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ABSTRACT  

The majority of empirical research into systematic phonics was focused on 

native speakers of the English Language. Little evidence has been collected to prove its 

effectiveness with audiences who are English Language Learners (ELL). The purpose 

of this quantitative randomized comparison experimental study was to determine if 

systematic synthetic phonics (SSP) instruction records a better improvement than the 

KSSR phonics in the reading fluency and spelling ability of Year-2 primary school 

children of the indigenous tribe from the rural parts in Sarawak, Malaysia. Five 

instruments, (1) productive letter-sound test (PLST), (2) free-sound isolation test 

(FSIT), (3) reading test (RT), (4) spelling test (ST) and (5) oral-reading fluency test 

(ORFT) were administered to measure phonemic awareness, decoding, reading and 

spelling ability. Data were collected from pretest, immediate posttest and 3-week lapsed 

posttest. The participants in the experimental and control groups received 40 sessions of 

SSP and KSSR phonics training respectively. Both conditions used synthetic phonics. 

The SSP training was done in phases and stages, whilst the KSSR phonics training 

adhered to the practices specified in the ‘Standard Document’ and pupil’s textbook. The 

results demonstrated that both groups recorded significant improvement in reading and 

spelling, but children’s performance in the experimental group surpassed the control 

group significantly. Thus, the strategy of systematic synthetic phonics should be 

implemented in classrooms to help develop children’s early reading fluency and 

spelling ability. 
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ABSTRAK 

Majoriti penyelidikan empirikal dalam fonik sistematik tertumpu kepada penutur 

asli Bahasa Inggeris. Tidak banyak bukti telah dikumpulkan untuk membuktikan 

keberkesanannya dengan Pelajar Bahasa Inggeris (ELL). Tujuan kajian kuantitatif 

yang membuat perbandingan melalui eksperimen adalah untuk menentukan sama ada 

latihan sistematik sintetik fonik (SSP) mencatatkan peningkatan yang lebih baik 

daripada KSSR fonik dalam kefasihan bacaan dan keupayaan ejaan murid-murid 

Tahun -2 daripada suku asli dari bahagian-bahagian luar bandar dan pendalaman 

Sarawak, Malaysia. Lima instrumen,(1) ujian produktif  bunyi-huruf (PLST), (2) ujian 

pengasingan bunyi (FSIT), (3) ujian membaca (RT), (4) ujian ejaan (ST) dan (5) ujian 

kefasihan membaca (ORFT) ditadbir untuk mengukur kesedaran fonemik, keupayaan 

menyahkod, membaca dan mengeja. Data dikumpulkan dari ujian pra , ujian pos serta-

merta dan ujian pos selang 3-minggu. Rasionalnya adalah untuk menentukan 

peningkatan sejurus selepas latihan fonik, dan pengekalan kemahiran fonik. Keputusan 

menunjukkan bahawa kedua-dua kumpulan mencatatkan peningkatan yang ketara 

dalam membaca dan ejaan, tetapi prestasi kanak-kanak dalam kumpulan eksperimen 

melepasi dengan ketaranya kumpulan kawalan. Oleh itu, strategi sistematik sintetik 

fonik perlu dilaksanakan di dalam bilik darjah untuk membantu membangunkan 

kefasihan bacaan awal dan keupayaan ejaan murid. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	   v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

I would like to express my special appreciation and thanks to my supervisor 

Associate Professor Dr. Kuang Ching Hei for the useful comments, remarks and 

engagement through the learning process for this master dissertation. I would like to 

thank you for encouraging my research. Your advice on this research has been priceless. 

I would also like to thank my committee members, Dr. Patricia Nora Anak Riget, Dr. 

Rachel Tan Siew Kuang, Puan Ainun Rozana Mohd Zaid and Dr. Azlin Zaiti Zainal. I 

want to thank you for letting both my proposal presentation and candidature defence be 

an enjoyable moment, and for your valuable suggestions. 

I would like to thank the officers at Bintulu District Education Office for 

providing information pertaining schools in the district. I would like to thank the 

teachers and the school authorities for their support, who have willingly shared their 

precious time during the experiment periods. I would like to thank the participants’ 

families for allowing their children to participate in my research. I would also like to 

thank my colleagues, for all the help and support which they have generously extended. 

Last but certainly not the least, a special thanks to all my loved ones who have 

supported me throughout the entire experiment and writing processes, and incented me 

to strive towards my goal. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	   vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
ABSTRACT....................................................................................................................iii 

ABSTRAK.........................................................................................................................iv 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT................................................................................................v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS.................................................................................................vi 

LIST OF FIGURES..........................................................................................................x 

LIST OF TABLES...........................................................................................................xi 

LIST OF APPENDICES................................................................................................xiii 

 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1  Introduction...........................................................................................................1 

1.2 Background...........................................................................................................3 

1.3 Problem Statement................................................................................................4 

1.4 Purpose of the Study.............................................................................................6 

1.5 Research Questions and Hypothesis.....................................................................7 

1.6 Significance of Study............................................................................................8 

1.7 Definition of Key Terms.......................................................................................9 

1.8 Summary..............................................................................................................12 

 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction.........................................................................................................14 

2.2 The Historical and Development of Phonics 

2.2.1 Bloomfield’s Linguistic System..............................................................14 

2.2.2 Linguists and Phonics..............................................................................15 

2.2.3 Phonemic Awareness and Phonics Instruction........................................17 

2.2.4 Analytical Phonics and Synthetic Phonics...............................................18 

2.2.5 Systematic Synthetic Phonics...................................................................19 



	   vii 

2.3 Competing Views in Early Reading Acquisition 

2.3.1 Phonics versus Whole-Language Approach............................................21 

2.3.2 Analytical Phonics versus Synthetic Phonics..........................................23 

2.4 Theories of Second Language Acquisition  

2.4.1 The Nativist Theory.................................................................................26 

2.4.2 The Behaviourist Theory.........................................................................27 

2.4.3 The Interactionist Theory........................................................................28 

2.5 Models of Reading 

2.5.1 The Connectionist Model of Reading (Triangle Model).........................30 

2.5.2 Simple View of Reading.........................................................................31 

2.5.3 Bottom-Up Processing in Reading..........................................................32 

2.5.4 Top-Down Processing in Reading...........................................................33 

2.5.5 Psycholinguistic Model of Reading.........................................................34 

2.5.6 Interactive Model of Reading..................................................................35 

2.6 Relevant Studies 

2.6.1 Studies that support Systematic Synthetic Phonics 

2.6.1.1 Synthetic Phonics........................................................................36 

2.6.1.2 Phonemic Awareness...................................................................39 

2.6.1.3 Systematic Phonics......................................................................39 

2.6.2 Studies that contradict Systematic Synthetic Phonics.............................42 

2.6.3 Connecting Models and Theories of Reading.........................................45 

2.7 Summary..............................................................................................................47 

 
CHAPTER 3: METHOD 

3.1 Introduction.........................................................................................................49 

3.2 Research Design..................................................................................................50 

3.2.1 Threats to internal validity.......................................................................52 



	   viii 

3.3 Participants..........................................................................................................54 

3.4 Instruments..........................................................................................................57 

 3.4.1 Productive Letter-Sound Test (PLST).....................................................59 

 3.4.2 Free Sound-Isolation Test (FSIT)............................................................59 

 3.4.3 Reading Test (RT)...................................................................................62 

 3.4.4 Spelling Test (ST)....................................................................................62 

 3.4.5 Oral Reading Fluency Test (ORFT)........................................................62 

3.4.6 Reliability of instruments........................................................................64 

3.5 Phonics Training Procedures...............................................................................70 

 3.5.1 Training scope and sequence...................................................................71 

3.5.2 Systematic Synthetic Phonics Training...................................................73 

3.5.3 KSSR Phonics Training...........................................................................76 

3.5.4 Summary of Phonics Training Procedures..............................................80 

3.6 Data Analysis.......................................................................................................81 

3.7 Summary..............................................................................................................82 

 
CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

4.1 Introduction.........................................................................................................83 

4.2 Analyses of pretest..............................................................................................85 

4.3 Comparisons of immediate posttest scores  

 4.3.1 The relative effect of SSP and KSSR phonics training...........................87 

4.4 Analyses of changes over time for both groups 

 4.4.1 The retention of acquired reading fluency and spelling ability...............91 

4.5 Analyses of changes over time for by groups 

4.5.1 Effects of type of phonics training and retention of literacy...................95 

4.6 Overview of Improvements...............................................................................101 

4.7 Summary............................................................................................................103 



	   ix 

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

5.1 Introduction.......................................................................................................104 

5.2 Summary of the results......................................................................................104 

5.3 Conclusions  

     5.3.1 Interpretation of results..........................................................................106 

5.3.2 Confirming past studies.........................................................................107 

      5.3.3 Implications from Findings 

  5.3.3.1 Theoretical implications............................................................109 

5.3.3.2 Pedagogical implications...........................................................111 

5.4 Summary............................................................................................................112 

5.5 Limitations.........................................................................................................113 

5.6 Recommendations for future research...............................................................114 

 
REFERENCES............................................................................................................116 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   x 

LIST OF FIGURES        

Figure 2.1: The framework of ‘triangle model’ of word recognition developed by  

                  Seidenberg and McClelland (1989)...............................................................30 

Figure 2.2: The Simple View of Reading (Rose, 2006)..................................................31 

Figure 2.3: Pearson’s (1976) three prominent sources of information in reading...........34 

Figure 3.1: Design of an experimental study adapted from Trochim (2006)..................52 

Figure 4.1: Improvements in reading fluency and spelling ability of both groups.......102 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	   xi 

LIST OF TABLES 

 
Table 3.1: Participants’ Level of Proficiency..................................................................52 

Table 3.2: Participants’ Background...............................................................................55 

Table 3.3: Productive Letter-Sound Test.........................................................................59 

Table 3.4: Free Sound-Isolation Test..............................................................................60 

Table 3.5: Summary of Words Formed from Stages A – E............................................61 

Table 3.6: Segmenting Skills/ Spelling Test...................................................................62 

Table 3.7: Mean Words “Targets” for Average Student.................................................64 

Table 3.8 Descriptive Statistics.......................................................................................66 

Table 3.9: Test-Retest Intraclass Correlation Coefficients and Cronbach’s Alpha.........66 

Table 3.10: Descriptive Statistics....................................................................................68 

Table 3.11: Intraclass Correlation Coefficients and Cronbach’s Alpha..........................68 

Table 3.12: Phonemes and Graphemes with Alternative Spelling..................................72 

Table 3.13: Summarised Details of Phases in a Stage.....................................................75 

Table 3.14: The Sequence of GPCs for both Groups......................................................77 

Table 3.15: KSSR Phonics Content and Activities.........................................................78 

Table 3.16: Comparison of Procedures...........................................................................80 

Table 4.1: Descriptive Statistics......................................................................................85 

Table 4.2: Independent Samples T-Test..........................................................................86 

Table 4.3: Paired Samples Descriptive Statistics for Experimental Group.....................87 

Table 4.4: Paired Samples T-Test for Experimental Group............................................88 

Table 4.5: Paired Samples Descriptive Statistics for Control Group..............................89 

Table 4.6: Paired Samples T-Test for Control Group.....................................................89 

Table 4.7: Descriptive Statistics for Overall Changes Over Time..................................92  

Table 4.8: One-way ANOVA for Overall Changes Over Time......................................92  

Table 4.9: Multiple Comparisons for Overall Changes Over Time................................93  



	   xii 

Table 4.10: Descriptive statistics for Overall Changes Over Time by Groups...............96 

Table 4.11: One-Way ANOVA for Overall Changes Over Time by Groups.................99 

Table 4.12: Multiple Comparisons for Overall Changes Over Time by groups...........100 

 
  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   xiii 

LIST OF APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Newspaper Report...................................................................................127 

Appendix B: Scholastic Phonics Material.....................................................................129 

Appendix C: Survey on KSSR Phonics.........................................................................130 

Appendix D1: Consent from State Education Office....................................................132 

Appendix D2: Informed Consent Form for Participants...............................................133   

Appendix D3: Informed Consent Form for Participants  (BM Version).......................135 

Appendix E1: KSSR Synthetic Phonics Program.........................................................137 

Appendix E2: Guidelines For Examining Phonics Programs.......................................138 

Appendix F: KSSR Assessment Results.......................................................................142 

Appendix G1: English Language Background Questionnaire......................................145 

Appendix G2: English Language Background Questionnaire (BM version)................146 

Appendix H: Achievement Test (Primary 1 30 GPCs).................................................147 

Appendix I: Samples of Phonics Instructions...............................................................148 

Appendix J: Instruments (PLST, FSIT, RT, ST, ORFT)...............................................149 

Appendix K: Biodata of Teacher X...............................................................................152 

Appendix L: Phonemic Chart and Oxford Dictionary..................................................153 

Appendix M: Jolly Readers Level 2..............................................................................154 

Appendix N: Biodata of the Researcher........................................................................155 

Appendix P: Systematic Synthetic Phonics Training....................................................156 

Appendix Q: KSSR Year 2 English Textbook..............................................................165 

 

 

 

 


