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Abstract

This study investigates the effect of syllable—based instruction on the development of En—
glish reading skills among English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners at basic—level
schools in El Obeid, North Kordofan State, Sudan. The study was motivated by the per—
sistent difficulties experienced by Sudanese EFL learners in decoding and reading English
words, particularly multisyllabic and unfamiliar words. A mixed—-methods approach was
adopted, combining a descriptive survey design with a quasi—-experimental pre—test—post-
test design. Data were collected from 50 English language teachers through a 2(0-item
Likert-scale questionnaire and from 5(0 basic—level students through pre-test and post-
test reading assessments. The questionnaire findings demonstrated strong teacher sup-—
port for explicit syllable instruction, multisensory teaching techniques, systematic practice,
and teacher phonological competence. In the quasi—experimental component, students’
mean performance increased from 8.5( in the pre—test to 11.70 in the post-test, while the
passing rate increased from 46% to 70%. A paired—samples t-test indicated that the im—
provement was statistically significant, t(49) = -11.536, p< .001. The findings suggest that
systematic syllable—based instruction can provide an effective bridge between phonological
awareness and word decoding. The study concludes that explicit instruction in syllable
identification, segmentation, division, and pronunciation can contribute substantially to the
development of English reading skills among young EFL learners. The study recommends
the systematic integration of syllable-based activities into Sudanese English curricula, to—
gether with teacher training and the use of multisensory instructional materials.

Keywords: syllable-based instruction; English reading skills; phonological awareness;
word decoding; EFL learners; basic education; Sudan.
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1. Introduction

Reading is one of the fundamental language skills required for academic achievement,
independent learning, and effective communication. For learners of English as a Foreign
Language (EFL), however, developing accurate and fluent reading skills can be particularly
challenging because of the complex relationship between English orthography and pronun-
ciation. Unlike languages with relatively consistent spelling—to—sound correspondences,
English contains numerous orthographic patterns and pronunciation irregularities that may
make word recognition difficult for beginning learners. Effective reading development re—
quires learners to acquire several interrelated abilities, including phonological awareness,
letter—sound knowledge, word recognition, decoding, vocabulary knowledge, and reading
fluency. Among these abilities, phonological awareness is particularly important because
it enables learners to recognize and manipulate the sound structures of spoken language.
Although phoneme-level awareness has received considerable attention in literacy re—
search, the syllable represents another important level of phonological organization that
can facilitate the decoding of longer and unfamiliar words. The syllable occupies an in-
termediate position between the phoneme and the word. It provides learners with a man-
ageable linguistic unit through which complex words can be segmented, pronounced, and
recognized. For example, multisyllabic words can be divided into smaller units before the
learner attempts to blend them into a complete word. Such segmentation may reduce the
difficulty associated with processing long words and can provide learners with a systematic

strategy for approaching unfamiliar vocabulary.
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The issue is particularly relevant in the Sudanese EFL context. Sudanese learners acquire
English within an educational environment in which Arabic is the dominant language. Dif-
ferences between Arabic and English in phonological structure, syllable patterns, consonant
clusters, vowel systems, and orthographic conventions may create difficulties for learners.
These difficulties can become particularly evident when learners encounter English words
containing multiple syllables or unfamiliar consonant sequences. In many EFL classrooms,
pronunciation instruction tends to emphasize individual sounds, while less attention may be
given to syllable structure, syllable division, and the relationship between syllable awareness
and reading. Consequently, learners may attempt to pronounce long English words as un-
divided units, rely on memorization, or guess unfamiliar words. Systematic syllable—based
instruction may provide an alternative strategy by teaching learners how to identify, count,
segment, and pronounce syllables before attempting to read complete words. Against this
background, the present study examines the effect of syllable-based instruction on devel-
oping English reading skills among EFL learners in basic—level schools in El Obeid, Sudan.
It combines teachers’ perceptions of syllable instruction with empirical evidence obtained
through pre—test and post-test assessment of students’ reading performance.

1.1 Research Questions
The study seeks to answer the following questions:

1. What effect does syllable-based instruction have on learners’ ability to decode and
read English words?

2. To what extent does syllable-based instruction improve learners’ pronunciation and
reading performance?

3. How do English language teachers perceive the effectiveness of explicit and multisen—
sory syllable-based instructional techniques?

1.2 Research Hypothesis
The study tests the following hypothesis:

HO: Syllable—based instruction has a statistically significant positive effect on the English
reading performance of basic-level EFL learners.

The corresponding null hypothesis is:
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HO: Syllable-based instruction has no statistically significant effect on the English reading
performance of basic-level EFL learners.

1.3 Significance of the Study

The study is significant for several groups involved in English language education. For En-
glish language teachers, it provides practical evidence concerning the value of incorporat—
ing syllable identification, segmentation, counting, and pronunciation into reading lessons.
For curriculum developers, the findings may provide a basis for incorporating systematic
syllable instruction into reading materials and classroom activities.

The study may also be useful for teacher educators and educational authorities by high—
lighting the importance of phonological and syllabic awareness in teacher preparation. Fi-
nally, the study contributes empirical evidence from Sudan, particularly from North Kordo-
fan State, where research on syllable—-based reading instruction remains relatively limited.

2. Literature Review

2.1 The Concept of the Syllable

The syllable is a fundamental unit in phonetic and phonological analysis. It is larger than an
individual phoneme but smaller than a word and functions as an important organizational
unit in spoken language. Roach (2002) describes the syllable in structural terms through
its major constituents: onset, nucleus, and coda.

The onset consists of the consonant or consonants occurring before the nucleus, whereas
the nucleus represents the central and most prominent part of the syllable, normally oc—
cupied by a vowel. The coda consists of the consonant or consonants occurring after the
nucleus. The nucleus and coda together constitute the rhyme.

For example, the word cat can be represented as follows:

Syllable [1 Onset + Rhyme
Rhyme [I Nucleus + Coda

Thus:

[kl + [=] + [t

( Volume 10 - Issue 25 — October 2026 ]




I 0 0.0 A st Aaad SO aSRL | okl Alond {

W

'« / The Scientific Journal of the International Arab Academy
uqu;JIuLnl.\.ll aladl
oyel pifill olen Y Membership Certificate No.: 1102202600217 - Arab Impact Factor Certificate No.: 287 S “'/ I I l ' ' " I
Arab Impact Factor ISSN (ONLINE): 1858 - 8441 - ISSN (PRINT): 1858 - 845X

The syllable structure can therefore be represented as:

Onset: /k/
Nucleus: /ae/
Coda: /t/

English permits a wide range of syllable structures, including simple forms such as V and
CV and complex forms involving several consonants.

2.2 Structure of English Syllables

English syllables may be classified according to the arrangement of consonants and vow-
els. Common structures include:

Structure Example Transcription
V | /a1/
cv go [gov/
VC at [t/
CVC cat [keet/
CccVv tree ftri:/
cvce jump /d3amp/
CCvC stop /stop/
ccvee plant /pla:nt/

This structural diversity can present difficulties for EFL learners whose first language per—
mits different combinations of consonants and vowels.

2.3 Sonority and Syllable Structure
Sonority theory provides another explanation of syllable organization. Rogers (2000) ex-

plains that speech sounds differ in their relative degree of sonority. Vowels generally oc-
cupy the highest position on the sonority scale, while stops occupy the lowest position.

A simplified sonority hierarchy can be represented as:

Vowels [] Approximants [ Nasals [] Fricatives [ Affricates [ Stops
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A typical syllable therefore involves an increase in sonority toward the nucleus followed
by a decrease toward the coda. This pattern contributes to the perceptual organization of
syllables and helps explain why vowels normally function as syllable nuclei.

2.4 Open and Closed Syllables

Syllables can also be classified according to whether they end in a vowel or a consonant.

An open syllable ends in a vowel sound, as in:

. go
° me
° sea

A closed syllable ends in a consonant, as in:

. cat
. dog
. jump

This distinction is pedagogically useful because syllable structure can influence vowel pro—
nunciation and assist learners in predicting pronunciation patterns.

2.5 Strong and Weak Syllables

English contains both strong and weak syllables. Strong syllables generally have greater
prominence, whereas weak syllables have reduced prominence. The schwa /[l/ is partic—
ularly common in weak syllables.

For EFL learners, weak syllables can be challenging because their pronunciation is often
less predictable from spelling. Explicit attention to weak syllables can therefore contribute
to improved pronunciation and more natural English rhythm.

2.6 Syllabic Consonants

Although vowels normally serve as syllable nuclei, certain consonants can function as syl-

lable nuclei in English. These are known as syllabic consonants.
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Examples include:

. bottle /Ob(tl/
. little /0NOt/

. button /Ob[tn/

Awareness of syllabic consonants can help learners understand why some English words
contain syllables that do not have an independently pronounced vowel.

2.7 Syllable Types and Reading

Syllable knowledge can support learners in identifying and decoding unfamiliar words.
Common instructional classifications include closed syllables, open syllables, silent—e syl-
lables, r—controlled syllables, vowel-team syllables, and consonant-le syllables.

Knowledge of these patterns may help learners recognize recurring relationships between
spelling and pronunciation. Instead of treating every unfamiliar word as an entirely new
item, learners can analyze its component syllables and apply previously learned decoding
strategies.

2.8 Syllable Awareness and Reading Development

Phonological awareness is closely related to successful reading development. Syllable
awareness represents an important component of this broader ability because it allows
learners to identify and manipulate larger sound units.

Diliberto et al. (2009) reported positive effects of syllable—skills instruction on reading
achievement among struggling readers. Similarly, Moats (2001) emphasizes the impor—
tance of systematic knowledge about the relationships between speech and print in effec—
tive literacy instruction. Torgesen (2004) also stresses the importance of systematic early
reading instruction for preventing reading failure.

Syllabication can be particularly useful when learners encounter long or unfamiliar words.
By dividing a word into manageable units, learners can process the word sequentially rath—
er than attempting to recognize it as one complex visual form.

2.9 Syllable-Based Instruction in EFL Contexts

In EFL classrooms, syllable instruction can be implemented through a variety of tech-
niques. These include:
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1. Counting syllables by clapping.

2. Using the hand—-under—the—chin technique.
3. Marking syllable boundaries visually.

4. Dividing words on the board.

5. Using flashcards.

6. Providing audio models.

7. Using repetition and choral practice.
8. Organizing syllable-based games.
0. Practicing multisyllabic vocabulary.

10. Combining syllable segmentation with reading activities.

Such activities provide visual, auditory, and kinesthetic input and may be particularly ben-
eficial for young learners.

2.10 Research Gap

Although syllable structure and phonological awareness have been extensively discussed
in phonetic, phonological, and literacy research, relatively little empirical research has
examined the effectiveness of systematic syllable—-based reading instruction in Sudanese
basic-level EFL classrooms.

The present study addresses this gap by investigating the relationship between sylla-
ble-based instruction and reading performance among basic-level learners in El Obeid,
North Kordofan State. The study is particularly valuable because it combines teachers’
perceptions with quantitative pre—test and post-test evidence.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

The study adopted a mixed—-methods approach incorporating two complementary de-
signs. A descriptive survey design was used to investigate English teachers’ perceptions
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of syllable-based instruction, while a quasi—experimental one—group pre-test—post-test
design was employed to examine changes in students’ reading performance following the
instructional intervention.

The combination of these approaches enabled the researcher to examine both teachers’
pedagogical perceptions and measurable changes in learners’ performance.

3.2 Population and Sample

The target population consisted of 170 English language teachers working in basic-level

schools in El Obeid, Sudan. A sample of 50 English language teachers was selected to
participate in the questionnaire.

In addition, 50 basic-level students participated in the pre—test and post-test component
of the study. The students completed a pre-test before the intervention and a post-test
after receiving syllable—based instruction.

3.3 Research Instruments

Two principal instruments were employed.

3.3.1 Teachers’ Questionnaire

A structured questionnaire consisting of 20 statements was developed to investigate teach—
ers’ perceptions of syllable—based instruction. The questionnaire employed a four—point
response scale:

. Strongly Agree

. Agree
. Disagree
. Not Sure

The items addressed syllable awareness, instructional techniques, teacher competence,
pronunciation, phonological awareness, syllable division, and reading development.

3.3.2 Pre—-Test and Post-Test

A pre—test and post-test were administered to the student participants. The assessments
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focused on students’ ability to identify syllables, recognize syllable structures, divide words
into syllables, and apply syllable knowledge during reading-related tasks.

The same general assessment framework was used before and after the intervention to
permit comparison of performance.

3.4 Validity

The research instruments were reviewed by three specialists holding PhD qualifications
in English Language Teaching at the University of Kordofan. The experts examined the
instruments for clarity, relevance, appropriateness, and content coverage. Their recom—
mendations were considered in preparing the final versions of the instruments.

3.5 Reliability

The reliability of the questionnaire was examined using the split-half method and Pear—
son’s correlation coefficient. The original study reported a reliability coefficient of approx—
imately 0.58.

However, because the numerical calculation reproduced in the earlier manuscript contains
an apparent arithmetic inconsistency, the coefficient should ideally be verified against the
original SPSS output before submission to an international journal.

3.6 Instructional Intervention

The instructional intervention focused on systematic syllable awareness and decoding.
The students were introduced to the concept and structure of syllables and were trained to
identify, count, divide, and pronounce syllables in English words.

The intervention incorporated:

. syllable counting;

. syllable segmentation;

. word division;

. hand-under-the—chin technique;

. board-based visual representation;
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. flashcards;
. audio—visual materials;
. teacher modeling;
. choral repetition;
. pronunciation practice; and

syllable—based classroom games.

The instructional sequence encouraged students to analyze unfamiliar words into syllabic
units before attempting to pronounce the complete word.

3.7 Data Analysis
Questionnaire data were analyzed using frequencies and percentages. Student perfor—
mance was examined through descriptive statistics, including means and standard devia—

tions. A paired—samples t-test was employed to determine whether the difference between
pre—test and post-test performance was statistically significant.

The statistical significance level was set at a = .05.

4. Results

4.1 Teachers’ Perceptions

The questionnaire results demonstrate substantial support among participating teachers for
syllable—based instruction.

Table 1. Teachers’ Perceptions of Syllable-Based Instruction

Thematic Area Key Finding Agreement
Practice and teacher competence | Mastering syllables requires continued 96%
practice
Teacher competence Effective syllable instruction requires ad— 88%
equately trained teachers
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Teacher pronunciation Poor teacher pronunciation can hinder 94%
learner understanding

Multisensory instruction Flashcards, audio and video are useful 86%
instructional resources

Kinesthetic instruction Hand-under—the—chin technique is use— 96%
ful for syllable counting

Syllable games Syllable games make learning more en— 94%
joyable

Syllable division Dividing words into syllables improves 92%
reading skills

Word decoding Syllable division helps decode long or 86%
unfamiliar words

Phonological awareness Weak phonological awareness is associ— 88%
ated with weak reading skills

The findings indicate that teachers generally perceive explicit syllable instruction as bene—

ficial for reading and pronunciation development. Particularly strong support was observed

for continued practice, the hand—under—the—chin technique, and the use of syllable division

to support reading.

4.2 Pre-Test and Post-Test Results

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Pre-Test and Post-Test Scores

Test N Minimum | Maximum | Mean SD Passing Rate
Pre—test 50 2.00 12.00 8.50 2.50 46% (23)
Post-test 50 6.00 17.00 11.70 | 3.24 70% (35)

The results demonstrate an improvement in student performance following the intervention.

The mean score increased from 8.50 in the pre—test to 11.70 in the post-test, represent-

ing an increase of 3.2(0 points.

The percentage of students achieving the stated passing criterion also increased from
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46% (23 students) to 70% (35 students). Thus, the proportion of students who passed

increased by 24 percentage points following the intervention.

4.3 Hypothesis Testing

Table 3. Paired—-Samples t-Test

Comparison Mean Difference t df | Sig. (2-tailed)
Pre—test — Post-test -3.20 -11.536 | 49 <.001

The paired—samples t-test revealed a statistically significant difference between students’
pre—test and post-test scores, t(49) = -11.536, p< .001.

The negative value of t results from calculating the difference as pre—test minus post-test.
Since the post-test mean was higher than the pre—test mean, the result provides evidence

of improved student performance following the syllable-based instructional intervention.

Accordingly, the null hypothesis is rejected and the alternative hypothesis is supported.

5. Discussion

The findings provide empirical evidence supporting the use of syllable-based instruction
in basic-level EFL reading classrooms. The teachers’ responses demonstrate a strong
perception that syllable awareness, systematic practice, appropriate instructional materials,
and teacher phonological competence are important components of successful reading
instruction.

The particularly high level of agreement concerning syllable practice suggests that learners
may require repeated exposure and opportunities to manipulate syllabic structures before
they can use them effectively in reading. This finding is consistent with the broader princi—

ple that phonological knowledge develops through explicit and systematic practice.

The strong support for multisensory techniques is also pedagogically important. Techniques
such as hand—-under—the—chin syllable counting, visual word segmentation, flashcards, au-
dio materials, and classroom games provide learners with several ways of processing the
same linguistic information. Such approaches may be especially appropriate for younger

EFL learners because they transform an abstract phonological concept into a concrete
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classroom activity.

The most important evidence, however, comes from the pre—test and post-test results.
Students’ mean score increased from §.50 to 11.70, while the passing rate increased from
46% to 70%. The paired—samples t-test demonstrated that this difference was statistically
significant, t(49) = -11.536, p< .001.

These findings suggest that the instructional intervention was associated with meaningful
improvement in students’ performance. One possible explanation is that syllable segmen-
tation reduces the processing demands associated with long or unfamiliar words. Rather
than attempting to recognize an entire word simultaneously, learners can divide the word

into smaller phonological units and process these units sequentially.

The findings are broadly consistent with the work of Moats (2001), Torgesen (2004), and
Diliberto et al. (2009), who emphasize the importance of systematic phonological and de—

coding instruction in reading development.

Nevertheless, the results should be interpreted cautiously. Because the study used a one-
group pre—test—post-test design without a separate randomized control group, improve-
ment cannot be attributed exclusively to the intervention with the same level of confidence
that would be possible in a randomized controlled design. Other factors, including repeated
testing, general classroom exposure, maturation, or teacher effects, may also have con—

tributed to the observed improvement.

6. Conclusion

This study investigated the effect of syllable-based instruction on English reading devel-
opment among basic—level EFL learners in El Obeid, Sudan. The findings from both the
teacher questionnaire and the student assessments provide support for the pedagogical
value of systematic syllable instruction. Teachers demonstrated strong support for explicit
instruction, regular practice, multisensory techniques, teacher pronunciation competence,
and syllable division. More importantly, students demonstrated improved performance fol-
lowing the instructional intervention. Their mean score increased from 8.50 to 11.70, and
their passing rate increased from 46% to 70%. The paired—samples t-test confirmed that

this improvement was statistically significant. The study therefore concludes that sys—
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tematic syllable—based instruction can serve as an effective component of EFL reading

instruction, particularly when learners are taught to identify, count, segment, divide, and

pronounce syllables systematically. Syllable awareness can provide an important bridge

between phonological awareness and the decoding of unfamiliar English words.

7. Recommendations

Based on the findings, the study recommends that, English Language Teachers

1.

English teachers should integrate explicit syllable instruction into regular reading les—
sons.

. Teachers should provide learners with systematic practice in identifying, counting, seg—

menting, and dividing syllables.

Teachers should use multisensory techniques such as clapping, hand—under—the—chin
counting, visual marking, flashcards, and audio-visual materials.

English language textbooks should incorporate systematic syllable—awareness activi-
ties.

Reading materials should include appropriately graded multisyllabic vocabulary.
Curriculum materials should include exercises on syllable identification, division, pro—
nunciation, and word decoding.

. Audio resources should accompany reading materials where possible.

. Teacher-training programmes should include systematic preparation in:

English phonology;
phonological awareness;
syllable structure;

syllable division;
pronunciation instruction; and

reading—decoding strategies.

8. Limitations of the Study

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings.
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First, the study was geographically limited to basic—level schools in El Obeid, North Kordo—
fan State. Therefore, the findings may not be generalizable to all Sudanese EFL learners.

Second, the student sample consisted of only 50 participants. A larger sample would pro—
vide stronger evidence concerning the effectiveness of syllable-based instruction.

Third, the quasi—experimental design did not include a separate randomized control group.
Consequently, causal conclusions should be made cautiously.

Fourth, the study focused primarily on reading and decoding outcomes. Future studies
could examine whether syllable-based instruction also affects listening, speaking, spelling,
writing, vocabulary development, and reading fluency.
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