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“Literacy is a bridge from misery to hope. It is a tool for daily life in modern society. It
is a bulwark against poverty, and a building block of development, an essential
complement to investments in roads, dams, clinics and factories. Literacy is a platform
for democratization, and a vehicle for the promotion of cultural and national identity.
Especially for girls and women, it is an agent of family health and nutrition. For
everyone, everywhere, literacy is, along with education in general, a basic human right…
Literacy is, finally, the road to human progress and the means through which every man,
woman and child can realize his or her full potential.”
Kofi Annan
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Being able to read and write are two skills that Americans as a whole take for
granted. Our country provides 13 years of schooling free to every child living in the
United States. Parents have a variety of choices regarding what schools their children
can attend. Public and charter schools are free and have a variety of educational focuses.
Other possible choices include religious or private schools where students pay tuition.
Can we as Americans imagine what it would be like to grow up in a place where
we could not attend school, where we needed to go to work at a young age in order just to
survive, or in a place where our ethnic group was systematically persecuted by those in
power? This has been the reality for many immigrants and refugees coming to the
United States. They arrive here without literacy skills in their own languages. They must
now learn to read and write in a language they are just beginning to speak and
understand. Becoming literate needs to happen at the same time they are working to
support themselves and their children. The task is extremely challenging, more so than
most Americans realize.
The situation that I have described is the reality for many of the adult English
language learners at the school where I teach. My goal is to accelerate the English
reading progress of these students, many of whom lack literacy in their own native
languages. Typically, a significant number of our ESL students who are first-time
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readers remain in our beginning levels and fail to progress due to inadequate strategies
for processing print. When reading, many tend to guess, saying any word that begins
with the same letter as the unknown word. Others memorize text, leading the teacher to
believe that they have acquired some decoding skills. However, when the same word
appears in another text, the student may not recognize it. I would like to help these
students become better able to decode words through the use of explicit onset and rime
phonics and phonemic awareness activities. Increased automaticity in decoding will
allow my students to focus on other reading skills such as fluency and comprehension.
This will enable them to better participate in the American culture and achieve their work
and citizenship goals. I want parents to be able to read to their children and understand
the printed information sent home from school, as well as all the other types of printed
materials that are a part of daily life in the United States. Some of my students are
hoping to attend college to get skills necessary for careers such as nursing and business.
They need strong literacy skills to achieve these goals.
Background of the Researcher
While working as an elementary teacher in the late 1990s, I became interested in
beginning reading instruction, in particular, for those students struggling the most. After
taking a reading recovery introductory course, I realized how many different strategies
existed to help students who weren’t succeeding. At this point in my career, I decided to
pursue English as a second language licensure. This added a new dimension to my
teaching. Now my students also needed to learn to speak English as a second language as
well as read it.

3

In 2003 I found my niche in adult ESL and was later asked to teach the beginning
literacy level. Many of my students were progressing, but I noticed that some needed
more focused instruction. I began attending ABE/ESL workshops for literacy-level
students, specifically, the Adult ESL Institutes at Hamline University.
Intriguing Events
In 2009 I heard Elaine Tarone speak at a MinneTESOL conference about her
research with Somali students in Minneapolis. She and her coauthors (Tarone, Bigelow,
& Hansen, 2009) used recasts in oral interviews with Somalis. A recast is a rephrasing of
an incorrect speech act. For example, a student says, “What color it is?” The teacher
restates the phrase correctly, “What color is it?” Elaine Tarone and her coauthors
discovered that students with emerging literacy had more difficulty noticing and
correcting their errors. In fact, they mainly corrected semantic errors and ignored
corrections for syntactic or grammatical mistakes. In contrast, students who had prior
literacy experiences, especially those who were already literate in their L1s, noticed
syntactical and grammatical corrections.
I also attended several workshops led by Patsy Vinogradov, where she discussed
the whole-part-whole reading approach and the types of phonics and phonemic awareness
activities that are recommended with this approach. In the whole-part-whole instruction,
the students start with a whole text from a theme-based text or a story, and then certain
parts are analyzed for phonics/phonemic awareness skills. Finally, the students return to
the whole text to practice the skills learned in context. (Vinogradov, 2008; Vinogradov,
2010b; Trupke-Bastidas & Poulos, 2007).
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One activity from the workshop that I began experimenting with immediately was
teaching decoding by looking at phonetic word families or, in other words, at onsets and
rimes. A word family is a group of one-syllable words that rhyme, such as “make,”
“take,” and “lake.” Research has shown that vowel sounds are more predictable when
pronounced with the final consonant in a one-syllable word. The final consonant
influences the preceding vowel sound and the resulting patterns are fairly consistent
(Treiman, Mullennix, Bijeljac-Babic & Richmond-Welty, 1995). The term “onset and
rime” refers to a phonetic word family. The onset is the initial consonant or consonants.
The rime is the vowel sound after the onset plus a final consonant or consonants. In the
“at” word family, “at” is the rime and initial consonants such as “f”, “h”, and “th” are
onsets giving us “fat,” “hat,” and “that.” The onset and rime phonics instruction is one of
the “parts” of the whole-part-whole reading instruction. “Parts” of the chosen text are
analyzed to find patterns that will unlock the decoding process. Being able to manipulate
the 37 most common word families identified by Wylie and Durrell (1970) will help ESL
students develop the word analysis and phonemic awareness skills necessary to become
literate in English.
Due to the lack of research on word analysis instruction with adult ESL students
who are not literate in their first languages, Kruidenier, MacArthur, & Wrigley (2010)
advise teachers to look at ESL research done at the K-12 level. This research
acknowledges the importance of explicit and systematic decoding and phonemic
awareness instruction.
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Guiding Questions
To facilitate more systematic decoding instruction, I have decided to use the
reading series What’s Next? published by New Readers Press in 2012, as the framework
for my research. With this in mind, the following research questions emerge:
•

How does explicit onset and rime phonics instruction during whole-partwhole reading lessons impact the decoding skills of an ESL adult who has
no first language literacy?

•

What scaffolding do I need to add to the reading series What’s Next? to
make the content accessible to my participant?

•

What additional activities and texts do I need to use to help my participant
solidify her reading skills?

•

Will additional phonemic awareness activities, such as, “where’s the
sound,” “blend the word,” and “does it rhyme,” improve decoding skills?
Role of the Researcher

My role as researcher is integral to this study. I am the ESL teacher working with
a literacy-level student. I implemented the whole-part-whole instruction, developed and
taught the reading lessons that are a part of the study. In addition, I administered the preand post-tests. I also analyzed lessons, modified research steps, and kept a reflective
journal so that I could be responsive to any additional needs that emerged.
Current Teaching Situation
In the adult basic education program where I teach ESL, the Comprehensive
Adult Student Assessment System (CASAS, see https://www.casas.org) tests are used to
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meet National Reporting System (NRS) accountability requirements for federally funded
adult basic education programs administered by states. Adult ESL students are pre-tested
with the beginning literacy and life and work reading and listening tests. The CASAS
tests along with information regarding the students’ prior educational experiences are
used to place students in the class that will meet their needs. Students are reassessed
after approximately 60 hours of instruction to check their progress and report level gains.
Those students who have little or no literacy in their first-languages struggle the most in
making progress as shown by the CASAS tests. These students are first-time readers and
writers. They not only have to learn English, but also are developing print awareness and
sound/symbol correspondence.
Capstone Overview
In Chapter One I explained my motivation and rationale for choosing to research
explicit onset and rime phonics for building decoding skills during whole-part-whole
reading lessons with limited-L1-literate ESL adults. In Chapter Two I will review the
literature relevant to this capstone. Chapter Three will outline the research design and
methodology to be followed for this study. Chapter Four will discuss the results of my
study. In Chapter Five I will reflect on the knowledge gained from the research, its
limitations, and its implications for future research.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this study is to answer the following questions:
•

How does explicit onset and rime phonics instruction during whole-partwhole reading lessons impact decoding skills of an ESL adult who has no
first-language literacy?

•

What scaffolding do I need to add to the reading series What’s Next? to
make the content accessible to my participant?

•

What additional activities and texts do I need to use to help the participant
solidify her reading skills?

•

Will additional phonemic awareness activities, such as, “where’s the
sound,” “blend the word,” and “does it rhyme,” improve decoding skills?

Chapter Two will focus on the challenges awaiting newly arriving non-literate
immigrants to the U.S., a discussion of research with literate and illiterate monolingual
adults, an examination of the current research on reading instruction for ESL adults with
limited first-language literacy, and an explanation of whole-part-whole reading
instruction, along with a definition of alphabetics.
The Challenge
Adult reading experts such as Kruidenier et al. (2010) state:
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Non- or low-literate English learners face a special challenge: they need to
develop three sets of skills simultaneously. They must (1) learn English
(vocabulary, pronunciation and sentence structure, for example), (2) learn how to
process print (read and write in any language) and (3) learn how to read in
English, a language they are still trying to master. English language learners who
don’t have foundation skills in reading and writing in their native language are
likely to need a great deal more time, along with instruction that is geared toward
their specific educational needs. (p. 29)
Adult immigrants new to English and reading have to learn how to communicate
orally and process print at the same time. Learning how to read as an adult is much more
difficult than learning another language. Adult immigrants who already know how to
read in their first languages are applying that reading knowledge to English. The former
will progress more slowly than the latter and may need special literacy classes to focus on
developing sound-symbol correspondence and other print awareness skills.
Research with Literate and Illiterate Monolingual Adults
There are differences in how literate and illiterate monolingual adults process
phonological input which are relevant in a discussion of how ESL adults with no firstlanguage literacy learn how to read in English (Adrian, Alegria, & Morais, 1995; Morais,
Bertelson, Cary, & Alegria, 1986; Morais, Cary, Alegria, & Bertelson, 1979).
Illiterate adults find it challenging to segment speech into its individual phonetic
units (Morais et al., 1979). The ability to work explicitly with phonetic speech units does
not occur as a normal part of cognitive development. Morais, Cary, Alegria, and
Bertelson did research studies in 1979 and 1986 with illiterate and literate adults in poor
agricultural areas of Portugal. Their objectives were to investigate whether or not
awareness of speech as a series of phones develops spontaneously as a part of normal
cognitive development and how literacy instruction affects speech segmentation. Morais
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et al. conclude that an individual’s ability to work explicitly with phonetic speech units
has to be learned and does not arise naturally as an individual develops cognitively.
They also found that illiterate monolingual adults were unable to add or delete a phone at
the beginning of a pseudoword. This task could be easily done by adults literate in an
alphabetic script. Deleting the initial vowel in a vowel, consonant, vowel sequence
(VCV) such as “ago” is easier due to the fact that a vowel alone can constitute a syllable.
Morais et al. conclude that working with phonetic units smaller than a syllable
requires well-defined training which is usually reading instruction. This finding is
congruent with my teaching experience.
However, with appropriate instruction, illiterate adults are able to learn to
manipulate phonetic units smaller than a syllable (Morais, Content, Bertelson, Cary &
Kolinsky, 1988). Morais et al. added a corrective feedback element to their research
done on the deletion of initial phones in pseudowords. With the addition of the corrective
feedback element, nine of the twelve Portuguese illiterate participants showed significant
improvement in the deletion task. The resulting conclusion is that there is no critical
period for the acquisition of segmental analysis. This provides a rationale and gives me
hope for using segmental analysis to teach my adult ESL students how to read.
The above researchers, along with others such as Reis and Castro-Caldas (1997),
have found three important language tasks where literate and illiterate adults performed
differently. The illiterate adults had trouble repeating pseudowords. They had more
difficulty memorizing phonologically related word pairs as opposed to word pairs related
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semantically. Finally, they could not list words that followed a formal rule such as listing
all the words beginning with /b/ or /p/.
Other observations about literate and illiterate monolingual adults’ oral language
processing abilities (Adrian et al., 1995; Morais et al., 1979; Morais et al., 1988; Reis &
Castro-Caldas, 1997) are as follows:
a. The illiterate adults have the ability to identify phonetic pairs that are the
same and different (i.e. pa-ba, different; se-se, same). However, they
performed poorly on tasks that necessitate a consciousness of phonemes
(matching, monitoring, deletion, and phoneme reversal).
b. Rhyming and syllable detection tasks are easier for the illiterate adults.
However, their performance on these tasks still lagged behind that of
literate adults.
c. Tasks requiring phoneme manipulation are much more difficult for the
illiterate adults in comparison to the literate adults.
I am intrigued by the conclusion made by these cognitive scientists that alphabetic
print literacy adds new strategies to an individual’s processing of oral language. The
literate individual is able to consciously process words orally and visually due to an
understanding of the phoneme-grapheme relationships. Therefore, literate individuals are
processing the language with multiple strategies operating at the same time.
Furthermore, alphabetic script literacy is necessary for adults to be able to
manipulate linguistic forms. Read, Zhang, Nie, & Ding compared alphabetic- and
nonalphabetic-literate adults in their 1986 research. The nonalphabetic-literate adults
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were literate in Chinese characters which are logographic. The Chinese adults in the
alphabetic-literate group had learned Hanyu pinyin, which is a phonemic representation
of the Beijing dialect that uses the Roman alphabet. Both groups were given the same
tasks of adding or deleting an initial phoneme from a word or pseudoword. The
alphabetic-literate group performed the tasks much better than the nonalphabetic-literate
group. Read et al. agree that alphabetic print literacy is necessary for the development of
the ability to segment speech into phonemes.
Research on Teaching LESLLA Adults
LESLLA stands for low-educated second language and literacy acquisition.
LESLLA adults are learning how to read for the first time in a language that is not their
first one. Research in the field of second language acquisition has traditionally focused
on students who were literate in their first languages. Typical variables accounting for
differences in learning that have been discussed are aptitude, motivation, and learning
style. The path to second language literacy for adult language learners who have little or
no print literacy needs to be discussed in more research and professional journals
(Bigelow & Tarone, 2004). Thankfully, more discussion of the path to second language
literacy for low-literate adults is starting to happen.
Several recent studies (Condelli & Spruck Wrigley, 2006; Evans, 2008; Kurvers,
2007; Trupke-Bastidas & Poulos, 2007; Young-Scholten & Strom, 2006) have influenced
my views on how to teach reading to adult ESL literacy students. Condelli and Spruck
Wrigley (2006) offer insights for us in their “What Works” Study for Adult ESL Literacy
Students research study, which was conducted in 13 adult ESL programs in seven states
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with 495 students representing 30 different first languages. They conclude that literacy
skills in a student’s first language helped initially in learning to read English. Some
degree of oral English skills assists in the development of basic reading skills.
Connecting the text with real life concerns is effective in helping students learn basic
reading skills. Regular student attendance improves reading comprehension. Finally,
using the student’s native language for clarification also aids reading comprehension.
Young-Scholten and Strom (2006) built on research done by Morais, et al. in
1988 on whether or not a critical period for learning to read exists. Young-Scholten and
Strom studied ten Somali and seven Vietnamese adults learning English. The
participants had zero to five years of first language literacy. Young-Scholten and Strom
wanted to know if there is a critical period for learning to read in an alphabetic script.
Can ESL adults with no previous schooling learn to read in English? Since the adults
could be taught increased phonemic awareness in English, Young-Scholten and Strom
provide research data showing that learning to read as an adult is possible with enough
time and effort.
Trupke-Bastidas and Poulos (2007) used whole-part-whole reading instruction
(which will be defined later in this chapter) with nine East African females, five of whom
were non-literate and four of whom were first-language literate. Their intervention
centered on the use of whole-part-whole reading instruction with phonemic awareness
and decoding activities as the “part” component. Trupke-Bastidas and Poulos found that
the non-literate students improved the most on tests of phonemic awareness and story
texts. In addition, those that showed the most growth had good oral English skills and a
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desire to communicate. The L1 literate students scored high on the three pre-tests which
involved decoding. Since they already knew how to decode in their first languages, they
may have had less room to improve than did the non-L1 literate students. The main
conclusion was that the two groups had different instructional needs. With only nine
participants in the study, it was difficult to make any more definite conclusions.
Kurvers (2007) wanted to find out how adults who never had any first language
reading instruction and were now learning to read and write in a second language develop
word recognition skills. In addition, she wondered if these adults go through the same
stages in learning to read in an alphabetic system as young children do when learning to
read and write in their first language. The adults in her two studies were learning to read
in Dutch as a second language classes in several different community centers. The
outcomes of her studies appear to confirm the notion that the stages of word recognition
for first-time readers and writers in an alphabetic writing system are similar whether the
learners are children or adults. Her research findings provide evidence for three stages in
the development of word recognition skills: a first stage where words are recognized
based on visual or contextual cues, a second alphabetic stage where mistakes made
closely resemble the target word, and a third orthographic stage where learners have
developed automaticity and are now able to pay attention to the meaning of the text.
Evans (2008) did a research study with five participants on analogy phonics
instruction with onsets and rimes. Four of the participants had 10-12 years of firstlanguage literacy and one had none. Evans provides evidence for the claim made by
others (Davidson & Strucker, 2002) that adult non-native speakers of English exhibit
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equal strength in word recognition and silent reading comprehension tasks, which is the
pattern seen in young native English-speaking children learning to read. In addition,
Evans reinforces the importance of building schemata or background knowledge about
the topics addressed in reading texts. The phonics component cannot be taught in
isolation but must be embedded in a meaningful context. The critical nature of this
meaningful context has previously been noted by Burt, Peyton, & Adams (2003) in their
research review of reading and adult English language learners.
Furthermore, using analogy phonics, which entails looking for rime patterns in
unfamiliar words, is an example of a reading strategy employed by young children and
adult non-native speakers of English alike. During reading, the brain looks for patterns in
unknown words (Cunningham, 2005). It searches for other words with similar patterns of
letters stored in its memory. When a like pattern is found, it is used to help pronounce
the unfamiliar word.
What is an efficient way to organize explicit phonics instruction to ensure
comprehensive coverage of the basic onset and rime patterns in the English language? A
recent text on the market for low-literacy ESL adults is the Sam and Pat textbook series.
The Sam and Pat series authors adopted some of the methods and concepts of the Wilson
and Orton-Gillingham reading system, which was developed for learning disabled
students; however, they altered these methods to fit the needs of adult ESL literacy-level
students. Condelli, Cronen, Bos, Tseng, and Altuna (2010) did a comprehensive study
comparing instruction based on Sam and Pat and regular ESL instruction for low-literacy
adults. Their study included 1,344 students in 66 ESL literacy classes at 10 different
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sites. They used eight different assessments and found that word analysis and reading
comprehension progress for both the Sam and Pat group and the control group (regular
low-literacy ESL instruction) were so similar that they couldn’t draw any conclusions of
one method’s being better than the other when looking at student progress alone.
Whole-Part-Whole Reading Instruction
How can we best help English language learners with no first-language literacy
develop literacy skills? According to Vinogradov & Bigelow (2010), students learning to
read for the first time need to see the relationship between words and print. Therefore,
they must be able to pronounce and understand the meaning of the text they are learning
to read. The topic must be something that is important to their lives. When working with
ESL students, Vinogradov and Bigelow note that it is good practice to start with the oral
English language that they have already learned and to build from there in a meaningful
way. Therefore, beginning with a conversation, and using real-life applications is critical.
The alphabet letters can be examined from the conversation that has been written down,
rather than taught before anything else.
A promising reading method for use with ESL students is whole-part-whole
instruction. Whole-part-whole instruction is a balanced approach to reading because it
combines a bottom-up approach, where isolated skills are practiced, and a top-down
approach, where students respond to a whole text (Strickland, 1998; Vinogradov, 2010a).
In this approach the students start with a whole text on a theme that is of interest to them.
After the class discusses the whole text, a teacher could focus on specific words or
specific sounds. Students make generalizations about language. Then they return to the
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whole text for more practice. Initially used with children learning to read, this approach
would seem appropriate for adult second-language learners with limited first-language
literacy.
What is Alphabetics?
The component of reading instruction that deals with the letter sounds is called
alphabetics. Kruidenier et al. (2010) define alphabetics as “the process of using the
letters in a written alphabet to represent meaningful spoken words” (p. 42). Alphabetics
consists of phonemic awareness and word analysis. Phonemic awareness is the ability to
isolate and manipulate aurally the sounds or phonemes in a language. A phoneme is the
smallest unit of individual sound. Phonemes are used to form syllables and then words.
Word analysis is instruction in how phonemes are represented by letters or graphemes.
When teaching children, we usually call this phonics. Word analysis also includes use of
context, as well as uses of affixes (suffixes and prefixes) and their roots.
One alphabetic strategy is analyzing language to find word family patterns,
groups of one-syllable words that rhyme and have a similar spelling pattern; usually they
only differ in the initial consonant or consonants. The term “onset” is used for the initial
consonant sounds and “rime” is used for the following vowel sound and any ending
consonants. According to Treiman et al. (1995), onset and rime phonics is beneficial
because English vowel sounds are more consistent in these patterns. The uncertainty of
vowel pronunciation is greatly reduced by the consonant after the first vowel sound in
these one-syllable words. English vowels are notorious for confusing English language
learners. In addition, when teaching onsets and rimes, it is important not to use nonsense
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words to check decoding skills. Using nonsense words in decoding is acceptable when
teaching native speakers of English, but not non-native speakers of English (Burt, Peyton
& Van Duzer, 2005). This practice would only confuse non-native speakers of English.
Thinking that the nonsense word is a real word, the student might try to use it and be
perplexed by others’ reactions to this nonsense word.
Another alphabetic strategy is the use of word sorts to find patterns with sounds.
If a student has word cards for a topic such as shopping, the student can find all the words
that start with the /sh/ sound, such as shoe, shirt, and shorts (Vinogradov, 2010a).
Blending and segmenting sounds are two types of phonemic awareness activities
that are helpful for all students learning to read. When blending sounds the teacher can
say the individual sounds in a word (s – o – k – s) and touch various connected parts of
her body in sequence to show that she is pronouncing a word with each phoneme in its
correct order, for example, shoulder for /s/, elbow for /o/, hand for /k/ and fingertips for
/s/. This is called “going down the slide.” When segmenting sounds, the teacher can
stretch the word so that the individual sounds are more pronounced, such as “school” =
/s/ /k/ /u/ /l/ (Vinogradov, 2010b).
Conclusion
The above-mentioned findings made by the authors and researchers provide
ample evidence for the importance of appropriate literacy instruction for those ESL adults
who have not previously learned to read in an alphabetic script. The finding that there
exists no critical period for the acquisition of segmental analysis and therefore, no critical
period for learning to read in an alphabetic script is of paramount importance. Although
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learning to read for an older adult may be more difficult, limiting access to instruction
based on age has no basis in research.
Several other important findings recorded in the literature formed the basis for my
research methodology. First, non-literate students improved the most when whole-partwhole reading instruction was used. Second, student learning was accelerated when
instruction was connected to real-life experiences. Third, focusing on onset and rime
phonics instruction provides the brain with patterns that it is searching for to connect the
known with the unknown and make meaning out of print. Fourth, adult ESL students
who are learning to read for the first time exhibit equal strength in word recognition and
silent reading comprehension tasks which is also the case with English-speaking children
learning to read.
The Gap
My research provides an in-depth analysis of one ESL adult’s instruction and
learning using onset and rime phonics and phonemic awareness activities as the “part” in
whole-part-whole reading instruction. By focusing on onset and rime phonics
instruction, I helped my student develop more skill with decoding English vowels in onesyllable words. Eventually, I expect to teach the student how to use these skills to
decode multi-syllabic words by looking for the rime patterns in the syllables of these
words. I hope that this case study serves as evidence to support the importance of
helping these ESL students develop phonological and phonemic awareness. My
contribution to the literature is the specific application to a non-literate adult ESL student
of the principles summarized in the section above.
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Chapter Three will focus on the process involved in determining whether wholepart-whole reading instruction combined with onset and rime phonics strategies will
improve decoding skills for ESL adult students who have limited first-language literacy.
In addition, Chapter Three will discuss the research paradigm, the participant, the setting,
the data collection techniques, the instructional design, and the data analysis methods.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

ESL instruction in adult basic education focuses on activities of daily living such
as health care, shopping, education, and family life taught in a thematic framework. With
this in mind, my study explored the following questions:
•

How does explicit onset and rime phonics instruction during whole-partwhole reading lessons impact the decoding skills of an ESL adult who has
no first-language literacy?

•

What scaffolding do I need to add to the reading series What’s Next? to
make the content accessible to my participant?

•

What additional activities and texts do I need to use to help my participant
solidify her reading skills?

•

Will additional phonemic awareness activities, such as “where’s the
sound,” “blend the word,” and “does it rhyme,” improve decoding skills?
Research Paradigm

The research design was a case study, which is the “most widely used approach to
qualitative research in education” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003, p. 433, as cited in Duff,
2008). A case study is qualitative, due to the use of rich description, has a limited
number of participants, and has multiple methods for data collection and interpretation.
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“Rich description” involves detailed accounts and descriptions of the phenomena under
consideration (Mackey & Gass, 2005).
The case study can be considered a “hybrid” because a variety of methods for
gathering and analyzing data can be used (Nunan, 1992). Some of my data collection
were pre- and post-tests which, gave the research a quantitative component.
Adelman, Jenkins, and Kemmis (1976, as cited in Nunan, 1992) say that case
study research can begin with an issue and explores an instance where that issue is
investigated. The language learning of an individual student is that instance, which is
called a “bounded system” since it is limited to the one student.
Stenhouse (1983, as cited in Nunan, 1992) identifies four types of case studies.
The action case study, where a teacher does an investigation in her professional setting, is
the best fit for my research. This type seems to be similar to action research, which is
dynamic and responsive to the needs of the teacher and students. It is also cyclical and
process-oriented. The teacher is a participant in the process, not just an observer. My
instructional problem, the use of explicit onset and rime phonics instruction to improve
decoding skills for my students with limited first-language literacy, fits the parameters of
an action case study. By studying one student, I, as the practitioner, gained valuable
insights into the process of learning to read in a second language for an ESL adult with
no first-language literacy.
An action case study that springs from a problem noted by a classroom
practitioner is a useful research model. A case study allows the researcher to refine
methods and data collection tools in response to the literacy needs of the student that
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arise during the intervention tutoring sessions. The action case study model allowed me
flexibility as I taught the lessons and reflected on the student’s responses. I was able to
modify future lessons with my student’s needs as the primary focus.
I chose this model to examine a particular language acquisition problem I had
noticed in my students. My students with limited or no L1 literacy were struggling in
developing decoding skills and making progress in our ABE program. The irregularity of
sound-symbol correspondence in English contributed to this difficulty. My desire was to
minimize this difficulty through the use of whole-part-whole reading instruction with a
focus on onset and rime phonics instruction.
Method
The case study included 18 one-hour tutoring sessions. The first and last sessions
included pre- and post-tests needed for data collection. My participant was a student who
entered my morning class in September of 2012. During the case study she also
continued to attend the morning beginning ESL class. Actually, this participant was my
third (the second had left abruptly for another state after nine sessions). Even though I
was able to do a post-test with this second participant, I felt that I did not have enough
data to answer my research questions adequately. My first participant had to leave the
research after 15 tutoring hours without completing the post-test. Nevertheless, I was
able to use my research notes from the first and second participants to improve the
research design for my third participant.
My first research question was this: How does explicit onset and rime phonics
instruction during whole-part-whole reading lessons impact the decoding skills of an ESL
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adult who has no first-language literacy? The data collection techniques used to evaluate
this question were the initial background questionnaire, the pre- and post-tests of onesyllable decodable words each containing an onset and a rime, the final word and photo
matching test, and the reflective journal.
The three remaining research questions (listed below) were answered in my
reflective journal, where I recorded the lesson plans along with “positives” (what worked
well) and “concerns” (areas needing further attention) that I noted during each tutoring
session. In addition, I frequently recorded my participant’s rereading of texts in a
running record format so that I could assess her application of the reading skills
presented.
•

What scaffolding do I need to add to the reading series What’s Next? to
make the content accessible to my participant?

•

What additional activities and texts do I need to use to help my participant
solidify her reading skills?

•

Will additional phonemic awareness activities, such as “where’s the
sound,” “blend the word,” and “does it rhyme,” improve decoding skills?

These questions allowed me to provide detailed descriptions of the activities
listed and how they were used to facilitate the development of the participant’s decoding
skills.
Setting
My school is located in the southern suburbs of the Twin Cities. Students are
placed in the program by their scores on the CASAS test, along with educational
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information collected during the intake process. The tutoring sessions with a literacylevel participant took place at the participant’s home during my non-teaching hours.
Participant
Many of the students who enter our program with limited or no prior schooling
come from Africa, specifically Somalia and Ethiopia. Their ages range from the early
twenties to over sixty years of age. My participant was a 63-year-old Somali female who
had never attended school in Africa. She arrived in the U.S.A. in January of 2006. Her
English schooling began in Oregon, where she attended ESL classes for seven months.
She participated in three-hour classes that were held twice a week. In addition, she had
studied English and civics for four months in another Twin Cities suburb to obtain U.S.
citizenship. These classes were two hours and forty-five minutes each. They were held
four times a week and had concluded prior to her attendance in my class.
Pilot Study
During the 2011-2012 school year, I did a pilot study to refine the lesson
components. The pilot study took place before I had changed my research paradigm
from action research to an action case study. Therefore, I did the pilot study with an
entire class. In the pilot study, I used the first two books in the “What’s Next?” reading
series with my beginning ESL students to see how they would respond to the series and
how I liked the format. During this time, I also utilized whole-part-whole reading
instruction with an emphasis on the study of word families as one of the “part”
components.
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The format of the “What’s Next?” reading series with ten pictures and sentences
per lesson was an appropriate length for the majority of the students in the class, who
already had developed some speaking skills and had significant control over most single
consonants in one-syllable words. In a few instances, however, I found the word choice
in “What’s Next?” too complex for my students. An example is a sentence with subject
and object pronouns. The sentence is, “They pick up their dishes and put them in the
sink” (Book 1, Lesson 4). The pronoun “their” is a possessive determiner which can
confuse students at this literacy level. I eventually changed the sentence to, “They pick
up the dishes and put the dishes in the sink.” Another concern was word choice that
supports a phonics rule where a different word would be more appropriate. The example
comes from a story on buying school supplies. The phonics focus is the “oo” sound. The
sentence is, “The cashier scans their goods” (Book 2, Lesson 2). I would have used
“things” or “supplies” instead of “goods.” However, I was able to work around these
issues and clarify the content for the students.
The pilot study gave me the opportunity to try a variety of phonics activities that
were new to me and that I had learned in various workshops. The phonics activities are
the “part” in whole-part-whole reading instruction. One of my favorites is word sorts,
which involve organizing individual words on strips of paper according to a certain
phonics rule. The words can be sorted by word family. For example, here is a list of
words: cake, park, dark, lake, and take. The “ake” words (cake, lake, take) are grouped
together and the “ark” words (dark, park) are put in another group. In addition, I used a
nine-patch activity, in which the students are given nine words on small slips of paper
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and a sheet of paper with nine numbered boxes on it. Next, I say a word and the students
put it on box number one of their sheets of paper. I continue until all of the words are
each placed in a box. The pilot study helped me add more decoding activities to my
lesson routine.
Data Collection
During the one-on-one tutoring sessions, I used three data collection tools: a
background questionnaire, a list of 16 one-syllable decodable words, and a reflective
journal. In addition, I found myself doing running records of my participant’s rereading
of the text that we were using so that I would have some written evidence of how she was
processing print.
Data Collection Technique 1: Background Questionnaire
The first data collection tool was a questionnaire asking about any previous
literacy experiences, country of origin, and length of residence in the United States.
These were the questions:
•

Where are you from?

•

When were you born?

•

Did you go to school in ________? If yes, for how many years?

•

How long have you been in the U.S.?

•

How long have you studied English?

Data Collection Technique 2: Word List
The second data collection tool was a list of 16 one-syllable decodable words that
the participant read to me to measure progress in decoding word families. These were
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word family words found in texts read during the one-on-one intervention lessons. The
same texts were used during the morning beginning class that my participant attended.
For most of the intervention period, she was my only non-L1-literate student. Therefore,
she needed different activities and more instruction since she had not previously learned
basic literacy concepts such as sound/symbol correspondence and how to blend
individual sounds to make a word. During the administration of the pre- and post-tests,
the participant and I each had a copy of the list. The participant read the words to me and
I recorded what she said. Each word had two parts, an onset and a rime. If the word was
decoded correctly, I put a check mark next to each part. If the participant made an error,
an “x” was marked for that part of the word. The notations were made so that the
participant could not see whether I was writing a check or an “x.”
There were two lists which used the same words but in different order. One list was
the pre-test and the other, the post-test. In addition, the post-test had a second
component that tested word meaning. The participant was given each word on a card and
photos that illustrated the words visually. She was asked to match each word card with
the correct photo. Four words and four photos were presented to the participant. After
she matched these, the next group of four words and four photos was presented. There
were three groups of four words and photos testing the meanings of twelve words. I
excluded four words from this test due to the difficulty of representing their meanings
with photos.

28

Data Collection Technique 3: Reflective Journal
The last data collection tool was a reflective journal. After each lesson, I recorded
the lesson activities and my observations about the lessons. These observations were
divided into two categories: positives, what worked well; and concerns, areas that
needed further attention. My observations, which will be discussed in the results section
of this capstone, gave me the data needed to answer my research questions. To analyze
the data, I sorted my observations by research question. After stating the question, I
looked for observations that answered that particular question. Finally, I searched for
common themes that recurred in my observations and elaborated on them based on the
literature I had read and my own teaching experience.
Procedure
Initially, I met with my participant and her son who explained the purpose of my
research and the contents of the consent form in Somali. After my participant signed the
consent form, I asked the educational background questions that comprised the first data
collection tool and administered the decoding pre-test of 16 words. Over a period of four
and a half months, I taught 18 one-hour one-on-one intervention lessons during which I
recorded my observations in a reflective journal. Finally, I gave the decoding post-test
and the photo word card matching test.
Intervention
When developing my intervention I chose the “What’s Next?” series as my main
text for several reasons. The text has Somali characters that appealed to my student
population at the time, which was half Somali. These are the students who have begun
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their initial literacy experiences as adults and in English, not in their native language.
What’s Next? is a series that none have been exposed to due to its recent publication. I
felt the need to follow a basic text to focus my instruction and ensure that I taught the
main vowel sounds found in one-syllable English words.
During the four-and-a-half month period necessary to schedule and complete 18
tutoring sessions, we were able to complete the first five of the 20 stories in the series. I
added other texts that were used in the morning ESL class my participant also attended.
The tutoring sessions were designed around the whole-part-whole reading
instructional format. I started with a text from either What’s Next? or another series, Talk
of the Block; occasionally, I used a different text that fit with the current instructional
focus. Next, I used several “part” activities and then returned to the original text to
complete the session.
The “part” segment of the whole-part-whole reading instruction initially focused
on activities to solidify knowledge of basic consonant letter sounds, such as naming
words that start with a particular consonant sound. Then I added phonemic awareness
activities, one of which is sound boxes.

In working with sound boxes (Elkonin, 1973, as

cited in Cunningham, 2005), the student has three boxes. The teacher says a word with
three sounds such as man, hat, or dad. The sounds or phonemes are stretched out and
the teacher pushes a penny into each box as she says the sound.
/m/

/æ/

/n/
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Eventually the student is able to do this on her own. The sound box technique is helpful
for students who are having difficulty isolating the phonemes or sounds in words.
Rimes were introduced with rime cards. An onset card was placed in front of the
rime card to make the word from the text. Plastic letters were also used in a similar
fashion. Two examples of onsets and rimes are: not, hot, lot and fall, hall, ball. I
pronounced a word, showed the participant a rime and two to three onsets, then asked her
to select the correct onset. My participant also wrote the words on a whiteboard as I
dictated them. Working with one to three rimes a lesson with lots and lots of review was
manageable during a tutoring session after some basic consonant letters and their sounds
had been sufficiently mastered. My original decoding test included more variation in
rime patterns than what was manageable for my participant. I had to add more rimes
with the same vowel for a while to develop the concept of rhyme and to make the
connection between words and print.
Ethics
Student participation in this research study was voluntary. The participant signed
a letter of consent. Research results have been kept confidential and used only as part of
my MA in ESL capstone. The data gathered was destroyed after it was analyzed. The
school name and that of the participant will remain anonymous. The study’s procedures
and goals were explained to students by a speaker of her first language. The participant
was allowed to revoke her consent at any time. Before I began the intervention, I had
already received approval for the research study from my program manager.
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Conclusion
In this chapter I have explained the research paradigm, the methods, and the data
collection techniques for my study. A presentation and discussion of the results will
follow in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

The data collection techniques used in this study were initial literacy background
questions; pre- and post-tests of one-syllable decodable words each containing an onset
and a rime; a final word and photo matching test; and a reflective journal. By collecting
and analyzing this data, I have attempted to answer this broad question: How does
explicit onset and rime phonics instruction during whole-part-whole reading lessons
impact the decoding skills of an ESL adult who has no first language literacy? In
addition, I sought to answer three smaller questions within this larger question.
• What scaffolding do I need to add to the reading series, What’s Next? to
make the content accessible to my participant?
• What additional activities and texts do I need to use to help my participant
solidify her reading skills?
• Will additional phonemic awareness activities, such as, “where’s the
sound,” blend the word,” and “does it rhyme,” improve decoding skills?
Chapter Three delineated the methodology used to address these questions. Chapter Four
will focus on data analysis and discuss the themes found in the reflective journal.
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Demographic Information
My participant was a 63-year-old Somali woman who has been in the United
States since January of 2006. As a child she never had the opportunity to attend school or
learn to read or write in Somali or any other language. In fact, Somali did not have a
written script until 1972 and an extensive Somali literacy campaign was not initiated until
1974. At that time, my participant was 24 years old.
Her English schooling began in Oregon, where she attended three-hour ESL
classes twice a week for seven months. Before she enrolled in my school, she had
struggled through a U.S. citizenship class for four months in another Twin Cities suburb.
These classes were two hours and forty-five minutes each and held four times weekly.
The participant enrolled in my beginning ESL class in September of 2012. Between
September and December 31, 2012, she attended class for 126 hours. From January
through May 2013, the participant was in class for 176.75 hours. I began the research
study on January 12, 2013 and finished on May 28, 2013, averaging roughly one hour of
one-on-one tutoring per week.
Results of the Tests
In the table below I have listed the results of the decoding pre- and post-tests as
well as the results of the photo and word matching test.

34

Table 1
Results of Decoding and Word-Meaning Tests
Word

1.
2.
3.
4.

fall
man
hot
test

Pre- P PreTest Test
Onset Rime

C
C
C
C

C
C
X
X

5. clock

X

X

6. name

X

X

7. take
8. stop
9. sink
10. right

C
C
C
C

X
C
X
X

11. that
12. luck
13. hall
14. ride
15. truck
16. tell
C=correct
X=incorrect

X
C
X
C
X
C

X
X
X
X
X
X

Student
said

PostTest
Onset

PostTest
Rime

C
C
C
C

C
C
C
C

C

C

C

C

sick
rice

C
C
C
C

X
C
C
X

tank

X
C
C
C
C
C

X
C
C
X
C
X

hat

cook

talk

Student
said

take, no
k, test

Word and
Photo
Matching

C
C
C
C
C

num, no
name
talk

rund
take

rund
[2nd try]
tall/tell

C
NT
C
C
C
NT
NT
C
X
C
NT
NT=not
tested

For the decoding pre-test, my participant had eleven correct onsets and three
correct rimes. In the post-test, she had fifteen correct onsets and eleven correct rimes.
The increase from three correct rimes to eleven correct rimes is especially noteworthy.
The comments made by my participant while decoding words in the post-test are
windows into her thought processes. For the word test she said, “Take, no k, test.”
Initially, she saw the t and said, “Take.” Then she realized that take wasn’t possible due
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to the lack of a k. At this point, she apparently reanalyzed the word and decided that
“test” made sense when taking into account the other letters. For the word tell my notes
indicate that the word she produced sounded a little like tall and a little like tell. I had
difficulty scoring this one so I marked it “incorrect” with a notation. This is notable
because the e in tell and the a in tall are articulated in the oral cavity in close proximity of
each other and both vowel sounds also exist in Somali.
The errors that my participant made on the decoding post-test are also worth
discussing. On the post-test she incorrectly decoded the following words: take, right,
that, and ride. I was surprised that she missed the word, take, because we had spent so
much time working with the “ake” rime. After a second look at take (the word on the
test) and talk (the word my participant said), I realized how close the spellings of the
words are. Both words have three letters, t, a, k, that are the same. I can see how these
words could be easily confused without a sentence or story to create a context.
The next word, right, has two silent letters, g and h. This may have contributed to
its being incorrectly decoded. As seen in my participant’s reading running records, a
context was critical for decoding this word correctly. In addition, she decoded right
correctly, matching it with a photo of a right turn sign in the meaning portion of the posttest.
I was not surprised with the incorrect decoding of that because the phoneme, /ð/,
is not present in Somali. Its inclusion on the test was an attempt to see how my
participant would respond.
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The word ride was difficult throughout the tutoring sessions. Even though her
last name starts with /r/ and I kept referring back to it to remind her of its pronunciation,
she continued to confuse /r/ with /w/. We worked with this word during eight of the 18
tutoring sessions. My participant also was unable to decode ride and match it with the
correct photo in the word meaning portion of the test. The difficulty with /r/ puzzled me
until I learned that the /r/ is pronounced differently in Somali, and therefore, problematic
for Somalis learning English.
To test word meaning, I put each word on an index card. Then I found photos and
an object that would illustrate the meaning of each of the following words: fall, man, hot,
test, clock, name, stop, sink, right, hall, ride, and truck.
The results are described below.
Results of the Word-Meaning Test
For the word- meaning test I divided the words into three groups of four. I
presented four photos and four words on index cards. The student was asked to match
the words with the pictures. A word-meaning test was not done with the remaining four
words since I was unable to come up with pictures that would clearly illustrate their
meanings. These words were tell, take, luck and that.
The first group was right, name, fall, and hall. Pictures were a right turn sign, my
participant’s name on a card, fall trees, and a photo looking down an apartment building
hallway. Right and name were matched quickly. For the fall card, my participant first
said “hall,” then looked at it again, said “fall” and correctly matched it. Hall was
matched correctly.
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The next group of word cards was stop, ride, hot, and test. Stop was matched
correctly with a red octagon. Hot was matched to a picture of a man in the sun sweating.
Test was matched to a #27 CASAS test. Ride was the hardest. I used a photo of the
inside of a car with a child in a carseat and a mom in the front seat. I had to help my
participant understand the point of the photo and I had to help with the pronunciation of
ride, which for her became /rʌnd/. This one was scored incorrect.
The last group of word cards was sink, man, truck, and clock. Sink, man, and
clock were matched easily. At first my participant called the truck photo a car. I said,
“It’s not a car.” She said, “Truck.” I used an angle view photo of a truck with a
backseat, and it was a little difficult to see the truck bed. A more generic truck photo
would have been better. I scored the word meaning test: 11 correct out of 12.
Important Observations
Research Question 1: How does explicit onset and rime phonics instruction during
whole-part-whole reading lessons impact the decoding skills of an ESL adult who has no
first-language literacy?
I could not have asked for a more eager participant. She enjoyed reading the
stories in the What’s Next? series because of the Somali characters and their experiences
in relocating which she identified with. My participant wanted me to listen to her read
and reread all the stories that we worked on. Her son and grandson helped me explain the
concept of rhyme to her by translating it into Somali. Grouping words into families
based on rhyme and spelling appealed to her. Using the term “word family” helped her
see that the words have something in common just like a human family.
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After several tutoring sessions, however, I realized I needed to proceed more
slowly than I had anticipated with the introduction of new elements in the decoding
process. Solidifying initial and final single consonant sounds became my new goal. My
participant was encouraged to look carefully at the letters and to connect them with the
corresponding sounds, without guessing words that had little relationship to the written
letters. We worked with three phonemes /æ/, /ɑ/, and /ɔ/ of the vowel, a, and made
meaningful one-syllable words. Examples of our word family words are as follows: can,
pan, man, fan, van; cat, hat, fat, rat, bat; hall, call, fall, wall, tall, ball, mall; dad, sad,
mad, bad; jam, dam, ram; and car, far, jar. We read, reread, and wrote these word
family lists in many different orders and many different ways. We found examples of the
rimes in our reading texts. Reminders were given to look at all the letters. The question
was asked: Are you guessing or are you looking at the letters? In addition, word
meanings were repeatedly discussed. For ram, which does not occur in normal
conversation, we looked at photos of the animal, the ram, from Google Images.
By working with words containing three different phonemes, the middle one
being /æ/, /ɑ/, or /ɔ/, we were able to solidify the process of blending these three
phonemes from left to right and thereby forming a spoken word corresponding with the
written word. This was possible even though we used /l/ and /r/, which color the sound
of the vowel, as the third phoneme in some of the words.
Initially, I had thought that I would be able to cover two to three different rimes
during each lesson. Secondly, I believed that I would be adding another decoding test to
my first one and would be able to finish the second book of the What’s Next? series
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before the end of the tutoring sessions. However, distinguishing between two different
vowel sounds was more challenging for my participant than I had expected. While
working with onset and rime cards, my participant occasionally said, “tall,” when the
word was tell. She then self-corrected and said, “tell.” The same pattern occurred with
bell, which she read as “ball” and then self-corrected. I noted this flip-flop with “ell” and
“all” rimes on several occasions. In another instance during dictation, the word was test.
My participant wrote “tast.” Hat and hot were also switched. While pondering my
participant’s difficulties with vowels, I revisited the developmental sequence for Englishspeaking children learning to spell by reading a text called: Words Their Way: Word
Study for Phonics, Vocabulary, and Spelling Instruction by Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton
& Johnston (1996). Since decoding (reading), encoding (spelling), and phonological
awareness are such intertwined processes, I hoped I might find some enlightenment on
the challenges that vowels were presenting. A discussion of my findings will continue in
Chapter Five.
My participant would often substitute a word that started with the same phoneme
as the one in the text. For example, far became “fall”, walk became “wall”, and was “at,”
go and get were often confused. This error pattern began to decrease as we did more
work blending CVC and CVCC words.
Another misreading which was similar to the one above was substituting a known
word for a new one. The neighbor who helps Samsam and Adam in the What’s Next?
series is Carmen. When reading my participant would commonly call her Karmel. I
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wondered if she was associating the neighbor’s name with the Karmel mall, a Somali
mall in Minneapolis.
Other words that were confused were they and their. Both words refer back to
the same people, are similar in spelling, but have different grammatical functions. When
we added the word then, we had three words that start with “the,” which were at times
misread as any one of the three.
Other challenges were the words do and does. Do was frequently skipped or
reduced to “dyou” when followed by you. One activity I repeated at the beginning of
each lesson was mixing up the words in a question and its answer. I had each word on a
separate index card. First, I would give the words forming the question to my participant.
She read them and then was instructed to put them in the correct order. Usually I started
with two or three of the words from the question, and then would add another word after
she put the first three in order. The question was: How do you get to school? Often my
participant would put these words in this order: “How you get school?” Then, she would
be confused about where to put “do” and “to.” On other occasions when presented with a
sentence with do you, she would read this as “dyou,” the reduced form that is commonly
used in spoken English. Does was sometimes pronounced as “dis” or “dez.” The other
question and answer I used in this activity was this: “What is your name? My name is
….” Quite frequently my participant said “I” for “my” when reordering the words for
the answer. In addition to skipping “do” in the above activity, “to” and “is” were
frequently left out in reordering word cards to make questions and answers. These are
function words (they have a grammatical function) that are often reduced in spoken
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English. This may account for my participant’s omission of them when encountered in a
written text.
Research Question 2: What scaffolding do I need to add to the reading series,
What’s Next? to make the content accessible to my participant?
Scaffolding was accomplished in a variety of ways. These included discussing
pictures and new vocabulary, using a Somali-English dictionary, acting out new
terminology, altering the text itself, and bringing in the objects identified in the text.
Discussing new vocabulary and the storyline through the pictures in a text were
important scaffolding needed for building schemata or background knowledge as well as
oral language skills. During the regular morning class that my participant attended the
students often read some of the texts that were used later during the one-on-one tutoring
lessons. Since another Somali student who is literate in Somali attended this class, I
could look up vocabulary words in Somali and this student could give the Somali word
for the new English word. One word that was particularly difficult to explain was
quickly. Having the Somali translation of this word helped my participant gain a better
understanding of the sentence, She quickly fixes breakfast.
The sentence above was from the fourth lesson, “Samsam’s Morning Routine.”
To develop an understanding of the phrase “morning routine,” we spent a lot of time
acting out the following morning routine: alarm clock rings, wake up, get up, get
dressed, fix breakfast, eat breakfast, drink tea/coffee, and go to school. Then we added
the written words to the activity to become familiar with them before tackling the text
itself.
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At times I altered the sentences in the text to make the content more accessible to
my participant. Two examples from lesson two on registering for school involved taking
out some of the subject and object pronouns. The story says, “They tell the two men their
information. The men give them a pen.” I changed these two sentences to: “Samsam
and Adam tell two men their information. The men give Samsam and Adam a pen.”
On other occasions, I changed the verbs in the text to ones that I felt were closer
to language we normally use as opposed to language that supports a phonics rule. In
lesson five, “A Ride to School,” the text says, Samsam and Adam hop into Carmen’s car.
Hop was changed to get, which is more natural language. Another sentence read,
Carmen follows John Avenue for ten blocks. Takes was substituted for follows. Carmen
takes John Avenue for ten blocks sounded more like the language used by native English
speakers.
Compound words such as cannot and stoplight were presented by covering the
second syllable so my participant could recognize the rime that she had seen before and
then covering the first syllable so she could see the next rime.
Story pictures were made more concrete by bringing in the real object shown,
such as a phone book in story two and a school registration form for story three. We also
walked down our hall to imitate Samsam in lesson two and referred to our school front
desk to explain the front desk pictured in lesson three.
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Research Question 3: What additional activities and texts do I need to use to help my
participant solidify her reading skills?
Because the sentence length and complexity along with the phonics elements
were increasing too rapidly in the What’s Next? series, I incorporated other texts into the
one-on-one tutoring lessons. Most of the texts were from the Talk of the Block series,
which was also being used in the morning beginning ESL class that my participant
attended. The stories I chose were At the Checkout, A Crack in the Tub, and Call the
Landlord. These stories fit with the current topics that were being discussed in class.
The sentence length and the word choice were simpler than those found in the What’s
Next? series.
I had second thoughts about a text I used called Cub Foods. It is found online in a
series, Story by Story, developed for native English-speaking adults by Marn Frank. I
like the photos that the author chose for each of the sentences and the students can listen
to the stories over and over since they are on the Internet. However, Cub Foods contains
sentences with two irregular past tense verbs, got and went. These words are not in my
participant’s spoken language. In reading this text, she confused went with want
probably because we had read sentences with want earlier in the What’s Next? series.
Later, when we reread the story, Where is the School? from the What’s Next? series
wants was read as went.
Another story used was Cooking Pancakes from the Minnesota Literacy Council
curriculum (J. Ouellette, personal communication, January 7, 2013). We also worked
with vocabulary cards for household rooms, furniture, and appliances.
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Research Question 4: Will additional phonemic awareness activities improve decoding
skills?
Initially, I had chosen three phonemic awareness activities to use during the oneon-one tutoring sessions. These were “where’s the sound,” “blend the word,” and “does
it rhyme.” However, I decided that “blend the word” wasn’t appropriate for the literacy
development level of my participant.
Two phonemic awareness activities were used in place of “blend the word.” One
was a sound blending activity called “going down the slide.” This activity was described
in Chapter Two. It involves stretching out the sounds in a word and touching various
connected body parts in sequence to blend the sounds together in the correct order. One
example of how this activity was employed was to help my participant pronounce the
final two sounds in test, best, nest, rest, and west in the correct order. By touching my
shoulder, elbow, wrist, and hand while simultaneously saying each sound (b – e – s – t), I
was able to help my participant say the sounds in the proper order and pronounce the
word correctly. The difficulty lay in getting the last two sounds, st, in the correct order.
“Sound boxes,” which was previously explained in Chapter Three, is a phonemic
awareness activity that involves segmenting a word into its sounds or phonemes. This
activity enabled my participant to pronounce two particularly difficult words, just and
lots, correctly. Using four boxes drawn in a horizontal line one after the other, I said the
words slowly. Each time I said a sound or phoneme, I put a penny in one of the boxes.
“Blend the word,” the phonemic activity that I didn’t use, has the teacher say a
word, cat. The learner then stretches out the word by saying each of the phonemes:
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/k/ /æ/ /t/. This activity is also done in the reverse, with the learner saying the word and
the teacher stretching it out by saying the phonemes. During the intervention, I felt that
the other phonemic awareness activities were more appropriate for my participant.
“Where’s the sound,” another phonemic awareness activity, was used only once.
For this activity, I took three small cups and placed them in a row. Next, I said a word
such as nice.

My participant’s task was to decide if the /n/ was the first, middle, or last

sound. Then she put a penny in the cup corresponding to the location of the sound. After
some initial confusion and reteaching, she did this task successfully with seven words.
The last phonemic awareness activity was “does it rhyme.” For this activity, I set
out three small cups in a row horizontally. As I said each of three words, I touched a cup.
My participant’s task was to turn over the cup corresponding to the word in the group that
did not rhyme with the other two. Initially, my participant had an 80% success rate on
finding the word that didn’t rhyme. However, as the tutoring sessions progressed and we
added a greater variety of rimes to the task, her success rate dropped to 55%.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I shared the results of my data collection tools: the background
questionnaire and the pre- and post-tests. I also discussed important observations
recorded in my reflective journal by analyzing it in relationship to my four research
questions.
In Chapter Five, I will review my major findings and discuss their implications
for helping low-educated immigrants and refugees become successful contributors in the
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current American workplace. In addition, I will address the limitations of my study and
present recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS

In this case study, I attempted to answer the following questions:
•

How does explicit onset and rime phonics instruction during whole-partwhole reading lessons impact the decoding skills of an ESL adult who has
no first-language literacy?

•

What scaffolding do I need to add to the reading series What’s Next? to
make the content accessible to my participant?

•

What additional activities and texts do I need to use to help my participant
solidify her reading skills?

•

Will additional phonemic awareness activities, such as “where’s the
sound,” “blend the word,” and “does it rhyme,” improve decoding skills?

In Chapter Five, I will present my major findings and the limitations of my
research. I will also address the implications of my research for educators and society in
general along with suggestions for future research.
Major Findings
My research goal was to gain a better understanding of how to help ESL adults
with limited first-language literacy learn to decode simple English text by using onset and
rime phonics instruction and phonemic awareness activities as the “part” in whole-partwhole reading instruction with an ESL adult who has no first-language literacy. After 17

48

hours of one-on-one tutoring and roughly 176 more hours in my beginning ESL class, my
participant was able to decode four more onsets and eight more rimes on the decoding
post-test than on the pre-test. This supports the findings of Evans (2008), who found that
the majority of her participants improved more in decoding rimes than in decoding onsets
over the course of her study.
I believe that these increases made by my participant are worth noting. In my
opinion, the increases can be attributed to the one-on-one tutoring sessions, my
participant’s concurrent attendance in my morning beginning ESL class, and the use of
whole-part-whole reading instruction with onset and rime phonics instruction and
phonemic awareness activities. The test data and my reflective journal entries support
this conclusion.
During the early one-on-one tutoring sessions, I realized that my participant
needed to develop consistency in decoding initial and final single consonant sounds
before I could make progress working with onset and rime phonics. This consistency
was accomplished with extensive work decoding CVC (consonant, vowel, consonant)
and CVCC (consonant, vowel, consonant, consonant) words using a as the vowel.
During this period I was also able to help my participant learn how to blend the letters
together to form a word.
Next, I needed to begin adding other vowels to the one-syllable words to create
additional rimes and enlarge my participant’s reading vocabulary. At first, I was worried
when my participant switched vowel sounds in words such as tell and tall because both
/ɛ/ and /ɑ/ are found in Somali. After pondering this phenomenon, I remembered that
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vowel confusion is normal for native English-speaking children when learning to read. I
wondered if this might also be part of the normal developmental sequence for learning to
read in English by a non-L1 literate adult.
In a text mentioned in Chapter Four (Bear et al., 1996), I found a detailed
description of spelling development in children. While studying the table on page 156
created by the authors, I realized that my participant had been making errors similar to
those described in this text. The second stage in spelling development is the letter-name
alphabetic stage which has three levels. The first is the early letter name alphabetic stage
which is marked by an absence of vowels in students’ writing. Was my participant’s
writing of words such as car and not as cr and nt an indication of her developmental level
being similar to that of children at the early letter name alphabetic stage? In the next
level, the middle letter name alphabetic stage, the short vowels are present in writing but
confused by their point of articulation. Does this explain my participant’s switching of e
and a in words such as tell and tall? Kurvers (2007) also discusses an alphabetic stage as
the middle of three distinct stages in the development of word recognition skills for firsttime readers in an alphabetic script. Further research in this area could potentially show
more parallels between English speaking children, ESL children, and non-literate ESL
adults learning to read and write.
My research findings are in agreement with those of Young-Scholten and Strom
(2006) who conclude that there is no critical period for learning to read in an alphabetic
script. Even though my research participant is a 63-year-old Somali woman with no
literacy experiences prior to her arrival in the U. S., she has been able to develop
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decoding and new phonemic awareness skills while still learning to speak English. In my
opinion, this process has been aided by the use of whole-part-whole reading instruction
with a focus on onset and rime phonics and phonemic awareness activities as was also
evidenced by Trupke-Bastidas and Poulos (2007) in their research.
Notes in my reflective journal reaffirm the importance of a multitude of current
literacy practices. Building schemata or background knowledge and developing oral
language are critical (Vinogradov & Bigelow, 2010). Phonemic awareness and phonics
instruction must be explicit and contextualized. Topics chosen for study and materials
used must be relevant and appealing to the students (Condelli & Spruck Wrigley, 2006).
Ongoing authentic assessment and evaluation of students’ progress is crucial for
remediating any difficulties and continuing to develop their literacy skills.
Being able to work closely with one student was advantageous for me because I
could evaluate her responses during the one-on-one sessions without worrying whether or
not they were influenced by the other students sitting near her. I was able to see what she
could do on her own, and then I could adjust the lesson with this new information. Oneon-one instruction was similarly beneficial for my participant. She knew she had my
complete attention for that one hour period and would be able to ask any questions that
she had. My participant was actively involved in the teaching process for the entire
tutoring session and in all probability felt that the time was well spent.
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Unexpected Events
First and Second Case Study Attempts
During my research study I had to start over with a new participant twice. My
first case study participant, a 33-year-old Somali male, started a new job and had to drop
out of the research study. I had hoped that he would return to class on a part-time basis.
However, a few months later he moved out of the Twin Cities area. He had been in the
United States since he was 17 and was just beginning to learn to read. During the time
that I spent tutoring him, I learned that I need to work with the phonemic awareness
activities such as “where’s the sound” and “blend the word” (Vinogradov, 2010a)
extensively, at first, to make sure that my participant is decoding the words and not
relying mainly on his ability to memorize the story text. Another activity that can help
with this concern is putting each word in the text on a separate word card, mixing up the
cards, and asking the participant to rearrange the words in the correct order. The
participant is forced to look closely at the arrangement of the letters in each word.
The second participant, a 36-year-old Somali female left abruptly after nine hours
of tutoring to live with a family member in a warmer state. This Somali woman had been
in the United States for almost 3 years. She was unable to get a job because she couldn’t
speak or read English. Even a position cleaning hotel rooms was out of her reach due to
her inability to speak and read English.
Implications
Learning to read for the first time in an alphabetic language is a multidimensional task. As a former primary grade teacher, I am aware of the complexities and
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number of developmental stages involved in teaching reading to native English-speaking
children. My participant was also learning to speak and understand English as an older
adult.
Since adult ESL students with no first-language literacy are able to learn to read
and write, it is important to ensure that they are given the opportunity to do so. These
immigrants and refugees need to provide for themselves and their families in a culture
that is very different from their native cultures. Companies hiring workers demand a
minimum of a high school diploma in order to secure an entry level job. The vast
majority of jobs now available require some post-secondary vocational or college
education.
For ESL adults who have limited or no first-language literacy, we need to provide
small group and one-on-one tutoring so that their language and literacy development is
closely monitored. Public and private agencies assisting these ESL adults need realistic
expectations regarding the length of time and quality of instruction necessary for English
language and literacy development. Perhaps in-service specifically designed for staff
working with limited L1-literate ESL adults would beneficial.
Further Research Possibilities
More one-on-one case study research with low-educated ESL adults would
provide a greater understanding of the variables involved in second-language literacy
development. Additional case studies could lead to research with larger numbers of
participants that could be instrumental in forming new theories. Following a student
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from emerging literacy to the level where he or she is applying word family patterns to
the decoding of multisyllabic words would also be beneficial.
Audio-recording the tutoring sessions with research participants is another
suggestion for future research. I found that it was difficult to teach and record my
participant’s responses simultaneously. My participant was uncomfortable with the idea
of making audio-recordings of our sessions. Audio-recordings would capture everything
said by the researcher and the participant which would be extremely valuable for
analyzing the interactions.
Investigations of the parallels with children learning to read and any deviations
from these parallels due to first language interference could be done. In particular, the
connection between spelling and decoding with ESL adults could be explored. In
addition, research that follows a student over an extended period of time would help
create realistic expectations for future immigrants and refugees arriving in the United
States.
Conclusion
By completing this research study I have been able to add more explicit phonics
and phonemic awareness activities to my repertoire of teaching strategies. At the same
time, I have renewed my understanding of the complexity of initial literacy instruction. I
hope others will benefit from my findings and will see the importance of providing
appropriate instruction for ESL adults with limited literacy experiences.
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APPENDIX A
Decoding Pre-Test (Teacher Copy)
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Decoding Pre-Test (Teacher Copy)
1. fall

____onset ____rime

2. man

____onset ____rime

3. hot

____onset ____rime

4. test

____onset ____rime

5. clock ____onset ____rime
6. name ____onset ____rime
7. take

____onset ____rime

8. stop

____onset ____rime

9. sink

____onset ____rime

10. right ____onset ____rime
11. that

____onset ____rime

12. luck ____onset ____rime
13. hall

____onset ____rime

14. ride ____onset ____rime
15. truck ____onset ____rime
16. tell

____onset ____rime
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APPENDIX B
Decoding Pre-Test (Student Copy)
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Decoding Pre-Test (Student Copy)

1. fall
2. man
3. hot
4. test
5. clock
6. name
7. take
8. stop
9. sink
10. right
11 . that
12. luck
13. hall
14. ride
15. ride
16. truck
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APPENDIX C
Decoding Post-Test (Teacher Copy)

59

Decoding Post-Test (Teacher Copy)
1. hall

____onset ____rime

2. stop

____onset ____rime

3. tell

____onset ____rime

4. right

____onset ____rime

5. truck ____onset ____rime
6. man

____onset ____rime

7. sink

____onset ____rime

8. hot

____onset ____rime

9. name ____onset ____rime
10. ride ____onset ____rime
11. fall

____onset ____rime

12. clock ____onset ____rime
13. test ____onset ____rime
14. take ____onset ____rime
15. luck ____onset ____rime
16. that ____onset ____rime
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APPENDIX D
Decoding Post-Test (Student Copy)
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Decoding Post-Test (Student Copy)

1.

hall

2.

stop

3.

tell

4.

right

5.

truck

6.

man

7.

sink

8.

hot

9.

name

10. ride
11. fall
12. clock
13. test
14. take
15. luck
16. that
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