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Abstract 

Cross-language transfer is the extent, if any, to which phonological awareness in L1 facilitates learning to read in 
L2. This has been an area of investigation wherein researchers looked into the orthographic and phonological 
component processing skills L2 learners develop and utilize to facilitate word recognition. Given the difference 
between the orthographic systems of Arabic (L1) and English (L2), how difficult is it for beginning Arab EFL 
learners to develop these skills? Arab EFL learners seem to have difficulty with prelexical word recognition 
processes leading to slower and perhaps even less accurate L2 word recognition skills. This study examines the 
possibility of transferring Arabic phonological awareness to learning English. Results are reported, most 
important of which is the confirmation of cross-language transfer. 
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1. Introduction 

In spite of being around for years, only recently has phonological awareness won researchers’ attention. In their 
discussion targeting reading difficulties and possible contributing factors, researchers in psychology have 
focused their attention on the relationship between sound awareness and learners’ ability to read (Ehri, 1997; 
Goswami, 2000; Olofsson & Niedersoe, 1999). Major conclusions label children who fail to segment or blend 
spoken words as disabled. The National Reading Panel Report to the U.S. Congress (1998) could not help but to 
firmly advocate helping children hear sounds in words, know the letters of the alphabet, know letter-to-sound 
correspondences, and develop the ability to read words (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998, p. 5, cited in Gillet, 
Temple, & Crawford, 2004). 

Phonological awareness is defined as the consciousness of (Gillet et al., 2004; Layton, Deeny, Upton, & Tall, 
1988; Stanovich, 1991) and the ability to manipulate (Anthony & Francis, 2005; Chard & Dickson, 1999) the 
language sounds including syllables, onsets and rimes, and phonemes. According to Anthony and Francis (2005), 
it involves the movement from the recognition of properties to the ability to produce examples. Thus, at one 
level one can nominate pairs of words that rhyme when presented orally; at a higher level one can produce 
examples. As they grow older, children develop more and more sensitivity to smaller and smaller word parts; 
they manipulate syllables before onsets and rimes, manipulate onsets and rimes before individual phonemes, and 
blend phonological information before they segment. 

Research findings confirm that individuals with difficulty in detecting or manipulating sounds in words will 
struggle with learning to read (see Vellutino, Fletcher, Snowling, & Scanlon, 2004; Hatcher, Hulme, & Snowling, 
2004; Share, 1995; Snowling, 1998; Anthony & Farncis, 2005). Accordingly, a legitimate association between 
phonological awareness and reading development is possible.  

2. Area Description 

To date, Arabic phonological awareness has not received its due attention (Alshaboul, Asassfeh, Alshboul, & 
Momani, 2013) let alone the possibility of using this awareness in EFL learning experiences. This study, which 
investigates the effect of Arabic phonological awareness (L1) on learning English (L2), is a step towards filling 
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this void. 

At the outset, Arabic utilizes an alphabetic orthography that corresponds to consonant and vowel phonemes 
(Fender, 2003). The Arabic orthographic system is phonologically transparent (Wanger, 1993; Abu-Rabia, 1997a, 
1999), which should facilitate Arab learners’ L1 word recognition (Abu-Rabia, 1997b). English orthography, on 
the other hand is less phonologically transparent (Fender, 2003); it has many inconsistencies regarding both the 
orthographic representation of vowels and the variety of context-sensitive phoneme-grapheme irregularities (For 
further detail see Berent & Perfetti, 1995; Cortese & Simpson, 2000). Thus, fluent readers of English need to 
develop orthographic and phonological processing skills to facilitate word recognition (Gough & Walsh, 1991; 
Perfetti, 1991; Seidenberg, 1992; Stanovich, 1991). Given these demands and the possibility of L1 interference, 
Arab learners of English may encounter extra burden and more challenges. 

When reading the words in the target language, Finder (2003) assumes that Arab students would rely on 
phonological processing skills developed through L1 literacy experience; this will result in “slower and perhaps 
even less accurate ESL word recognition skills” (p. 294). Brown and Hyness (1985) and Ryan and Meara (1991) 
support this stance claiming that Arab EFL learners may experience different types of difficulties at the world 
level while reading English texts. Back to Fender (2003), Arab EFL learners face difficulties identifying the 
printed form of a word needed to activate pragmatic associations. Such processes operate at a prelexical stage 
and are necessary to identify and activate a word or a lexical item (Siedenberg, 1992; Stanovich, 1991; Vellutino, 
Scanlon, & Tanzman, 1994). Knowledge of these processes is deemed crucial for second language reading 
fluency and comprehension (Perfetti, 1985; Eskey, 1988; MacDonald, 2000). 

This line of research is supported by the work of Bruck and Genesee (1995), Campbell and Sais (1995), and 
Rubin and Turner (1989) who compared phonological awareness skills in bilingual and monolingual children. 
Such studies predicted that young children exposed to more than one language would perform better on 
phonological awareness tasks than monolingual peers. In Rubin and Turner’s study, sixteen Canadian 
English-speaking first graders attending French immersion programs showed higher proficiency in analyzing the 
internal syllabic and phonemic structure of orally presented words than the sixteen who attended 
English-medium programs. In their study, Bruck and Genesee (1995) examined phonological awareness skills at 
different levels (syllable, onset-rime and phoneme) longitudinally on a similar Canadian population. They found 
some evidence for superior performance at syllable and onset-rime level (the latter limited to kindergarten 
children) for the bilingual children. The bilingual advantage at the syllable level is attributed to the extra saliency 
of the syllable in French, which allows earlier awareness of syllables to transfer to English. The monolingual 
first-grade English children showed superior performance at the phoneme level due to their learning to read and 
write in English, as suggested by Bruck and Genesee (1995). The Campbell and Sais study compared the 
phonological awareness skills of fifteen four-year old monolingual English-speaking children to the skills of 
fifteen age-matched English speakers with varying degrees of exposure to Italian. Again the bilingual group 
demonstrated superior performance. This superiority, it is suggested, depends on the fact that Italian has a more 
regular syllabic and phonological structure than English, facilitating the development of phonological awareness. 

2.1 Cross-Language Transfer 

Cross-language transfer is the extent to which phonological awareness in the first language facilitates learning to 
read in the second language. This is an important area of research interested in bilingual children’s phonological 
awareness. Researchers faced challenge in their trials to identify causes of reading difficulties; Durgunoglu 
(2002) assumed that “cross-language transfer” entails that language learners can transfer their skills in L1 to 
learn L2. 

In previous research, Durgunoglu et al. (1993) examined the relationship between phonemic awareness in 
Spanish and word reading in English. Good performance on three phoneme awareness tasks (involving 
segmentation, blending and matching) given in Spanish was associated with better ability to read English words 
and pseudo-words. Later in 1998 Durgunog˘lu carried out another study on forty-six Spanish-speaking children 
attending Grade 1 tested on a variety of tasks given in both languages. Performance on Spanish and English 
phonological awareness tasks was significantly correlated. This permits the inference that metalinguistic 
awareness of one language transfers to the second, facilitating L2 reading development. This stance was 
supported by Comeau, Cormier, Grandmaison, and Lacroix (1999) who confirmed that phonological awareness 
in English was strongly related to reading achievement in French, and vice versa.  

Notably, all these studies were carried out on languages with similar alphabetic scripts where phonological 
awareness is highly correlated. Orthographic complexity differs from one language to another, which directly 
impacts the consistency between phoneme-grapheme correspondences. In cases where a grapheme represents the 
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same phoneme and a phoneme represents the same grapheme consistently, the orthography can be labeled as 
transparent or shallow.  

On the other hand, there are inconsistent or deep correspondences between phonemes and graphemes. English is 
a good example since it is described as polyphonic and polygraphic. Languages such as English contain more 
challenges for learners especially if their mother tongues are shallower. Hence, this study is significant due to the 
fact that it investigates two languages that differ drastically in their alphabetic script- Arabic and English. 

Arabic is an alphabetic language that consists of 28 letters. Arabic writing goes from right to left, which is 
completely the opposite of English. Arabic language has three long vowels represented by /i/, /u/ and /a/, and 
three short ones represented by diacritics. Arabic has a regular grapheme-to-phoneme and phoneme-to-grapheme 
correspondences (Abu-Rabia, 1997a; Wagner, 1993). With Arabic described as transparent and English as less 
phonologically transparent or deep, will this discrepancy in the orthographic system affect learning English as a 
foreign language?  

There are studies, yet very few that show the phonological skills of the mother language contributing to the 
development of the skills in the second or foreign language (Chikamatsu, 1996; Cisero & Royer, 1995; 
Durgunoglu, Nagy, & Hancin-Bhatt, 1993; Green, 1997; Holm & Dodd, 1996; Koda, 1990). According to 
Wagner, Spratt, & Ezzaki (1989), phonological awareness can transfer between the mother language and the 
second language even if the two languages do not share the same orthographic system, like Arabic and French. 
This line of research gains much support from Cummins’ (1981, 1989) interdependence and threshold 
hypotheses. Cummins suggests that the proficiency in one language successfully transfers cross languages when 
learning new tongues. Fashola, Drum, Mayer, and Kang (1996) confirmed the cross-language transfer and 
showed that bilingual children may rely on their phonological awareness of L1 to learn new language. 
Verhoeven’s (1994) findings confirmed the principle of transferring L1 knowledge to learning L2. 

Following His Majesty King Abdullah II’s 1999 National Initiative, the Ministry of Education in Jordan started 
teaching English as mandatory right from the first grade in order to enable Jordanian first graders to obtain 
command on English basic skills. The English Language National Team, 2006, expected first graders to “read 
English from left to right and show understanding of learned simple words about names, objects, actions, and 
numbers when reading through different activities.” This study, in turn examined the possibility of using the 
phonological awareness of Arabic language to facilitate learning English. 

2.2 Questions of the Study 

Given the differences in regard to phonological transparency, shallow vs. deep, for Arabic and English 
respectively, this study came to answer the following two questions: do Arabic phonological awareness skills 
and insights help Jordanian students read English better? If yes, can that be attributed to cross-language transfer? 

3. Method 

3.1 Participants 

The participants of the study were 35 (20 boys and 15 girls) Jordanian first-graders with an average age of 6:10. 
All native speakers of Arabic, they were just exposed to English as a foreign language. According to their 
teachers’ evaluation, those students were beginning readers. All participants took the tests in April and May, 
2012. 

3.2 Instruments 

3.2.1 Letter Identification 

In order to determine the number of letters a student could correctly identify, Clay’s (1979) letter identification 
test was used. The test included 26 uppercase and 28 lowercase letters, making 54 the highest possible earned 
score. When the child could give either the name or the sound of the letter in either Arabic or English, it was 
counted as correct. 

3.2.2 English Word Recognition 

In order to determine how many words the child could read in English, Clay’s (1979) Ready-to-Read Word Test 
(List C) was used. The test contained fifteen common English words. The Experimenters gave explicit 
instructions telling the participants that they were about to read English words. The experimenter started by 
reading the for-practice words on the top of the list and then asked the participants to read the remaining of the 
fifteen words. The participants were credited one point for each word read correctly. 
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3.2.3 Arabic Word Recognition 

Since there were no standardized reading tests in Arabic, the researchers developed a test based on the Arabic 
vocabulary used in the school textbooks in Jordan (Alshaboul et al, 2013). This approach has been used in 
previous cross-linguistic research when no standardized tests exist (Baluch & Shahidi, 1991; Bruck, Geneseea, & 
Caravolas, 1997; Arab-Moghaddam & Senechal, 2001). The test consisted of fifteen common Arabic words used 
to assess the participants’ reading ability. The same procedures were followed in the English word list. 

3.3 Arabic Phonological Awareness Test 

In order to test the Arabic phonological awareness, a test including segmenting, blending, and matching was 
developed. The researchers and experimenters gave materials to and did some exercise practices with the 
participants in Arabic prior to the tests in order to make sure that the students understood the task. Each 
participant received feedback from the experimenter during the practice. If the participant did not provide any 
answer, or if the answer was incorrect, the experimenter gave the correct answer. The researchers and 
experimenters gave test instructions in Arabic. The number of correct responses on each exercise formed the 
student’s total score. 

3.3.1 Segmenting Task 

This task aimed at assessing the student’s ability to divide Arabic words into phonemes, syllables, and 
onset-rime units. The Experimenter told the participants that they would divide words into small parts through 
playing with words. The experimenter did an exercise to show the students how to divide the word. Three 
subsections were included; (a) 8 two-phoneme words segmented into their two phonemes, (b) 4 two-phoneme 
words segmented into their two syllables, and 8 three-phoneme words segmented into their three phonemes. The 
highest score was 20 with one point for each correct response. 

3.3.2 Blending Task 

The aim of this task was to determine the participants’ ability to blend isolated sounds into words. The 
experimenter gave the parts of words, and the participants had to put the parts together to sound out the words. 
The blending task consisted of three subsections; (a) 6 three-phoneme words given as two syllables, (b) 6 
three-phoneme words given as onset-rimes, and (c) 8 three-phoneme words given as phonemes. Participants 
were credited one point for each correct response. The total score on this task was 20.  

3.3.3 Matching Task 

This task aimed at determining each participant’s ability to match the initial sounds in words. The experimenter 
gave a target word and three alternatives; the participant, and after listening to the target words, had to choose 
the right word that contains the right answer from the alternatives. In each trial the experimenter instructed the 
participants to listen to certain sounds at the beginning of a group of words. The matching task included (a) 6 
words matched in terms of initial phoneme in a broken syllable, (b) 8 words matched in terms of initial two 
phonemes in an intact syllable, and (c) 6 words matched in terms of the initial two sounds in a broken syllable. 
Each correct response was credited one point. 

3.4 Transfer Tests 

In order to assess the transference of Arabic phonological awareness to English, the researchers used two tests of 
word recognition. At first, the participants were instructed how to read several English-like pseudo-words. Later, 
and on a transfer test, the participants were asked to read a list of words that contained the onsets and rimes of 
the pseudo-words presented at the beginning. In this part of testing, the experimenters gave instruction all in 
English. 

3.4.1 Pseudo-Word Reading 

The researchers used eight English-like pseudo-words. The experimenters sounded out the pseudo-words before 
the training and then asked the participants to segment each pseudo-word as onset-rime unit. The experimenters 
helped the students in pronouncing the difficult pseudo-words. The participants were told at the beginning that 
those were not real words. In order to ensure that the participant learned how to read those pseudo-words, the 
researchers followed Yopp’s (1988) procedure. This teach-test procedure continued for a maximum of five trials. 
Scoring this task was different from the other tasks; it counted the number of correctly read items on each trial of 
the five multiplied by the corresponding weight to get a score for each trial. 

3.4.2 Word Reading 

The researchers created six words through combining the onset-rime sounds of the pseudo-words studied at the 
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beginning. The experimenter put those words on cards and went through them once with the participants 
sounding and blending. The experimenters shuffled the cards and then gave them to the participants to read. The 
highest score to obtain was six. 

3.5 Procedures 

The researchers and experimenters, fluent in both Arabic and English, administered all the tasks and tests to each 
subject individually; each was tested twice with a ten-day interval. During the first round of testing, the 
researchers and the experimenters administered all the Arabic tests along with the English word recognition test. 
All instructions were delivered in Arabic. The students were tested in the following: letter identification, English 
word recognition, and Arabic phonological awareness test respectively. Each session lasted for 45 minutes. 
Unless a need was perceived to translate into Arabic, instructions in the second round of testing were given in 
English. The second session included English-like pseudo word training and reading and English word-reading 
tests. With breaks between the tests, the second round of testing lasted for 35 minutes. All tests were 
tape-recorded for later transcription. 

4. Results 

To date, this study is the first in the field that examines whether phonological awareness in Arabic can help 
Jordanian students perform better on the English transfer tasks. All participants were tested using tasks that 
contain large (syllable, onset and rime) and small phonological units. Literature suggests that phonological 
awareness, at least at the onset-rime level, predicts success in early reading. Basically, individuals who have 
difficulty detecting or manipulating sounds in words will struggle with learning to read. 

4.1 Word Recognition and Letter Identification 

Upon running the descriptive analyses for all tests, it was clear that Arabic word recognition (M = .76, SD = .33) 
was almost twice easier than English word recognition (M = .36, SD = .30). In fact, participants could recognize 
only one word easily (M = .74, SD = .43) with the next getting a mean as low as (M = .53, SD = .50). The other 
mean scores were much lower with the least being (M = .19, SD = .40). On the other hand, the participants did 
better with mean score ranging from (M = .87, SD = .34) to (M = .68, SD = .46).  

To see if the mean difference between word recognition in L1 and L2 was significant, paired- sample t- test was 
used. The results (Table 1) indicated a significant difference (t = 1.19, p< .05). Furthermore, English upper-case 
letters (M = .16.56, SD = 7.15) were easier than English lower-case (M = .15.57, SD = 7.29) with the upper-case 
[X] and lower-case [o] being the easiest, scoring mean values of (M = .91, SD = .28) and (M = .89, SD = .31) 
respectively. By the same token, the following letters, both as uppers and lowers, scored the lowest [v, q, y, u, j]. 

 

Table 1. Paired sample test 

 

Paired Differences 

T Df 
Sig. 

(2-tailed)Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence Interval of the 
Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 
1 

English 
recognition- 

Arabic 
recognition 

-4.06 3.09 .03 -4.73 -.34 -1.20 82 .001 

 

4.2 Phonological Awareness 

In order to test participants’ phonological awareness in L1, three tests were used; segmenting, blending, and 
matching. The reported mean scores ranked blending (M = 7.33, SD = 1.05) on top, followed by matching (M = 
6.22, SD = 1.28) and, finally, segmenting (M = 5.16, SD = 1.34). 

Upon looking closely within each of those phonological tests and comparing mean score values per each 
subcategory, results showed that blending phoneme words as phonemes scored on tope followed by phoneme 
words blended as syllables and phoneme words as onset-rime (M = 7.60, SD = .89; M = 5.31, SD = 1.05; M = 
4.63, SD = 1.58) respectively. For segmenting, results showed the two-phoneme words segmented into 
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phonemes on top, followed by those segmented into three phonemes, and then words segmented into syllables at 
the bottom (M = 6.78, SD = 1.99; M = 5.17, SD = 1.35; M = 3.55, SD = .99) respectively. Concerning the third 
phonological awareness test, the reported means indicated that matching words on the basis of their two 
phonemes in intact syllables to be the easiest followed by words matched on the basis of their initial phoneme 
followed by words matched on basis of initial two sounds (M = 6.91, SD = 1.44; M = 5.10, SD = 1.34; M = 4.85, 
SD = 1.37) respectively. 

Correlation test was carried out in order to determine the interrelatedness of these three phonological awareness 
tests. Results (Table 2) indicated that there was an interrelation among the three components of phonological 
awareness tests; blending and segmenting had higher correlation (r = .68) than blending and matching (r =.56). 
Because the phonological awareness tests were interrelated, that warranted using the total score of these three 
tests to be used as one measure when referring to the phonological construct in later analysis. 

 

Table 2. Correlation between components of phonological awareness tests correlations 

 Matching Segmenting Blending 

Matching

Pearson Correlation 1 .55 .56 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .05 .05 

Sum of Squares and Cross-products 1024.80 580.75 442.54 

Covariance 12.50 7.08 5.40 

N 83 83 83 

Segmenting

Pearson Correlation .55** 1 .68 

Sig. (2-tailed) .05  .05 

Sum of Squares and Cross-products 580.75 1080.28 549.96 

Covariance 7.08 13.17 6.71 

N 83 83 83 

Blending

Pearson Correlation .56 .68 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .05 .05  

Sum of Squares and Cross-products 442.54 549.96 608.51 

Covariance 5.40 6.71 7.42 

N 83 83 83 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Upon analyzing participants’ responses on the pseudo word test, the mean score for respondents was relatively 
low (M= 172, SD= 115) (Table 3). Sine this study was primarily conducted to investigate the relationship 
between L1 phonological awareness and reading in L2, the phonological awareness score was correlated with the 
English pseudo words and the English words reading. Results (Table 4) confirm a significant correlation 
between these tests: phonological awareness score was found to significantly correlate with the participants’ 
performance on both the pseudo and word reading transfer tests (r = .27 and r = .56) respectively with a higher 
correlation to the benefit of English word reading. 
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics for the correlation between PA, word reading, and pseudo words 

 Mean Std. Deviation 

Phonemic awareness 52.11 8.45 

English pseudo words 172.55 115.30 

English word reading 3.24 2.02 

 

Table 4. Correlation between PA, word reading, and pseudo words correlations 

  
Phonemic 
awareness 

Pseudo word 
reading 

English word 
reading 

Phonemic awareness 

Pearson Correlation 1 .27* .57 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .01 .05 

N 83 83 83 

Pseudo word reading 

Pearson Correlation .27* 1 .37** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .01  .01 

N 83 83 83 

English word reading 

Pearson Correlation .57 .37 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .05 .01  

N 83 83 83 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

In order to find out whether Arabic phonological awareness may predict Jordanian students’ performance on 
English reading, multiple-regression analysis was performed with word reading and pseudo word reading being 
the dependent variables. The independent variables were English word recognition, letter identification, Arabic 
word recognition, and the sum of Arabic phonological awareness. The four independent variables significantly 
predicted English word reading; they were responsible for 50% of the explanation for the variance in word 
reading (Table 5), F (4, 78) = 19.77, p < .05. 

 

Table 5. Regression analysis on English word reading 

Test Variable B t 

(Constant) -1.35 -1.16

Arabic word recognition -.01 -.14 

English word recognition 157 3.20

Phonemic awareness .05 1.68

English letter identification .04 2.04

 

Concerning the pseudo word reading, regression analysis indicated that phonological awareness accounted for 19% 
of the variance, F(4, 78) = 4.56, p <.01 (Table 6). 
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Table 6. Regression analysis on English pseudo word reading 

Test Variable B t 

(Constant) 1.11 .281 

Arabic word recognition .11 .650 

English word recognition .17 1.027

Phonemic awareness .07 .663 

English letter identification .06 .960 

 

5. Discussion 

This study investigated the relationship between Arabic phonological awareness and English word reading. As 
literature confirms the positive relationship between phonological awareness and reading, the findings of this 
study were of special value for investigating two drastically different languages; Arabic, described as transparent 
(Wanger, 1993; Abu-Rabia, 1997a, 1999), and English, a less phonologically transparent language (Fender, 
2003). 

As far as Arabic is concerned, a high consistent set of phoneme-grapheme correspondences works on facilitating 
Arab learners’ L1 word recognition developed through phonological processing skills. English, on the other hand, 
may create problems for Arab EFL learners due to its less phoneme-grapheme consistency. Fender (2003), for 
example, suggests that English orthography encodes a large amount of phonological information through 
phoneme-grapheme correspondence rules. English has many inconsistencies with regard to how vowels are 
represented in the orthography as well as a variety of context-sensitive phoneme-grapheme irregularities. In a 
nutshell, one might, logically, conclude that language learners targeting a transparent language will presumably 
face fewer problems than those learning a less transparent language. 

This realization is manifest in performance; Jordanian students did better, twice easier, in their mother tongue 
word recognition than in English word recognition. In fact, their performance on most English word recognition 
was poor, which indicates clearly the disqualification of The English Language National Team expectations 
announced in 2006–that Jordanian first graders are to read English words and to show understanding of learned 
simple words about names, objects, actions, and numbers when reading through different activities. This finding 
suggests that EFL Jordanian children did not receive efficient instruction addressing new English words. This 
goes in line with our next result showing that the same students did well on letter identification. 

Participants’ performance on letter identification was better; they scored high on both upper and lower case 
letters. Such a result supports more our conclusion that teachers’ instructions lend itself more towards 
letter-focus rather than word-focus. Still, the children did even a little better on the upper case letters rather than 
the lower case. The visibility, bound to the clearer image, shape, and boundaries of the letters, might be possible 
reasons. In addition, results showed that the easiest letter to be recognized was the English upper-case [X] 
followed by the lower-case [o]. A feasible explanation might resort to exposure and simplicity: children 
encounter the shapes of [X] and [o] more often than the rest of the letters; they may also find the letter-drawing 
easier.  

It is worth mentioning that children faced hard time identifying the following group of letters [v, q, y, u, j] in 
both upper and lower case. A practical explanation might situate itself in familiarity and availability: Arabic 
language does not have these sounds in its system, so children are not familiar with them. Consequently, Arab 
children do not see and do not use these letters in their mother tongue. So, they face a problem manipulating and 
producing these sounds–denoting potential reading difficulties. 

Several possibilities may stand behind teachers over emphasis on letters rather than words. First, old-hand 
teachers prefer to resort to traditional approaches they inherited from their schooling experience: an attachment 
to the past that makes them feel more secure with what they are familiar with (Asassfeh et al., 2012). Second, 
novice teachers are not at a better stand. They enter the classroom without having any sort of prior preparation, 
an impediment that has surfaced as a nation-wide problem since the cancelation of the field-teacher programs a 
decade ago. Third, some might assume that those children are in more need for letters, instead of words, in order 
to become better readers—a practice grounds itself in phonics. 

Consequently, much work is needed to validate this finding and, of no less importance, to ensure that Jordanian 
EFL children will not be left behind and will not suffer later, unnecessarily, in learning English. Prudently, there 
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is a need for direct instruction and classroom activities to target the word as a whole not just as letters—leaving 
the early EFL learner spending most of the reading time on just decoding. This calls for qualified and dedicated 
teachers who ground themselves well in what teaching is and what teaching means. Such a result suggests the 
need for efficient instruction based on thoughtful and early assessment in order to identify areas of strengths and 
weaknesses and level the ground for those children to become better readers. 

Replicating results hosted in literature, it was noted that all of the three phonological awareness tests were 
interrelated with the highest correlation between blending and segmenting–entitling the researchers to use one 
score to represent the three phonological tests in later tests. Back to the tests, participants performed best on 
blending followed by matching and then segmenting—a result that confirmed what Anthony and Francis (2005) 
suggested when indicating that children attend blending before segmenting. This could be considered normal 
emergence into literacy when matched up with the right stage of age. Classroom teachers being the closest to the 
children need to be so attentive and to bring more balance to the phonological components, so that EFL learners 
emerge competent and skillful in all of them instead of having a limp in one or more leading to a slower reader.  

A remarkable and a unique result was the EFL learners’ performance on the subtests within each of the three 
phonological awareness tests. For example, blending phoneme words as phonemes was the easiest followed by 
phoneme words blended as syllables and onset-rimes. Same pattern repeated itself in segmenting–a result that 
sounded contradictory to what literature indicates. Anthony and Francis (2005) suggest that children become 
increasingly sensitive to smaller and smaller parts of words as they grow older, a sequence that did not sell itself 
to Arabic native speakers but proved more salient to English speakers. An explanation to this does not divorce 
itself from a previously mentioned argument that relates Arabic speakers’ focus on discrete letters to teachers’ 
practices and instructions. A left print for this result suggests more focus on manipulating syllables and 
onset-rime. 

To end with, the momentous result touched on the possibility of Arabic (L1) phonological awareness to cross to 
reading English (L2) pronouncing a positive transfer. This could have been interpreted in two ways. First, 
phonological awareness was found to significantly correlate with the participants’ reading performance on 
English both the pseudo and word reading. This suggests that the power of phonological awareness may predict 
students’ performance on word reading. Second, same result clearly shows Arabic EFL children to suffer twice 
more when reading English pseudo words than English words. This language ability to identify the printed form 
in order to activate the semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic associations was deemed necessary for L2 learners to 
achieve reading fluency and comprehension (Eskey, 1988; Fender, 2003; MacDonald, 2000; Perfetti, 1985; 
Siedenberg, 1992; Stanovich, 1991; Vellutino, Scanlon, & Tanzman, 1994). This conclusion was verified with 
phonological awareness in L1 being responsible for just 19% of pseudo word reading, while it was responsible 
for 50% in reading English words. In summary, children who perform well on Arabic phonological awareness 
are more likely to become better English readers–a result that can revolutionize the teaching-learning process of 
English in its Arabic EFL context. 

Revisiting the previously announced importance of the study for examining two drastically different languages, 
one cannot help but to concur on these results in order to revise, develop, and engineer the right environment for 
language learning. Every stakeholder is responsible for making valuable contributions in order to facilitate the 
experience of the Jordanian children when learning English. Instructors may use children’s Arabic as a 
source-of-power to support their learning English. Teachers, care givers, and immediate adults should not 
neglect the importance of learners’ strength points in L1 to learn L2. This may warrant the following conclusion: 
a child poor performance on L2 might be due to poor performance on L1 phonological awareness. What 
intervention this conclusion invites constitutes an avenue that deserves more research and investigation. 
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