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Letter name knowledge is regarded as being among the soundest indicators of later reading skill
and an imperfectly established alphabetic knowledge is a well-known predictor of future reading
challenges. Hence, the purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of a synthetic
approach to phonics, specifically Jolly Phonics (JP), to determine its contribution to Omani
third graders’ acquisition of uppercase (UC) and lowercase (LC) recognition. The study sample
consisted of 117 Omani male and female third graders in two cycle one schools in Al-Dhahira
Governorate in the Sultanate of Oman during the academic year 2019/2020. The study employed
a quantitative descriptive research design, in which data was collected using an UC and LC
letter recognition test. The findings revealed that the although the third graders in this study’s
sample have on average achieved the JP programme’s objective in terms of UC and LC letter
recognition skills, not all students have achieved the minimum required level in this literacy
skill; whereby 43.6% of the students were below the minimum required level and the remaining
56.4% of students were at or above the minimum required level. Besides, there was a statistically
significant difference between third graders’ scores in UC letter recognition and LC recognition
in favour of UC letters. The study concluded with a set of recommendations for the MOE and
English teachers, in order to develop the delivery of synthetic phonics teaching as a literacy-
enhancing approach, namely JP, in the Omani context. To the best of the researchers’ knowledge,
this study is important for being the first to evaluate the impact of the delivery of synthetic
phonics teaching (i.e. JP programme) on the acquisition of upper and lowercase recognition

skills among Omani EFL third graders since the programme’s implementation in 2014.
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INTRODUCTION

Within the field of early literacy, alphabetic knowledge in-
volves familiarising learners with letter names and forms,
and their matching sounds, which is achieved via recognition,
construction, and writing tasks. Previous research demon-
strated that pre-schoolers with poor alphabetic knowledge
tend to struggle when learning to read, and can be categorised
as ‘at-risk readers’ (Torppa et al., 2006). Moreover, the ef-
fect of this lack of knowledge appears to continue, predicting
reading accomplishment from the start of schooling to grade
seven (Blatchford & Plewis, 1990). Such reading disabilities
mean that these children fall behind their peers, resulting in
gaps in other skills, including vocabulary, spelling, reading
fluency, and comprehension skills (Stanovich, 2009).
Alphabet knowledge encompasses recognition of the
alphabet, identifying the names and sounds of letters, and
producing letters (Scanlon et al., 2016). Among these skills,
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letter-name knowledge is fundamental, since the names of let-
ters typically signify their corresponding sounds, and learners
appear to use this knowledge for the purpose of learning letter
sounds (Treiman et al., 1998). For instance, identifying the
letter b assists the learner to remember its sound, /b/. It is sug-
gested that when children spend time on this task, they have
less time and energy available for using other decoding and
writing strategies. Therefore, automaticity in recognising let-
ters enhances the development of reading and writing skills.
According to Trehearne (2011), fluency rather than accuracy
in naming letters gives children an advantage when learning
to read and write. This suggests that a learner with the ability
to identify most letters easily has more time to learn about
sounds and spellings, compared with a learner who still needs
to exert effort to recall letters. In other words, an understand-
ing of phonemically structured representations, together with
letter-sound knowledge, is a precondition for learning to read
and spell effectively (Andambi & Kariuki, 2013).
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Statement of the Problem

JP is a synthetic phonics programme piloted in Oman in
2013-2014, and then rolled out to all government schools
from 2014-2015. Since the implementation of the JP pro-
gramme, there have been no systematic efforts to evaluate
its impact on students’ literacy skills in the form of reliable
quantitative data. Such knowledge could be used to enhance
the implementation and overcome associated challenges.
Moreover, investigating the effectiveness of JP has received
minimal attention within the Omani context. There has been
just one quasi-experimental study having examined the ef-
fectiveness of JP integration on phonemic awareness, pho-
nics identification and word reading among 50 Omani first
graders (Al-Mamary, 2012). Besides, an unpublished Mas-
ter’s thesis examined cycle one teachers’ beliefs, practices
and the contextual challenges they face when implementing
the JP programme using a qualitative design, involving four
EFL language teachers from two cycle one schools in Mus-
cat Governorate (Al-Khaldi, 2019). Therefore, in order to
address the lack of Omani studies in this area while taking
into consideration the findings from previous Omani studies,
this in-depth study advanced previous research by examin-
ing the effectiveness of the JP synthetic phonics approach on
improving the letter-name knowledge of third graders

Significance of the Study

Considering there is a lack of Omani studies in this area,
the study is expected to provide insights into the extent to
which third graders successfully meet the criteria set out
in the programme’s objectives after completing the two-
year programme in terms of UC and LC recognition. Thus,
it serves as a guideline to assist Omani EFL teachers when
determining which activities to focus and build upon, and
which activities need to be changed, as it will increase their
consciousness of the significance of alphabetic knowledge
as a significant constituent of successful reading and spelling
skills. Additionally, it will supply researchers, programme
developers, and educators with supplementary data to enable
them to modify or adopt certain literacy practices within the
programme, by identifying gaps in the students’ alphabet-
ic knowledge, which in turn will help them maximise their
chances of success by proposing possible ways to address
them.

Purpose of the Study

The study aimed to analyse and evaluate the effectiveness
of a synthetic approach to phonics, i.e. “Jolly Phonics”, em-
phasising how the programme contributes to the attainment
of UC and LC recognition skills for Omani third graders.
This has been achieved by comparing students’ performance
in these skills with the intended programme objectives set
by the MOE. In addition, the study is expected to provide
insights into the extent to which third graders successful-
ly meet the criteria set out in the programme’s objectives
concerning the letter name knowledge after completing the
two-year programme. Thus, it serves as a guideline to assist

Omani EFL teachers when determining which activities
to focus and build upon, and which activities need to be
changed, as it will increase their consciousness of the sig-
nificance of letter knowledge as a significant constituent of
successful reading and spelling skills. Additionally, it will
supply researchers, programme developers, and educators
with supplementary data to enable them to modify or adopt
certain literacy practices within the programme, by identi-
fying gaps in the students’ letter knowledge skills, which in
turn will help them maximise their chances of success by
proposing possible ways to address them.

Questions of the Study

This study has been designed to answer the following ques-
tion:

To what extent does the synthetic approach to phonics,
JP, impact Omani third graders’ uppercase (UC) and lower-
case (LC) recognition when compared to the programme’s
objectives?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Importance of Letter-name Knowledge

Kindergarteners’ letter name knowledge is regarded as being
among the soundest indicators of later reading skill (Foulin,
2005), and an imperfectly established alphabetic knowledge
is a well-known predictor of future reading challenges (Mc-
Cardle et al., 2001). Some previous researchers argued that
there is a causal correlation between letter-name knowledge
and reading, suggesting that letter-name knowledge helps to
bridge the disparity between speech and print (Levin et al.,
2002). In contrast, other researchers argued against a caus-
al relationship, claiming that the perceived relationship be-
tween letter-name knowledge and reading can be attributed
to the point that the families that encourage mastery of letter
names during the pre-school years are the same families in
which academic accomplishment is emphasised (Benson,
2011). In fact, some proposed that letter-name instruction
might be downright harmful to learners during the initial
stages of learning to read (Feitelson, 1988). However, this
lacks veracity when considering the fact that many letters
contain phonological clues that help children to create con-
nections between these letters with their corresponding
sounds.

Although learning UC letters is important, LC letter rec-
ognition is a critical ability for reading (Adams, 1990), be-
cause much of a text is comprised of LC letters (Worden &
Boettcher, 1990). In their study, Jones and Mewhort (2004)
explored the rate of occurrence of UC and LC characters,
and found that LC letters appear nearly 17 times more fre-
quently than UC letters. Moreover, many researchers agreed
that an influential phase during a beginner’s literacy devel-
opment is recognising that the alphabetic system character-
ises spoken sounds using symbolic figures (Foulin, 2005).
Knowledge of UC and LC forms by name constitutes a vital
element in mastering letter names; because reading devel-
opment entailing the symbolic awareness of letters can be
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impeded due to deficient knowledge of both forms (Trei-
man & Kessler, 2004). Familiarising learners with the visual
shapes of letters is therefore a requirement for learning to
read (Adams, 1990), and an important aspect of acquiring
letter names is to differentiate between their shapes and their
associated sounds. Thus, letter-name knowledge accelerates
the alphabetic principle’s attainment.

Approaches of Letter-name Instruction

There is currently no clear consensus regarding the appropri-
ate approach for letter name instruction (Justice et al., 2006).
While some curricula propose a defined order for teaching
LC letters (Lehr, 2000), others propose introducing LC be-
fore UC letters (Gerde et al., 2019). Moreover, while some
curricula emphasise the teaching of letters alphabetically,
others concentrate on letters that appear regularly, or follow
a defined sequence (Justice et al., 2006). Previous research
suggested that letters are not equivalent, in terms of their
difficulty (Arciuli & Simpson, 2011), as certain features of a
letter can influence the potential to name it correctly (Evans
et al., 2006). Therefore, a number of letter sets may be more
easily recognisable, and do not require as much time to learn
as others, for instance Qo and Xx, whereas extra emphasis is
required for learning other pairs, such as Bb, and Dd. More-
over, Worden and Boettcher (1990) believed that the letter
pairs that children find easy, or difficult, to recognise tend
to be the same in adulthood. Consequently, time should be
allocated according to the difficulty level that letters present,
in order that letter-name teaching and learning is effective
(Piasta & Wagner, 2010). However, this aspect of letters’
differential difficulty levels is not considered in JP alphabet
teaching, rather letter names are introduced and practised in
their alphabetical order.

Factors Contributing to Letter-name Knowledge
Letter-confusability factor

In terms of the aspects that make learning some letter names
easier than others, letter confusability is a factor. Whether
this is due to either their visual or phonological similarity,
or their UC-LC similarity, this is a significant contributory
factor to accurate letter naming, a fact supported empiri-
cally by the majority of researchers. Concerning the letter
confusability factor, Treiman and Kessler (2004), found out
that one aspect involved is the degree of visual similarity
when compared with other letters, and Huang et al. (2014)
named this factor ‘the letter-confusability factor’. Similarly,
other studies proposed that letters that are visually or pho-
netically similar might be confused with other letters (Ehri
& Roberts, 2006; Levin et al., 2008; Treiman et al., 2000),
indicating that letters that are shaped distinctively, for ex-
ample an LC s might surmount letters that are similarly
shaped, such as an LC d. Moreover, LC letters can be con-
fused (Block & Nell, 2015) when compared with UC letters,
which tend to be graphically distinctive (Ehri & Roberts,
2006). For example, the UC letters B, D, P, and Q are more
distinguishable in terms of their visual distinctiveness than

their LC counterparts, b, d, p, and q. Several previous studies
highlighted the visual misperceptions of LC letters (Block &
Nell, 2015; Evans et al., 2006), as well as those of UC letters
(Treiman et al., 2006). In their study, Huang et al. (2014)
coded LC letters in terms of their visual confusability as “not
often confused such as o, r, x, sometimes confused such as
a, ¢ e f, s, t, y, z, often confused such as i, j, k, I, m, w, and
very often confused such as b, d, g, h, n, p, q, u, v’ (p. 10).

As well as misperception due to visual similarity, pre-
vious studies also addressed phonological similarity as an
additional cause of confusion (Treiman et al., 2006). Pho-
nological similarity was found to have a significant impact
when letter-names were phonologically like other letters
names, resulting in fairly poor learner performance. In their
study, Treiman and Kessler (2003) found that letters are
more likely to be confused when they share sounds with
other letters, such as b—p, a—h, and a subsequent study rep-
licated this finding, demonstrating that the visual and pho-
nological misperception caused UC letters to be less widely
recognised (Treiman et al., 2006). In an attempt to classi-
fy the sounds that letter-names share, Huang et al. (2014)
classified a letter as phonologically confusable when letters
share sounds in the same position, namely the first, second,
or third phoneme, such as P/pi/, which is phonologically
confusable because it shares a sound with other letters in
the second position, for instance B/bi/, T/ti/, and V/vi/. Ac-
cordingly, only the letters e, o, i, r, u, and y can be labelled
as phonologically distinctive.

UC-LC similarity

Another potentially important factor is the degree of simi-
larity between a letter’s UC and LC shape, such as 0-0 and
C-c. It is assumed that UC and LC letters with a similar form
tend to be easier to identify than letters with relatively di-
vergent forms, and vice versa (Treiman & Kessler, 2003).
This is referred to as UC-LC similarity, indicating that there
is a greater chance of appropriately identifying the letter
when an LC letter shape is like its UC equivalent. In their
study, Treiman and Kessler (2003) examined the impact of
the UC-LC similarity factor among American and Austra-
lian preschool children, and found that whether the LC letter
had a similar shape to its UC counterpart played a key role
in influencing children’s performance when naming letters.
In a later study, Treiman and Kessler (2004) re-examined
the two groups of pre-schoolers, and found that UC and LC
letter pairs that were visually similar tended to be more ac-
curately recognised than UC and LC letter pairs that were
visually different. Meanwhile, Evans et al. (2006) also found
that the percentage of correctly named letters was high when
there was a strong UC-LC similarity, with the exception of
the letter pair U-u, and Turnbull et al. (2010) observed that
visually similar UC and LC letters have a higher probability
of being appropriately recognised by kindergarteners. Since
these findings provide compelling evidence of the impact of
the UC-LC similarity factor in accurate letter recognition,
this should be considered when planning the teaching of UC
and LC letters in the JP programme.
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Letter-frequency factor

Other factors discussed by previous studies were the let-
ter-order factor and the letter-frequency factor, although not
all of the studies concurred regarding their contribution to
learning, with some offering support for their significance,
while others did not. The studies that addressed the letter-or-
der factor suggested that letters that appear at the start of
the alphabet have a great likelihood of being identified than
those that follow, such as in a versus b, d versus e, and m
versus n. According to McBride-Chang (1999), this may be
a consequence of familiarity with the alphabet song, of the
introduction of letters alphabetically by some literacy pro-
grammes, or of the emphasis on the start of alphabet chain
during alphabet instruction. In a later study, Treiman and
Kessler (2003) explored this supposition and concluded that
the position of alphabetic letters did not have a significant
impact, in terms of whether the letter belonged to the first
half of the alphabet, namely a to m, or the second half of the
alphabet, namely # to z. In a study conducted with Canadian
pre-schoolers, Evans et al. (2006) also found that there was
no statistically significant association between the sequence
of letters and LC letter recognition. However, in contrast,
Justice et al. (2006) found evidence to support the letter-or-
der supposition, demonstrating that the letter 4 was 1.5 times
more likely to be recognised than the letter Z. These differing
findings concerning the letter order supposition may to an
extent explain why some children find it easier to recognise
letters that are earlier in the alphabet, which is to say why the
letter-order factor affects their letter-name knowledge, while
it has no significant impact on other children’s learning.
Moreover, the differing results also suggest that the letter-or-
der factor varies according to the context, which is to say that
the approach employed for teaching the alphabet by differ-
ent literacy programmes, as well as the degree of emphasis
placed on certain letters during alphabet instruction, are both
intervening factors in children’s letter-name knowledge.
Meanwhile, previous studies also found that letter fre-
quency is associated with success in naming letters (Turnbull
etal., 2010), hence the possibility of a learner naming a letter
appropriately appears to be higher when a letter is present
more frequently in print. According to Treiman et al. (2006),
parents and teachers tend to discuss letters that appear com-
monly in print, which subsequently attract children’s curios-
ity. As children are exposed widely to writing at home, or in
school, it might be expected that their performance will be
higher for regularly seen letters than for those to which they
are less frequently exposed (Treiman & Kessler, 2011). How-
ever, a recent study signposted that the relationship between
a letter’s rate of recurrence, and the ease of naming that let-
ter, tended to be low and nonsignificant (Bowers, 2020). This
was supported by a former study conducted by Treiman and
Kessler’s (2003), who investigated the impact of letter fre-
quency on American and Australian pre-schoolers, and con-
cluded that it was not a significant indicator of letter-name
knowledge. This concurred with the findings of Evans et al.
(2006), who asserted that the correlation between letter fre-
quency and the proportion of learners correctly identifying a
letter’s name was not statistically significant. Although some

studies in the field have failed to provide strong evidence
regarding the relationship between letter frequency and let-
ter naming knowledge, others have succeeded in providing
a degree of evidence. For instance, Treiman et al. (20006)
determined that the number of learners in their study who
were able to identify UC letters increased when the letters
occurred frequently. This constructive relationship between
letter-name identification and letter rate of recurrence was
also supported by other studies, such as that conducted
by Turnbull et al. (2010), who found that LC letters were
1.05 times more recognised when their frequency of recur-
rence was high. Moreover, the findings showed that the most
recurrent LC letter, e, was 3.8 times more recognised than
the least frequently recurring letter, ¢ (Turnbull et al., 2010).

As discussed previously, multiple factors contribute to
letter-name knowledge, some of which are related to the
letter itself, such as visual and phonological similarity to
other letters, UC-LC similarity, and letter order, and some
are environmentally determined, such as letter frequency.
Although the findings of previous studies indicated that all
these factors contribute to letter-name knowledge, UC-LC
similarity, along with the letter-confusability factor, appear
to contribute most highly to accurate letter recognition,
whereas phonological confusability, letter sequence, and let-
ter frequency appear to have a smaller effect size in compar-
ison (Treiman & Kessler, 2003).

Relationship Between Letter-name Knowledge and
Reading

Letter-name knowledge has an indirect influence on learn-
ing to read, in terms of its facilitation of letter-sound knowl-
edge, hence it might be assumed that knowledge of letter
sounds can assist reading skills (Teirman and Kessler, 2003).
In their study conducted with Brazilian Portuguese-speak-
ing learners, Cardoso-Martins et al. (2011) found that the
learners were able to create sound-based networks by using
their letter-name knowledge to assume basic spelling, with
graphemes corresponding to phonemes, rather than letter
names. The potential advantage of letter-name knowledge
for reading growth can be determined by a learner’s phono-
logical awareness, which entails the ability to isolate sounds
in a letter’s name, and hence results in acquiring and solid-
ifying awareness of letter-sound correspondences (Evans
et al., 2000). In an experimental study, Share (2004) found
that there was a correlation between phonological awareness
and acquisition of letter-sound correspondences when letter
names incorporated the sound of the letter.

Moreover, previous research suggested that letter-name
and letter-sound knowledge have a reciprocal interaction
(Treiman & Kessler, 2003), which Evans et al. (2006) found
to be as high as 0.88. In a study involving English speaking
pre-schoolers conducted by Kim et al. (2010), the results in-
dicated that the likelihood of a learner recognising a letter
sound increased from 4% if a letter name was unfamiliar, to
63% if it was known. Similarly, previous studies proposed
that when the letter name is known, children are more likely
to know its letter sound (Ehri, 1983; Treiman et al., 1998),
while other studies argued for a causal effect of letter-name
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knowledge, due to the possibility of predicting letter sounds
via the names of letters, but not contrariwise (Kim et al.,
2010; Share, 2004).

Meanwhile, a growing body of research proposed that
letter-name instruction can accelerate letter-sound recog-
nition, particularly for letter-names that incorporate their
sounds, such as /b/ in the initial part of the letter name b, or
/f7 in the last part of the letter name f; as learners employ this
phonological information to derive matching sounds (Levin
et al., 2006).

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This study applied a quantitative descriptive research de-
sign, and was conducted in four grade three classes from two
cycle one schools in Al-Dhahira Governorate. The students
in all four classes had completed the synthetic phonics pro-
gramme, JP alongside the EFM syllabus over the two pre-
vious years; that is, when in grades one and two. The ra-
tionale for the choice of design is various. First, the study
sought to describe quantitatively the impact of the synthetic
phonics teaching approach, JP, on Omani third graders’ UC
and LC recognition. The quantitative descriptive research
design is ideal for systematically investigating phenomena
by collecting data quantifiably, and subsequently analysing
that collected data using statistical techniques, which can be
presented numerically (Aliaga & Gunderson, 2002; Nassa-
ji, 2015). Quantifiable data was collected for this study to
evaluate third graders’ performance across the different pre-
viously identified variables, and then a statistical analysis of
the data was carried out to allow a numerical representation
of the results.

Additionally, within quantitative research, generalisation
has been broadly accredited with being a quality standard,
since it implies the need to derive inferences based on obser-
vations (Polit and Beck, 2010). Among the different types of
generalisation, statistical generalisation supports inferences
from the sample to the wider population, primarily when the
sample is representative of the population, i.e. when indi-
viduals in the sample share the same characteristics as the
population. Hence, the findings obtained can be generalised
to the larger population of Omani third graders from which
the study sample was selected. Moreover, there exists a wid-
er scope for data collection within this type of research de-
sign, in which structured procedures and techniques can be
implemented to gather data from larger samples, representa-
tive of the entire population (Lowhorn, 2007). This implies
data was collected from 117 third graders, who represented
the entire population of third graders. In quantitative de-
signs of a descriptive nature, the variables under investiga-
tion are typically not controlled or manipulated, rather they
are mainly observed and measured, as they emerge within a
naturalistic setting (McCombes, 2020). Due to the features
of this type of research design, it is usually the best option
when there is insufficient knowledge about the topic being
researched, as the results attained then assist in determining
the corresponding decisions.

Population and Sample

The population of this study consisted of all male and female
third graders studying EFM textbooks, who had previous-
ly covered the JP two-year programme in Omani Basic
Government Schools for the academic year 2019-2020.
Four third grade classes from two cycle one basic schools
in Al-Dhahira Governorate participated in this study, which
included a total of 117 male and female third graders from
Al-Masarat and Al-Baraem cycle one schools. Both schools
are located in the centre of Ibri Wilayat and include grades
one to four. There were 62 male and female third graders in
the two classes from Al-Masarat school, and 55 male and fe-
male third graders in the two classes from Al-Baraem school.
There were 54 female (46.2%) and 63 male (53.8%) partic-
ipants in the study, ranging in age from seven years and 10
months to eight years and seven months, with a mean age of
8.01 years and a standard deviation of .45 years. No students
were excluded from the study, based on language or special
education status.

Research Instruments
Description of UC and LC letter recognition test

The UC and LC Letter Recognition Test was adapted from
the Phonological Awareness Interventions for the Regular
Classroom Teacher 2nd Edition (Santos, 2012), and was
used to measure JP’s impact on students’ performance when
identifying UC and LC. The test comprised two sheets: The
student’s version (Appendix A), and the examiner’s record-
ing sheet (Appendix B). The student’s copy of the test in-
cluded 26 UC and 26 LC letters presented randomly, which
the students had two minutes to study and then say the name
of each letter, not the sound.

The student’s copy was designed so that it could be clear-
ly read by third graders, also taking into consideration Alfred
Font, used in both the EFM Omani syllabus and the JP stu-
dent’s phonics handbook. It should be noted that the original
font used in JP was Sasoon Font. However, it was modified
to Alfred Font in the MOE students’ phonics handbook, be-
cause cycle one students became accustomed to the latter
font. Regarding the recording sheet, this was used by the ex-
aminer to record the students’ responses and later for the data
analysis. This test was administered individually to assess
the student’s ability to identify UC and LC letters.

Validity of the test

The validity of the test was established by 11 jury members:
an instructor from the College of Education; an instructor
from the College of Arts at Sultan Qaboos University; three
English supervisors from Al-Dhahira Governorate, an En-
glish supervisor from Al-Batina Governorate, and another
English supervisor from Al-Dakhilya Governorate; two se-
nior English teachers from Al-Dakhilya and Al-Batina Gov-
ernorates; an experienced cycle one English teacher from
Al-Dhahira Governorate; and a trainer for MOE English
courses, with a PHD degree, from the Ibri Training Centre.
The jury members agreed on the suitability of the font used
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and they confirmed the test items covered letters taught as
part of JP programme. There were minor suggestions made
regarding the layout of the test, which were accounted for in
the final version.

Reliability of the test

The reliability of the test was determined using a test-retest
reliability pilot assessment with a random sample of 20 third
graders attending Al-Masart school. The students were se-
lected randomly from among third graders within the same
school; but were not from either of the two classes that par-
ticipated in the main study. The pilot sample was tested for
the first time on 30th and 31st of October 2019, and then
re-tested 10 days later on 11th and 12th of November 2019.
The Pearson correlation coefficient between the test and re-
test scores was computed and was found to be highly reliable
(52 items; r =.926).

To establish the inter-rater reliability of the test, an En-
glish cycle one senior teacher was recruited, based on her JP
teaching experience as well as general competence. Next, this
rater was trained and familiarised with how to use the test,
and asked to identify any ambiguities. After this, a random
sample of 10 third graders attending Al-Baraem school was
selected to participate in piloting to determine the inter-rater
reliability for the test. After this, the researcher, along with
this rater, contributed to administering and scoring the test
by collecting data from the pilot sample. Each rater had a
separate recording sheet for each student, upon which they
could record and score each student’s responses during the
test’s administration and scoring process. Note that these
procedures adhered exactly to the procedures for the test’s
administration and scoring, as presented in section 3.4.2 Af-
ter collecting data from the 10 participants, the scores cal-
culated for each rater’s recording sheets were computed in
SPSS, after which the inter-rater reliability for the test was
also calculated using SPSS and found to be high (r = .993).

Research Stages

After obtaining Institutional Review Board approval from
the MOE regarding the implementation of the study, the data
collection commenced and lasted for 10 weeks. The first two
weeks of the study’s implementation were devoted to check-
ing the reliability of the research instruments. In the third
and fourth weeks, the participating schools were selected,
and statistical analyses of the sample’s equivalence were
conducted. The test administration and scoring phase took
approximately a week.

Participating schools and sample’s selection phase

After checking the reliability of the test, the participating
schools were chosen, and equivalence of the study sample
evaluated where this phase took two weeks. The partici-
pant selection method was conducted purposively based on
the total number of students in each school, the number of
years studying JP, and the students” demographic character-
istics. Therefore, the first step was to contact the planning

department at the General Directorate of Education in
Al-Dhahira Governorate to gather information about the total
number of students attending each school, as well as the order
of cycle one schools regarding the number of students. Based
on the data provided by the planning department, Al-Masarat
and Al-Baraem schools were equivalent in terms of total stu-
dent numbers (i.e. there were 638 students at each school).
Regarding the number of years studying JP, the third graders
had studied the two-year JP programme at both schools over
the same period of time; i.e. in grades one and two. With re-
gard to demographics; both schools are located in the centre
of Ibri Willayat and the distance between the two schools is
approximately half a kilometre. Most of the students attend-
ing both schools came from similar backgrounds in terms of
socioeconomic status and parents’ level of education.

The next step, after selecting the participating schools,
was to choose two classes from each school to participate
in the current study. In order to ensure the equivalence of
the selected sample, four grade three classes were selected
based on their grade two end-of-year scores. Following class
selection, an independent sample t-test was performed to de-
termine the equivalence between the two selected classes at
each school with regard to the students’ English language
skills. Table 1 provides a summary of the Means and Stan-
dard Deviations for the grade two end-of-year scores for the
two selected classes at each school

According to Table 1, there were no statistically signifi-
cant differences between the two classes from a single school
regarding their grade two end-of-year results. After estab-
lishing the equivalence of the two classes in each school, a
one-way analysis of variance was conducted to examine the
differences in English language skills across the four classes.
Table 2 presents the means and standard deviations for the
four classes according to their grade two end-of-year scores.

According to Table 2, there were no statistically signifi-
cant differences between the four classes; F (3, 110) = .226,
p=. 878. This means all four classes were equal regarding
their English skills, thereby establishing equivalence.

Table 1. Means and standard deviations of grade two
end-of-year scores by class

School Class n M SD
A Class 1 31 86.93 12.73
Class 2 31 85.22 14.99
B Class 3 27 85.34 10.99
Class 4 28 87.46 11.46
#p<0.001

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for the Four
Classes Based on Their Grade two end-of-Year Scores

Class n M SD
Class 1 31 86.93 12.73
Class 2 31 85.22 14.99
Class 3 27 85.34 10.99
Class 4 28 87.46 11.46
*p < 0.001



Evaluating the Impact of the delivery of Synthetic Phonics Teaching on the Acquisition of Upper and

Lowercase Recognition Skills of Omani Third Graders

47

The test’s administration and scoring phase

After establishing equivalence between the four classes partic-
ipating in the current study, the researcher began the test’s ad-
ministration and scoring phase. The administration of the test
and the related scoring phase lasted for a week, during which
the administration and scoring lasted three days for each par-
ticipating school. The test was administered by the researcher
where it included two sets of materials; a recording sheet on
which the examiner recorded each student’s responses and a
test paper including all the UC and LC letters. Prior to the test’s
administration, the researcher prepared the necessary materi-
als, including a clipboard, a stopwatch, and a scoring pencil.

When the student was invited to enter the testing hall, s/
he was asked to sit face-to-face with the examiner at a small
table, so as to be able to see the student’s face and hear clear-
ly what the student was saying. Additionally, the examiner
held the clipboard in such a way that the student could not
see what was being written down. This test was administered
individually, and took around 5 minutes maximum for each
student. The first stage was to provide clear instructions in
Arabic to each student about the test, and the researcher then
illustrated through examples that the student should provide
the letter name, after studying the letters for two minutes,
but not the sound. When the students responded, they were
offered neutral responses in the form of compliments of their
efforts, rather than giving indications about whether they
were right or wrong. At the same time, the researcher record-
ed the students’ responses on the recording sheet.

Data Analysis

Finally, the statistical software programme, SPSS was used
to analyse the data obtained from the test. In order to answer
the research question, a one-sample t-test was used to com-
pare the third graders’ performance in the skills targeted in
the research question, with the minimum required level for
these skills. Moreover, descriptive statistics were also ob-
tained to specifically analyse and evaluate the effectiveness
of JP in terms of how the programme has contributed to the
Omani third graders’ UC and LC recognition.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The Impact of Synthetic Phonics Teaching on Omani
Third Graders’ Upper and Lowercase Recognition
Skills

This study asked, “to what extent does the synthetic ap-
proach to phonics, JP, impact Omani third graders’ UC and
LC recognition skills when compared to the programme’s
objectives?” This question aimed to assess and evaluate
third graders’ UC and LC recognition by administering the
UC and LC Letter Recognition Test, whereby data was col-
lected regarding the number of UC and LC letters students
could recognise accurately. The data was analysed using a
one-sample t-test to compare the performance of third grad-
ers in the study sample with the minimum level required for
passing in all language skills, as established by the Omani
MOE.

Therefore, this question was answered in reference to
the assessment specifications established by the MOE in the
Student Assessment Handbook (1- 4) (Directorate General
of Educational Evaluation, 2016), which indicated the min-
imum required level for passing to be 50% in all language
skills. Hence, 50% was used in this question as the minimum
required level set by MOE to evaluate students’ performance
in UC and LC recognition. The next step involved calculat-
ing students’ mean scores in these skills, and then comparing
the obtained scores with the minimum required level, using
a one-sample t-test to present the general estimated effect
of this programme on third graders for the targeted literacy
skills. Additionally, descriptive statistics were used to anal-
yse the specific impact of the programme on these skills in-
dependently.

Findings of the One-sample #-test

Regarding the one- sample t-test, since the total mark for the
test was 52, the test value of the one-sample t-test was set
at 26. This implies the required pass mark of the test, when
compared to the minimum required level set by the MOE is
26 or above.

Table 3 presents the results for the one-sample t-test for
the test. Table 3 shows that although the mean score for stu-
dents’ performance on this test was 27.29, which was more
than the minimum required level of 26 (i.e. 50% of the test’s
total mark) this difference was not statistically significant.
Thus, the third graders in this study on average achieved the
JP programme’s objective in terms of UC and LC letter rec-
ognition.

Findings of the Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the specific im-
pact of JP on UC and LC recognition. The students scored
between 0 and 50, with a mean score of 27.29 and a standard
deviation of 13.12. This indicates that not all the students
had successfully achieved the minimum required level in
this literacy skill; as 43.6% of students were below the min-
imum required level, having scored between 0-25, and the
remaining 56.4% of students were at or above the minimum
required level having scored 26 and above.

This weakness in recognising letter names could be at-
tributed to the delay in introducing Omani young learners to
the alphabet, letter names and UC letters which is first done
in grade two. According to the EFM scheme of work, the
alphabet and UC letters are introduced in grade two. Sim-
ilarly, the alphabet and UC letters are only introduced after

Table 3. One-sample t-test results for the differences
between the UC and LC letter recognition mean scores for
Omani third graders and the 50% level set by the MOE
Testedskil N df M SD t
Total correct 117 116 27.29 13.12 1.064
UC and LC

* Minimum required mark = 26
*p <0.001

*p-value
0.290
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sound set five in JP (i.e. after students start to learn diph-
thongs in grade two), because it is assumed that once the stu-
dents have mastered the basic consonant and vowel sounds,
it is necessary to know the names of the letters constituting
the sounds for spelling words containing these letter sounds.
Therefore, grade two semester one phonics lessons provide
students with additional opportunities to practise and learn
the alphabet and UC letters. However, it is questionable if
such a practice is sufficient, as there are only two weekly
phonics lessons that include 10 minutes maximum for in-
troducing and practising the alphabet. These results support
what Piasta and Wagner’s (2010) asserted regarding the need
to allocate time according to the relative difficulty these let-
ters present, in order for letter names teaching and learning
to be highly effective.

The Frequency of Correctly Identified UC and LC
Letters by third Graders

Figure 1 details the frequency of correctly identified UC let-
ters in the test as noted by third graders in the sample (see
Appendix C for the computed frequency scores and percent-
ages of UC letters).

According to Figure 1, the UC letters most often correct-
ly identified by third graders were O (98.3%), X (80.3%),
S (74.4%), P (71.8%), B and F with the same percentage
of 70.9%. The six UC letters correctly identified least often
were J (6%), Y (17.1%), G (30.2%), W (35%), O (38.5%)
and U (39.3%).

Figure 2 presents the frequency of correctly identified LC
letters in the test (see Appendix C for the computed frequen-
cy scores and percentages of LC recognition).

According to Figure 2, the LC letters most often correct-
ly identified by third graders were o (98.3%), x (82.1%), e
(74.4%), n (72.6%), r (70.1%) and m (68.4%). The six least

% of Correct Letter Identification

DI BJHNQGSUEVOAPWYTFKZCTLXMR
UC Letters

Figure 1. Frequency of UC letters correctly identified by
third graders in the test

% of Correct Letter Identification

dibjhnggsuevoapwy fkzctIl xmr

LC Letters

Figure 2. Frequency of LC letters correctly identified by
third graders in the first part of the alphabetic principles test

often correctly identified LC letters were j (7.7%), ¢ (9.4%),
¥y (12.8%), g (23.1%), a (30.8%) and w (31.6%).

Discussion and Analysis of the Findings

These results can be discussed in relation to letter-confusabil-
ity factor, as previous studies have highlighted the impact of
visual similarity on children’s ability to identify letters cor-
rectly. The visual distinctiveness of the UC letters O, X, S,
B,P and F causes them to be well recognised by third grad-
ers, which conforms with previous research findings indicat-
ing the likelihood of visually distinctive letters being readily
identifiable (Ehri & Roberts, 2006; Evans et al., 2006). The
same applies to LC letters o, x, e, n, r and m, which are
shaped distinctively relative to other LC letters. Neverthe-
less, the LC letters s, b and p were not amongst the most
correctly identified letters, since they appear similar to other
small letters. This corresponds to the conclusions reached by
Block and Nell (2015), who observed that the error rates of
visually similar letters tend to be high. With regard to phono-
logical similarity, it emerged during the test’s administration
that most learners recognised (e, o, r) as phonologically dis-
tinct, but confused j with g, ¢ with &, and s with ¢. However,
the fact that the latter letters are phonologically similar, shar-
ing a phoneme in their letter names, explains this confusion.
This also supports Huang et al.’s (2014) conclusion, which
found that a letter can be categorised as phonologically con-
fusable when its name shares a phoneme with another letter
located in the exact same position. In this case, j-g and g-k
share phonemes in the first position while s-c¢ share a pho-
neme in different positions.

Moreover, these findings can be interpreted in relation
to the UC-LC similarity factor, which explains why third
graders were able to identify the letter names for Oo, Xx,
Ss, Pp, Ff and Mm, as they were visually similar to their LC
counterparts, as was also concluded by Treiman and Kes-
sler (2003). There was no evidence in the study’s findings
to support the letter-order hypothesis; that is, no extra vari-
ance occurred that could be attributed to the letter’s posi-
tion in the alphabet. Although this finding is consistent with
the findings reported by Evans et al., (2006) and Treiman
and Kessler (2003), it does not correspond to that of Justice
et al. (2006), who succeeded empirically in supporting the
letter-order hypothesis. Moreover, a further explanation for
learners’ ability to identify letters e, r, o0, n, s, p, m could
be the frequent occurrence of these letters in print. This is
compatible with the results shared by Turnbull et al. (2010),
who stated that a LC letter tended to be 1.05 times more
recognisable when its frequency was high, such as the most
recurrent LC letter e is inclined to be 3.8 times more likely
to be identified when compared to the least frequent letter ¢.

Differences in Students’ Scores Between UC and LC
letter Recognition Skills

Regarding UC letter recognition, students scored between 0
and 25, with a mean of 14.05 and a standard deviation of
6.826. One quarter (25%) of students scored eight or less,
whereas half (50%) scored 15 or less, and three quarters
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Table 4. Means and Standard Deviations of Third
Graders’ Scores in UC and LC Recognition

Tested skill N M SD
UC recognition 26 14.05 6.83
LC recognition 26 13.24 6.50

(75%) scored 20 or above. With respect to LC letter recogni-
tion, students scored between 0 and 25 with a mean of 13.24
and a standard deviation of 6.495. While one quarter (25%)
of the students scored seven or less, half the students (50%)
scored 14 or less and 75% scored 18 or above.

Since the test entails both UC and LC recognition, a
paired samples t-test was conducted to investigate differenc-
es in students’ scores between UC letter recognition and LC
letter recognition. Table 4 shows the mean and standard de-
viation for third graders’ scores in UC letter recognition as
well as LC recognition.

As shown in Table 4, there was a statistically significant
difference between third graders’ scores in UC letters recog-
nition (M= 14.05, SD= 6.83) and LC recognition (M= 13.24,
SD=6.50), ¢ (116) = 3.781, p> .0005 (two tailed). The mean
difference was 0.81 with a 95% confidence interval ranging
from .387 to 1.237. The eta squared statistic (0.11) indicated
arelatively large effect following Cohen’s (1988) guidelines.
This means that students’ ability to recognise UC letters was
statistically significant compared to their ability to recognise
LC. This finding is consistent with previous research sug-
gesting LC letters are extremely easy to confuse (Block, &
Nell, 2015) relative to UC letters, which tend to be graphi-
cally distinctive (Ehri & Roberts, 2006).

Based on the previous findings, it can be concluded that
although the third graders in this sample on average achieved
the JP programme’s objective in terms of UC and LC r
recognition, many students (43.6%) failed to achieve the
objective of recognising letter names, which is essential to
enhancing their reading and spelling skills, especially in the
case of words containing those letter sounds. Besides, there
was a statistically significant difference between third grad-
ers’ scores in UC and LC recognition in favour of UC letters.
It was further observed during the test’s administration that
many students not only confused some of the letter names
with other visually or phonemically similar letter names, but
they also tended to confuse letter names with letter sounds.
In other words, they were unable to discriminate between
letter names and letter sounds, and therefore, they used letter
sounds to name letters. For example, they named the letter S
using the /s/ sound, and F with /f7 sound and so on.

CONCLUSION

The main aim of the study was to evaluate the effectiveness
of a synthetic approach to phonics, specifically Jolly Phonics
(JP), to determine its contribution to Omani third graders’
acquisition of UC and LC recognition. Thus, it is expected
to serve as a guideline to assist Omani EFL teachers when
determining which activities to focus and build upon, and
which activities need to be changed, as it will increase their
consciousness of the significance of letter knowledge as a

significant constituent of successful reading and spelling
skills. Additionally, it will supply researchers, programme
developers, and educators with supplementary data to en-
able them to modify or adopt certain literacy practices with-
in the programme, by identifying gaps in the students’ letter
knowledge skills, which in turn will help them maximise
their chances of success by proposing possible ways to ad-
dress them.

To achieve this, students’ performance in these skills
was compared with the programme’s intended objectives,
as set by the Ministry of Education (MOE). The study em-
ployed a quantitative descriptive research design, in which
data was collected using the UC and LC Letter Recognition
Test. The findings revealed that Although the third graders
in this study’s sample have on average achieved the JP pro-
gramme’s objective in terms of UC and LC recognition, not
all students have achieved the minimum required level in
this literacy skill; whereby 43.6% of the students were below
the minimum required level and the remaining 56.4% of stu-
dents were at or above the minimum required level. More-
over, there was a statistically significant difference between
third graders’ scores in UC and LC recognition in favour of
UC letters.

The findings in this study provide evidence that supports
research highlighted with respect to factors contributing to
weaknesses in letter-name knowledge which the curriculum
designers and policy makers at the MOE should take into
consideration to maximise students’ learning chances and
enhance their alphabetic knowledge by considering these
factors. Additionally, the curriculum designers and policy
makers at the MOE need to prepare a screening criterion and
simultaneously adapt an RTI model to identify at-risk stu-
dents and help prevent them from falling below grade-lev-
el expectations. Moreover, the MOE need to reconsider the
length and intensity of the JP programme’s implementation
to provide students with more practice on highly confused
letter names, by considering factors contributing to this chal-
lenge, bearing in mind the research findings with this regard.
Other recommendations are directed to English teachers in-
clude revising the alphabet regularly to help students recog-
nise them easily and automatically. Teachers need to allocate
additional time to teaching highly confused letter names.
Besides, they need to evaluate and assess their students’ al-
phabetic knowledge occasionally, so that they can identify
at-risk readers, and act accordingly.

This study has some limitations, which might adverse-
ly influence the generalisability of its findings. First, it is a
small-scale study, limited to four grade three classes only.
Second, it took place in a specific context, i.e. two cycle
one schools in Al-Dhahira Governorate. Third, some vari-
ables which could have affected students’ performance were
not controlled for in the research design, including paren-
tal involvement, preschool education and frequency of pro-
gramme delivery.

Further research can be conducted to investigate the im-
pact of JP on developing other literacy skills, such as read-
ing comprehension, letter formation skills and vocabulary.
Besides, this study provided an evidence that some Omani
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third graders lack letter-name knowledge which is critical
to decoding processes. Hence, future studies can explore
the impact of students’ weakness in letter-name knowldege
investigated in the current study on reading achievement.
Moreover, future studies could adapt a quasi-experimental
design, to compare the effect of amount of instruction time
on students’ letter-name knowledge.
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Appendix A. Student’s copy of UC and LC letter

recognition test

APPENDIX

Appendix B. Examiner’s recording sheets for the UC and
LC letters recognition test

Study the following letters for two minutes. Say the name

of each letter. Do not say letter sounds.

L) gual (alati ¥ Lgiland (8l il el AU Gig ad) (o,

D

Student: ID: Date:
Gender: M/F Time:
From to

1. UC and LC letter recognition

Ask the student to look at the UC and LC letters in his/her sheet,
study them for two minutes and say the names of the letters.
Mark correct answers with , incorrect answers or NR with X.

2 I 3 B 4 J 5 H 6 N

7 Q 8 G 9 S 10 U 11 E 12 V

3 0 14 A 15 P 16 W 17 Y 18 F

9 K 20 Z 21 C 22 T 23 L 24 X
25 M 26 R

d 2 i 3 b 4 ] 5 h 6 n

7 q 8 g 9 s 10 u 11 e 12 v

13 o 14 5 p 16 w 17 y 18 f

19 k 20 =z 21 22t 23 1 24 x
25 m 26 r

1 D 2 1 3 B 4 J 5 H 6 N
7 Q 8 G 9 S 10 U 11 E 12 V
13 O 14 A 15 P 16 W 17 Y 18 F
19 K 20 zZz 21 C 22 T 23 L 24 X
25 M 26 R Total correct UC

letters: (out of 26)
1 d 2 i 3 b 4 j 5 h 6 n
7 q 8 g 9 s 10 uw 11 e 12 v
13 o 14 a 15 p 16 w 17 y 18
19 k 20 =z 21 c 22 t 23 1 24 x
25 m 26 r Total correct lowercase

letters: (out of 26)

Total correct letters out of 52(both UC and LC letters)
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Appendix C. Computed frequency scores and percentages of UC and LC letters correctly identified by third graders in
the study’s sample in the first part of the alphabetic principle test

LC* Frequency Percentage of children ucC* Frequency Percentage of children
d 72 61.5% D 81 69.2%
i 50 42.7% I 62 53%
b 78 66.7% B 83 70.9%
j 9 7.7% J 7 6%
h 41 35% H 51 43.6%
n 85 72.6% N 79 67.5%
q 11 9.4% Q 45 38.5%
g 27 23.1% G 35 29.9%
s 78 66.7% S 87 74.4%
u 47 40.2% U 46 39.3%
e 87 74.4% E 75 64.1%
v 50 42.7% \% 61 52.1%
0 115 98.3% (0] 115 98.3%
a 36 30.8% A 52 44.4%
p 74 63.2% P 84 71.8%
w 37 31.6% W 41 35%
y 15 12.8% Y 20 17.1%
f 77 65.8% F 83 70.9%
k 47 40.2% K 48 41%
z 63 53.8% Z 63 53.8%
c 51 43.6% C 52 44.4%
t 69 59% T 58 49.6%
1 76 65% L 76 65%
X 96 82.1% X 94 80.3%
m 80 68.4% M 74 63.2%
r 82 70.1% R 73 62.4%

*letters appear in the same order as in the test



