonological awareness skills achieve higher scores for spelling and comprehension activities.

The findings of the current study have important practical implications for teachers.
Specifically, the findings of this study highlight the need for teachers to recognize that instruction in
phonological awareness can facilitate the development of foundational reading skills. Particularly,
the emphasis should be placed on the early screening and identification of children who are at risk for
reading difficulties. An in-depth understanding of the relationship between phonological awareness
and reading acquisition can support teachers in designing effective instructional programs aimed at
preventing delays in the development of phonological skills. Further, empirical research related to
phonological awareness instruction and children with reading difficulties is extremely limited within
Bhutan’s unique socio-cultural context and remains a significant challenge for academics and
practitioners. This gap hinders both scholarly inquiry and the professional development of academics
and practitioners in the field of reading difficulties and phonological awareness. The findings from
this current study are expected to address this gap by contributing meaningfully to the expansion of
contextually relevant knowledge in Bhutan and provides a foundation for further research and
evidence-based practice in this critical area of literacy development particularly for children with
reading difficulties.
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