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The	 present	 study	 is	 concerned	 with	 the	 skill	 of	 reading	 and	 young	 learners.	 It	 aims	 at	
exploring	the	ways	in	which	beginner	readers	of	English	in	the	Greek	primary	school	context	
access	the	print.	In	order	to	gain	insight	into	this	issue,	the	study	proposes	a	balanced	early	
reading	 model	 that	 encompasses	 elements	 from	 the	 two	 most	 influential	 approaches	 to	
teaching	reading,	namely	Phonics	and	Whole	language.	Then,	the	impact	of	the	model	on	the	
young	 learners’	 progress	 in	 early	 reading	 is	 studied	 in	 an	 action	 research	 that	 includes	
teacher’s	journals,	class	recordings,	a	battery	of	reading	tests	and	a	learners’	questionnaire.	
The	 information	 deriving	 from	 these	 sources	 reveals	 original	 and	 interesting	 findings	 on	
learner-print	 interaction	 as	 well	 as	 learner	 preferences	 and	 strategies.	 The	 study	 aims	 at	
pinpointing	 evidence	 that	 can	 inform	 and	 contribute	 to	 the	 amelioration	 of	 the	 teaching	
practices	employed	 in	the	Greek	primary	schools	regarding	the	teaching	of	early	reading	 in	
English.	
	

�	
	
Η	 παρούσα	 μελέτη	 ασχολείται	 με	 την	 αναγνωστική	 ικανότητα	 των	 μικρών	 μαθητών.	
Στοχεύει	στο	να	εξερευνήσει	τους	τρόπους	με	τους	οποίους	οι	αρχάριοι	μαθητές	Αγγλικών	
στο	 δημοτικό	 σχολείο	 αποκτούν	 πρόσβαση	 στην	 ανάγνωση	 της	 συγκεκριμένης	 ξένης	
γλώσσας.	 Προκειμένου	 να	 επιτευχθεί	 ο	 στόχος,	 η	 έρευνα	 προτείνει	 ένα	 ισορροπημένο	
μοντέλο	 αρχικής	 ανάγνωσης	 για	 το	 οποίο	 χρησιμοποιήθηκαν	 στοιχεία	 από	 τις	 δύο	
προσεγγίσεις	 στη	 διδασκαλία	 της	 ανάγνωσης	 με	 τη	 μεγαλύτερη	 επιρροή:	 τη	 Φωνημική	
προσέγγιση	και	 την	Ολική	προσέγγιση	 της	 Γλώσσας.	Έπειτα,	μελετήθηκε	ο	αντίκτυπος	 του	
μοντέλου	 στην	 πρόοδο	 της	 αρχικής	 αναγνωστικής	 ικανότητας	 των	 μικρών	 μαθητών	 μέσα	
στα	 πλαίσια	 μιας	 έρευνας	 δράσης	 η	 οποία	 περιλαμβάνει	 ημερολόγια	 της	 δασκάλας-
ερευνήτριας,	 ηχογραφήσεις	 της	 τάξης,	 μια	 σειρά	 από	 τεστ	 και	 ένα	 ερωτηματολόγιο.	 Οι	
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πληροφορίες	 που	 προέκυψαν	 από	 αυτές	 τις	 πηγές	 αποκαλύπτουν	 πρωτότυπα	 και	
ενδιαφέροντα	ευρήματα	σχετικά	με	τη	σχέση	μαθητών	και	γραπτής	γλώσσας	καθώς	και	τις	
προτιμήσεις	 και	 στρατηγικές	 τους.	 Η	 μελέτη	 στοχεύει	 στο	 να	 αναδείξει	 στοιχεία	 που	 θα	
μπορούν	 να	 ενημερώσουν	 και	 να	συνεισφέρουν	στη	βελτίωση	 των	διδακτικών	πρακτικών	
που	εφαρμόζονται	στα	δημοτικά	σχολεία	σχετικά	με	τη	διδασκαλία	της	αρχικής	ανάγνωσης	
στα	Αγγλικά.	
	
Key	 words:	 young	 learners,	 early	 reading,	 balanced	 approach	 model,	 phonics,	 whole	
language,	Big	books,	Mini	books	
	
	
	
	
1.		Introduction	
	
Teaching	reading	is	central	to	the	teaching	of	English	as	a	Foreign	Language	(EFL).	However,	
as	critical	the	initial	steps	to	literacy	may	be,	they	are	not	always	clear.	Important	questions	
regarding	early	literacy	are	difficult	to	be	addressed:	How	do	young	learners	actually	learn	to	
decode	 the	print	 and	extract	meaning	 from	 it?	What	processes	 and	 strategies	 lead	 to	 the	
successful	unlocking	of	the	marks	on	the	page?	When	are	learners	actually	reading	and	not	
just	 ‘barking	 at	 print’,	 i.e.	 producing	 the	 right	 phonemes	 in	 the	 right	 order	 but	 without	
understanding	what	is	read	(Broughton,	Brumfit,	Flavell,	Hill	and	Pincas,	1980,	p.	91)?	Which	
theoretical	approaches	to	teaching	reading	seem	to	be	more	effective	at	beginners’	level?	In	
order	 to	obtain	answers	 to	 such	questions,	 the	actual	 circumstances	 in	which	 learners	are	
taught	early	reading	skills	need	to	be	examined	along	with	the	 impact	of	the	 implemented	
methodologies.		
	
The	present	 study	 is	 therefore	concerned	with	 the	young	 learners’	 first	encounter	with	L2	
reading.	More	specifically,	 it	 intends	 to	 identify	 the	currently	employed	methodologies	 for	
the	 teaching	 of	 early	 reading	 to	 young	 learners	 in	 Greek	 primary	 schools.	 Then,	 the	
implementation	 of	 a	 balanced	 early	 reading	 model	 which	 combines	 two	 prominent	
approaches	to	teaching	reading,	namely	phonics	and	whole	language	is	explored.	Finally,	the	
impact	 of	 the	 implemented	 materials	 on	 the	 development	 of	 the	 young	 learners’	 early	
reading	skills	is	revealed	with	the	help	of	a	variety	of	data	gathering	tools.	
	
2.		Exploring	the	nature	of	reading	
	
Reading	 can	 be	 defined	 as	 the	 process	 of	 getting	 meaning	 from	 print.	 However,	 the	
complexity	 and	 the	 multidimensionality	 of	 this	 fundamental	 skill	 are	 not	 captured	 by	 a	
simple	definition.	In	1980	Gough	and	Hillinger	proposed	the	Simple	view	of	reading	with	the	
intention	 of	 providing	 a	 framework	 which	 could	 explain	 reading.	 According	 to	 this	 view,	
reading	 (R)	 equals	 the	 product	 of	 decoding	 (D)	 and	 comprehension	 (C)	 (R=D×C).	 Its	
proponents	 maintain	 that	 the	 Simple	 view	 provides	 ‘an	 accurate	 description	 of	 reading	
ability’	(Gough,	1996,	p.	4)	since	‘a	child	who	cannot	decode	cannot	read;	a	child	who	cannot	
comprehend	 cannot	 read	 either’	 (Gough,	Hoover	 and	 Peterson,	 1996,	 p.	 3).	Many	 studies	
(Kirby	 and	 Savage,	 2008)	 have	 pinpointed	 that	 this	 view	 allows	 for	 valid	 predictions	
regarding	 learner	progress	 in	L1	 reading	up	 to	 the	 fourth	grade.	This	model	has	been	very	
influential;	in	fact	it	has	been	recommended	by	the	Independent	Review	of	the	Teaching	of	
Reading	 in	 the	 UK	 (DFES,	 2006)	 as	 the	 framework	 that	 adequately	 explains	 the	 skill	 of	
reading	and	 should	 inform	early	 reading	 teaching	practices.	Whether	 the	Simple	View	can	
accurately	 account	 for	 the	 relationship	 between	 decoding	 and	 comprehension	 is	 debated	
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among	scholars;	however,	there	is	consensus	regarding	the	fact	that	both	are	fundamental	
for	 successful	 reading	 (Dombey,	 2009).	 Therefore,	 these	 two	 components	 need	 to	 be	
addressed	in	order	to	gain	a	comprehensive	insight	into	the	nature	of	reading.		
	
2.1.		Decoding	
	
Decoding	 refers	 to	 the	 process	 of	 using	 letter-to-sound	 correspondences	 in	 order	 to	
recognise	words.	Learners	need	to	be	able	to	understand	that	cat	is	different	from	car	or	hat	
because	 in	 each	 case	 different	 phonemes	 -and	 their	 corresponding	 letters-	 are	 involved.	
Therefore	decoding	is	related	to	the	immediate	recognition	of	the	letters	and	the	phonemes	
they	represent	in	a	specific	combination	for	a	given	word.	In	cat,	it	is	essential	to	understand	
that	the	phonemes	involved	are	/k/,	/æ/	and	/t/	and	they	are	read	as	/kæt/.	The	goal	of	this	
process	is	to	be	able	to	break	the	code,	i.e.	to	automatically	apply	the	knowledge	of	the	code	
in	 order	 to	 recognise	 new	 words.	 Decoding	 equips	 learners	 with	 the	 ability	 to	 access	 an	
infinite	number	of	phoneme	combinations,	i.e.	to	virtually	read	anything.	
	
Decoding	 is	 related	 to	 the	 notions	 of	 phonological	 awareness	 and	 phonemic	 awareness.	
Phonological	 awareness	 refers	 to	 the	 ability	 to	 understand	 that	 language	 is	 made	 up	 of	
phonemes,	syllables	and	distinct	words,	i.e.	that	it	is	comprised	of	these	separate	elements	
and	 it	 is	 not	 a	 unified	 and	 indivisible	 string	 of	 sounds.	 Furthermore,	 phonemic	 awareness	
means	 that	 learners	have	 the	ability	 to	detect,	 segment,	add,	delete,	 substitute	and	blend	
phonemes	 to	 create	new	words.	 Learner	ease	at	manipulating	phonemes	 leads	 to	 smooth	
grasping	 of	 the	 alphabetic	 principle	 i.e.	 that	 letters	 stand	 for	 phonemes.	 In	 reviewing	 the	
relevant	 literature,	 Adams	 (1990,	 p.	 44)	 asserts	 that	 ‘knowledge	 of	 letters	 and	 phonemic	
awareness	have	been	found	to	bear	a	strong	and	direct	relationship	to	success	and	ease	of	
reading	acquisition’.	This	means	that	the	role	of	decoding	in	learning	to	read	is	of	paramount	
importance,	 as	 learners	 who	 achieve	 phoneme	 and	 word	 recognition	 early	 become	
successful	readers	and	progress	in	reading	comprehension	(Demont	and	Gombert,	1996).		

	
	

2.2.		Comprehension	
	
Word	 recognition	 is	not	enough	 for	 reading	 to	occur;	 learners	must	 simultaneously	access	
the	 meaning	 of	 words	 in	 order	 to	 fully	 understand	 what	 they	 read	 (Hoover	 and	 Gough,	
1990).	 Comprehension	 is	 therefore	 the	 counterpart	 of	 decoding.	 Comprehension	 in	 a	
language	 is	 achieved	 through	 speaking	 and	 listening;	 native	 speakers	master	 their	mother	
tongue	before	 entering	 school	 settings	 by	 interacting	with	 adults.	When	 learners	 begin	 to	
learn	to	read	it	is	important	that	the	materials	they	encounter	are	linguistically	and	mentally	
appropriate,	 so	 that	 their	 background	 knowledge	 can	 be	 activated	 (Hoover	 and	 Gough,	
1990;	McNamara,	Ozuru	 and	 Floyd,	 2011).	 Familiarity	 of	 content	 is	 important	 in	 order	 for	
internal	 knowledge	 about	 language	 to	 be	 activated	 and	 valid	 meaning	 to	 be	 constructed	
(Stuart,	Stainthorp	and	Snowling,	2008).		
	
Furthermore,	 the	 National	 Reading	 Panel	 Report	 (Shanahan,	 2005)	 underpins	 that	
‘comprehension	 strategies	 are	 intentional	 actions	 that	 a	 reader	 can	undertake	 to	 increase	
the	 chances	 of	 understanding	 or	 remembering	 the	 information	 in	 a	 text’.	 Comprehension	
includes	thinking	processes	and	problem	solving	techniques	along	with	the	activation	of	the	
learner’s	inner	lexicon.	It	is	a	complex	process	which	cannot	be	taught	directly	as	in	the	case	
of	decoding.	To	this	end,	the	gradual	initiation	and	practice	of	multiple	strategies	related	to	
successful	comprehension	is	advisable	(Shanahan,	2005).	
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2.3.		Approaches	to	teaching	reading	
	
Before	 embarking	 on	 the	 quest	 for	 the	 most	 appropriate	 teaching	 methodology,	 it	 is	
necessary	to	present	the	most	prominent	characteristics	of	the	different	approaches	to	early	
reading	as	they	have	emerged	through	their	implementation	in	various	teaching	contexts.	
	
The	whole	word	approach	
	
The	whole	word	 approach	 is	 based	 on	 training	 the	 learners	 to	 recognise	word	 cards.	 The	
words	employed	are	of	 high	 frequency	 and	 this	 approach	 is	 an	efficient	way	of	 building	 a	
good	sight	vocabulary	 rather	quickly.	Learners	are	 therefore	motivated	as	 they	are	able	 to	
read	 many	 words	 at	 an	 early	 stage	 and	 their	 confidence	 is	 enhanced.	 However,	 lack	 of	
context	 is	 a	 serious	 limitation	 to	 this	 approach,	 as	 learner	memory	 is	 soon	 saturated	with	
plain	words	and	learners	may	become	disinterested	(Cameron,	2001,	p.148).	

	
The	phonics	approach	
	
The	main	idea	around	which	the	phonics	approach	evolves	is	the	alphabetic	principle:	since	
letters	 represent	 sounds	 (phonemes)	 and	 their	 combination	 creates	 words,	 then	 focused	
and	systematic	instruction	of	sound-letter	relationships	leads	to	successful	reading.	Phonics	
instruction	includes	in	depth	elaboration	of	phonemes;	segmenting,	blending	and	phoneme	
isolation	tasks	are	used	to	reinforce	phonemic	awareness.	However,	several	issues	related	to	
decoding	arise	due	to	 the	opacity	of	 the	English	 language	and	the	 irregularities	 it	presents	
regarding	sound-letter	patterns,	with	the	striking	example	of	function	words	(words	such	as	
I,	where,	 the,	my,	 are	 important	 to	meaning	 and	 learners	 need	 to	 be	 able	 to	 read	 them).	
Also,	 context	 and	 meaning	 are	 not	 considered	 important	 in	 the	 early	 stages	 of	 teaching	
reading	 by	 this	 approach,	 a	 practice	 which	 may	 deprive	 learners	 of	 enhanced	 access	 to	
comprehension.	Still,	phonics	instruction	is	considered	an	effective	way	of	teaching	reading	
as	it	provides	learners	with	the	most	straightforward	way	of	accessing	the	print	during	their	
first	encounters	with	it	(Cameron,	2001,	p.	149;	Beck	and	Juel,	1995,	p.5)	

	
The	whole	language	approach	
	
The	whole	 language	 approach	 is	 focused	on	meaning	 and	 therefore	 it	 is	 considered	 a	 top	
down	approach,	a	holistic	way	of	 involving	 learners	with	the	print	 (Daniels,	Zemelman	and	
Bizar,	1999,	p.	33)	The	linguistic	context	is	of	high	importance	and	words	are	not	presented	
in	 isolation;	 they	are	always	 integrated	 in	 context	which	 is	 familiar	 and	 interesting	 for	 the	
learners,	while	lexical	chunks	are	often	employed	as	they	carry	more	complex	meaning	than	
words	 and	 they	 are	 more	 useful	 for	 communication	 purposes.	 Distinct	 instruction	 on	
isolated	phonemes	is	not	supported	by	this	approach	which	however	may	pose	difficulties	to	
some	 learners	who	 are	 struggling	 to	 access	 both	meaning	 and	 new,	 unknown	 letters	 and	
phonemes.	
	
The	balanced	approach	
	
In	order	to	compromise	the	two	approaches	that	have	dominated	the	teaching	of	reading	in	
what	has	been	called	 ‘the	 language	wars’,	 the	balanced	approach	has	been	proposed.	This	
approach	embraces	the	most	effective	features	of	both	the	phonics	and	the	whole	language	
approach	and	combines	the	building	of	decoding	skills	and	phonemic	awareness	with	a	focus	
on	context	and	meaning	(Donat,	2003	and	2006;	Thogmartin,	1997).	As	pointed	out	earlier,	
the	apparent	disadvantage	of	phonics	is	that	it	focuses	on	decontextualised	sounds,	 letters	



Damianou	/	Research	Papers	in	Language	Teaching	and	Learning	7/1	(2016)	127-146	

	

131	

and	 words	 while	 it	 does	 not	 cater	 for	 letter-phoneme	 irregularities.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	
whole	 language	does	 not	 promote	direct	 decoding	 techniques,	 overlooking	 the	 alphabetic	
principle	 and	 the	 enhancement	 of	 phonemic	 awareness.	 This	 may	 cause	 problems	 to	
learners	who	 fail	 to	mentally	establish	 letter	 sound	 relationships	 that	are	 fundamental	 for	
smooth	progress	 in	reading.	Therefore	a	reading	method	that	encompasses	elements	from	
both	approaches	is	considered	more	beneficial	for	young	learners.	The	teaching	of	phonics	is	
preferable	 within	 context,	 as	 familiar	 and	 enjoyable	 texts	 are	 an	 effective	 means	 of	
introducing	and	practicing	phonemic	 features.	On	 the	other	hand,	whole	 language	 lessons	
must	 entail	 focused	 teaching	 of	 phonemic	 awareness	 which	 is	 a	 prerequisite	 for	 the	
development	of	the	reading	skill	(Weaver,	2002,	p.344).	
	
3.		The	research	questions	and	the	research	context	
	
After	pointing	out	the	main	approaches	to	teaching	early	reading,	the	study	evolves	in	two	
levels.	First,	it	aims	at	identifying	the	currently	employed	approach	for	the	teaching	of	early	
L2	 reading.	 Then,	 an	 early	 reading	model	 based	on	 the	balanced	 approach	 is	 applied	 to	 a	
class	of	third	graders	and	its	effects	on	their	progress	are	studied.	The	study’s	actual	content	
derives	from	the	following	questions.	
	
1. Which	approaches	 to	early	 reading	can	be	 identified	 in	 the	course	book	 for	Grade	3	

(Magic	 Book,	 2011)?	 What	 evidence	 is	 there	 of	 phonics	 and/or	 whole	 language	
approach	in	the	readymade	materials?	

2. How	can	the	balanced	approach	be	implemented	in	Grade	3	along	with	Magic	Book?	
3. What	 are	 the	 effects	 of	 the	balanced	phonics	 and	whole	 language	 approach	on	 the	

progress	of	the	young	learners’	reading	skill?	
4. What	 are	 the	 young	 learners’	 attitudes	 towards	 the	 reading	 skill	 and	 the	 teaching	

methodology	proposed?	
	
The	 research	 was	 conducted	 with	 the	 19	 students	 of	 Grade	 3	 in	 a	 primary	 school	 near	
Korinthos.	
	
	
3.1.		Data	collection	tools	
	
Battery	of	tests	
	
The	learners’	progress	in	reading	was	tested	through	3	teacher-generated	tests	(an	example	
in	 Appendix	 I)	 which	 include	 words	 and	 chunks	 the	 learners	 were	 exposed	 to	 during	 the	
implementation	of	the	early	reading	model	(Gove	and	Cvelich,	2010).	The	tests	consist	of	5	
tasks:	
	

• a	known-word	without	context	decoding	task	(Wren,	2002)		
• a	phonological	awareness	task	(Murray,	Smith	and	Murray,	2000)		
• a	non-word	decoding	task	(Sprenger-Charolles	and	Messaoud-Galusi,	2009)		
• a	read-and-match	the	word	to	the	picture	task		
• a	lexical	chunk	task.	

	
The	learners	took	the	test	by	reading	the	words	and	chunks	aloud	to	the	teacher	for	tasks	1,	
3,	4	and	5	and	by	recognising	a	specific	phoneme	in	various	words	the	teacher	read,	for	task	
2.		
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The	learners’	questionnaire	
	
A	questionnaire	with	10	closed	type	questions	with	a	three-choice	scale	(a	lot,	so	and	so,	not	
really)	 was	 completed	 by	 the	 learners.	 The	 questions	 investigate	 the	 learners’	 attitude,	
affective	 stance,	 reading	 strategies	 and	 reading	 preferences	 regarding	 the	methodologies	
employed	in	class.		
	
Teacher’s	journals	during	classroom	observation	
	
The	 teacher	 noted	 down	 reading-related	 behaviour	 such	 as	 reading	 attempts	 and	 self	
correction,	 learners’	 questions	 and	 observations,	 but	 also	 indications	 of	 classroom	
atmosphere	and	motivation	levels	(McDonough	and	McDonough,	1997).	
	
Recordings	
	
The	teacher’s	journals	were	supplemented	and	cross	checked	with	classroom	recordings	as	
they	 provide	 authentic	 reading	 instances	 and	 real	 time,	 permanent	 data	 that	 can	 be	 re-
examined.	
	
4.		Findings	
	
4.1.		Research	question	1:	Existing	materials		
	
Magic	Book	
	
The	pilot	edition	of	Magic	Book	was	used	in	the	3rd	grade	for	the	teaching	of	early	reading.	
The	book	exhibits	features	from	all	the	aforementioned	approaches.	More	specifically,	in	the	
pre	unit	basic	principles	of	phonics	approach	are	apparent,	such	as	the	non	alphabetic	order	
and	the	consistency	of	letter-phoneme	relationship	as	criteria	for	the	presentation	of	letters.	
Also,	word	cards	are	widely	used;	a	loan	from	the	whole	word	approach	in	order	for	learners	
to	 build	 an	 initial	 sight	 vocabulary.	 In	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 units	 however,	 the	 whole	 language	
approach	is	dominant.	Children’s	literature	and	popular	fairytales	are	used	as	reading	texts.	
Familiarity	 of	 content	 is	 important	 in	 order	 for	 the	 learners’	 background	 knowledge	 to	be	
activated.	Moreover,	on	linguistic	level,	lexical	chunks	are	presented	within	context	in	order	
to	facilitate	learners	to	remember	and	use	them.	
	
	
4.2.		Research	question	2:	The	implemented	methodology	
	
A	balanced	early	reading	model	
	
The	model	which	was	implemented	for	the	purposes	of	this	study	is	based	on	both	phonics	
and	 whole	 language;	 therefore	 it	 follows	 the	 balanced	 approach.	 Schematically,	 the	
components	 of	 the	 model	 that	 guided	 the	 practices	 employed	 in	 class	 are	 presented	 in	
Figure	 1.	 Context	 is	 considered	 focal	 in	 the	 model	 and	 it	 is	 placed	 in	 the	 centre	 exactly	
because	 it	 is	 central	 to	 the	 actual	 teaching	 that	 the	 model	 intends	 to	 inform.	 Thus,	
phonemes	and	chunks	are	intended	to	be	practiced	within	context,	while	at	the	same	time	
the	context,	i.e.	a	particular	story	or	communicative	situation,	guides	the	decisions	regarding	
which	phonemes	and	chunks	to	present	to	the	learners.	Therefore,	the	relationship	between	
phonemes	 and	 context	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 and	 lexical	 chunks	 and	 context	 on	 the	 other	 is	
reciprocal.	The	goal	of	 the	model	 is	 to	 integrate	 the	decoding	of	 the	printed	 text	with	 the	
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actual	understanding	of	 its	meaning,	 i.e.	to	achieve	both	the	right	spelling	out	of	the	script	
and	comprehension	of	its	content.		
	
	

	
	

Figure	1.	Realisation	of	the	balanced	early	reading	model	
	
	
The	model	guides	the	teaching	practices	that	were	employed	for	the	purposes	of	the	specific	
study.	 Magic	 book	 was	 followed	 but	 at	 certain	 points,	 teacher-generated	 materials	 and	
techniques	were	also	implemented.		
	
Observation	routine	
	
During	 the	 observation	 routine	 the	 teacher	 presented	 pictures	 of	 objects	 and	 the	
corresponding	word	cards	and	then	encouraged	the	learners	to	observe	the	letters	in	these	
words.	 Then,	 the	 learners	 were	 invited	 to	 listen	 carefully	 to	 the	 corresponding	 sounds,	
repeat	them	and	try	to	discover	similarities	and	differences	among	words	and	also	between	
different	 readings	of	 the	same	 letter,	depending	on	 its	position	 in	 the	word.	They	became	
familiar	with	 sound-	 letter	 correspondences	and	 they	practised	 recognising	and	combining	
phonemes.	 They	 experimented	 with	 deleting	 or	 adding	 phonemes	 and	 letters	 to	 existing	
words	in	order	to	create	new	ones.	They	also	practiced	detecting	rhymes	and	applying	them	
to	the	reading	of	new	words.	This	oral	work	was	implicit	phonics	teaching	and	learners	were	
very	positive	towards	it.	

	
Posters	
	
Two	posters	(Appendix	 IV)	were	used	in	order	to	provide	context	for	the	practicing	of	new	
words:	 a	 ‘body	 parts’	 poster	 and	 a	 ‘places’	 poster.	 Learners	 read	 cards	 with	 words	 and	
pinned	them	on	the	right	place,	showing	they	were	able	to	both	decode	and	understand	the	
meaning	of	the	words	and	the	context	in	which	they	could	be	encountered.	The	posters	help	
with	 revision	 and	 memory	 enhancement	 and	 are	 also	 consistent	 to	 the	 whole	 word	
approach.	
	
Big	books	and	Mini	books	
	
Using	Big	books	and	Mini	books	(Appendices	II	and	III)	 in	class	provided	the	learners	with	a	
reading	 experience	 that	 derives	 from	 both	 phonics	 and	 whole	 language	 tradition	 and	
rendered	the	learning	experience	interesting	and	motivating.	
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Big	 books	 are	 considered	 important	 in	 the	 whole	 language	 approach.	 They	 presuppose	
shared	reading,	which	 is	a	scaffolding	practice:	the	 learners	are	encouraged	and	guided	on	
the	 way	 to	 independent	 reading	 by	 the	 teacher	 and	 their	 classmates.	 Shared	 reading	
enhances	comprehension	as	it	gives	the	participants	the	chance	to	predict	content,	relate	it	
to	their	background	knowledge	and	check	understanding	(Kraayenoord	and	Paris,	1996).	
	
For	the	purposes	of	this	study,	the	teacher	created	her	own	Big	books	because	familiarity	of	
content	is	of	paramount	importance	if	reading	in	a	foreign	language	is	to	be	promoted.	No	
commercially	available	Big	book	can	include	the	language	the	specific	 learners	are	exposed	
to.	In	this	light,	the	two	Big	books	include	words	and	chunks	familiar	to	the	learners,	stories	
and	heroes	 taken	 from	Magic	book	 and	pictures	and	 flip-flaps	 that	arouse	 learner	 interest	
and	motivation.	Big	books	provide	 the	 visual	 aids	 to	 teach	new	phonemes,	 letters,	words,	
sentences	 and	 chunks;	 in	 this	 way,	 a	 framework	 for	 revision	 and	 further	 practice	 is	 also	
created.	
	
Mini	 books	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 are	 more	 personalised.	 Their	 main	 purpose	 is	 to	 provide	
material	 that	matches	 the	 learners’	 early	 reading	 level	 for	 reading	 practice	 at	 home.	 It	 is	
important	to	be	able	to	read	and	understand	something	outside	the	school	setting,	without	
the	 teacher’s	 help;	 the	 learners’	 confidence	 and	 sense	 of	 success	 is	 reinforced	 and	 they	
acquire	 a	 positive	 stance	 towards	 the	 language.	 Mini	 books	 promote	 silent	 reading	 that	
enhances	 comprehension	 and	 recycling	 of	 vocabulary.	 They	 were	 created	 in	 class	 by	 the	
learners	who	wrote	and	read	their	own	pages	based	on	known	vocabulary.	
	
4.3.		Research	question	3:	The	effects	of	the	balanced	approach	on	learner	progress	
	
Test	results	
	
The	learners	reacted	to	the	reading	test	positively.	They	were	very	interested	in	all	the	tasks	
and	expressed	willingness	to	participate	in	the	tests.	The	results	are	summarised	by	task	as	
follows.		
	
In	the	first	task,	the	learners	were	asked	to	decode	a	known	word	that	was	presented	out-
of-context.	Since	nothing	was	 included	 that	could	 trigger	 their	memory	but	 the	phonemes	
themselves,	they	needed	to	rely	on	their	decoding	skills	alone	to	complete	the	task.	As	the	
results	show,	they	were	able	to	decode	most	of	the	words	correctly.	Moreover,	their	results	
improved	 in	 the	 two	 following	 tests,	 pointing	 to	 the	 direction	 of	 a	 positive	 course	 of	
development	for	the	decoding	of	decontextualised	words	(Figure	2).	
	

	
	

	

	

	

	

Figure	2.		Comparative	representation	of	the	results	of	the	decoding	task	(task	1)	across	the	3	tests.	
Number	of	words	(in	a	total	of	5)	decoded	by	the	students	
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The	second	task	was	a	phonological	awareness	task,	aiming	to	check	the	learners’	ability	to	
recognise	 some	unusual	phonemes	 for	 speakers	with	Greek	as	 L1	 (such	as	 /ʃ/,	 /ʌ/	or	 /ɚ/).	
The	 results	 pinpoint	 that	 the	 learners’	 phonemic	 awareness	 is	 at	 a	 good	 level.	 They	were	
able	to	recognise	most	of	the	phonemes	in	all	the	tests	with	the	exception	of	test	3,	where	
they	didn’t	succeed	in	distinguishing	/ɑː/	from	/æ/,	the	most	difficult	distinction	they	were	
asked	to	make	in	all	3	tests	(Figure	3).	
	
	

	

Figure	3.		Comparative	representation	of	the	results	of	the	phonological	awareness	task	(task	2)	
across	the	3	tests.	Number	of	phonemes	(in	a	total	of	9)	recognised	by	the	students	

	
	
The	 third	 task	 was	 a	 non-word	 decoding	 task.	 It	 was	 the	 most	 demanding,	 as	 learners	
needed	more	 time	 to	 tackle	with	 the	pseudo-words.	 They	 struggled	 in	 the	 first	 two	 tests,	
misreading	mose	as	/maʊs/	or	/ˈməʊze/	and	not	as	/məʊz/	(rhyming	with	nose)	and	kine	as	
/ˈkɪne/	and	not	/kaɪn/	or	at	 least	/kɪn/.	But	by	the	time	of	the	third	test	the	 learners’	skills	
had	improved	significantly	and	they	succeeded	in	decoding	rupper	as	/ˈrʌpə(r)/	and	flide	as	
/flaɪd/	putting	the	silent	e	rule	into	practice	(Figure	4).	
	
	

	
Figure	4.	Comparative	representation	of	the	results	of	the	non-word	task	(task	3)	across	the	3	tests.	

Number	of	words	(in	a	total	of	5)	decoded	by	the	students	
	
	
For	the	next	task	the	learners	had	to	read	a	word	and	match	it	to	the	right	picture.	In	almost	
all	 cases	 they	 were	 able	 to	 both	 read	 the	 known	 words	 and	 match	 them	 to	 pictures	
accordingly.	 This	 underpins	 the	 interrelationship	 between	 the	 graphic	 representation	 of	
words	 and	 images,	 as	 indicated	 by	 the	 whole	 word	 approach.	 Furthermore,	 the	 learners	
were	 more	 eager	 to	 complete	 this	 task	 as	 they	 clearly	 found	 a	 purpose	 in	 matching	 the	
words	to	the	pictures;	they	also	described	it	as	easier	and	more	pleasant	(Figure	5).		
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Task	 5	was	 a	 chunk	 reading	 task	 and	 the	 learners	were	 successful	 in	 reading	most	 of	 the	
chunks	even	from	the	first	test.	The	use	of	pictures	along	with	the	lexical	chunks	increased	
the	 learners’	willingness	and	readiness	to	read.	 It	also	became	obvious	that	they	felt	more	
comfortable	when	reading	a	word	within	a	sentence.	Even	if	they	managed	to	partially	read	
the	 chunk	 or	 sentence,	 still	 they	 experienced	 a	 feeling	 of	 success.	 Reading	within	 context	
supports	the	whole	language	approach	since	learners	were	better	in	recognising	and	reading	
chunks	within	context	than	in	isolation	(Figure	6).	
	
	

	
Figure	5.	Comparative	representation	of	the	results	of	the	decoding	with	context	task	(task	4)	across	

the	3	tests.	Number	of	words	(in	a	total	of	5)	decoded	by	the	students	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
Figure	6.	Comparative	representation	of	the	results	of	the	chunks	reading	task	(task	5)	across	the	3	

tests.	Number	of	chunks	(in	a	total	of	5)	read	by	the	students	

	
On	the	whole,	the	learners	performed	best	in	tasks	4	and	5;	thus	the	necessity	for	the	use	of	
pictures	and	context	in	early	reading	in	order	to	facilitate	young	learners	to	both	decode	and	
understand	is	underpinned.	The	results	pinpoint	learner	progress	on	both	the	phonemic	and	
the	 lexical	 level	while	 they	stress	 the	 role	of	 context	 in	word	and	chunk	 reading	 (Gibbons,	
1991;	Nation	and	Snowling,	2004).	
	
Classroom	observation	and	recordings	
	
The	most	 prevailing	 data	 deriving	 from	 the	 classroom	observation	 and	 the	 recordings	 are	
grouped	into	broad	conclusions	with	examples	from	classroom	evidence	that	support	them.	
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●	 Learners	with	 previous	 tutoring	 in	 letter	 naming	 found	 it	more	 difficult	 to	 decode	 new	
words	while	 students	without	prior	 exposure	 to	 letters	 in	 alphabetic	order	were	better	 at	
decoding	phonemes	and	words.	
	
Some	researchers	claim	that	letter	naming	can	cause	confusion	to	beginner	learners	(Donat,	
2003;	 Sprenger-Charolles	 and	 Messaoud-Galusi,	 2009).	 During	 this	 study	 the	 students	
weren’t	 exposed	 to	 letter	 naming;	 however	 some	 of	 them	 attend	 afternoon	 language	
schools	where	letter	naming	is	considered	important.	It	is	possible	to	trace	such	influence	in	
students	who	tended	to	call	out	the	name	of	a	letter	instead	of	the	phoneme	it	represents	
when	attempting	to	decode	a	new	word.	For	example:	
	
Transcript	1:		
Word:	skirt	
T:	how	can	we	read	the	first	letter?		
Gregory:	/es/	
T:	the	next	one?	
Gregory:	/keɪ/	
T:	how	do	we	read	them	together?		
Gregory:…..	(blank)	
	
Transcript	2:		
Word:	notebook	
T:	What’s	the	first	letter?	
Gregory:	/en/	
T:	not	/n/?	
Gregory:	yes,	/n/	
	
On	 the	other	hand,	 students	were	quicker	and	more	effective	 in	decoding	 letters	with	 the	
right	phoneme	when	letter	naming	was	not	involved.	
	
●	Students	were	able	to	make	their	own	phonemic	rules,	apply	them	to	different	words	and	
add	exceptions.	
For	example,	the	students	stated	that	letter	w	is	read	/w/	at	the	beginning	of	words,	but	/ʊ/	
at	the	end	of	them	like	 in	watermelon,	yellow,	window.	They	also	decided	that	double	o	 is	
read	 /u:/	 in	 school,	 zoo,	 foot,	 book,	 classroom	 but	 not	 in	 door.	 The	 same	 happens	 with	
cluster	 ch	which	 is	 /tʃ/	 in	 teacher	 and	 chair	 but	 not	 in	 school	 (their	 examples).	 They	 also	
concluded	 that	 letter	 e	 at	 the	 end	 of	words	 is	 not	 read	 and	mentioned	 the	words	 apple,	
juice,	kite,	ice,	shoe	as	examples.	They	also	created	more	complex	rules	as	in	this	case:	
	
Transcript	3	
Word:	pencil	
Panos:	c	is	/s/	and	not	/k/	like	in	‘car’.	
John:	because	in	front	of	/c/	there	is	/n/	
	
Transcript	4	
Word:	(pencil)	case	
Students:	a	is	read	/eɪ/	and	not	/æ/	because	it’s	in	the	middle	of	words	
	
The	generation	of	rules	is	a	language	related	behaviour	that	can	contribute	to	the	linguistic	
development	of	young	learners	(Thogmartin,	1997).	
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●	Students	were	concerned	with	the	schematic	representation	of	phonemes.	
	
During	 the	 learners’	experimentation	with	phonemes	 they	 showed	 interest	 in	 the	way	 the	
sounds	are	represented	in	their	written	form.	Dessara	wrote	x	on	the	board	to	explain	to	her	
classmates	that	 it	 is	read	/ks/	 like	 in	Alex	and	 fox	while	Marinos	produced	his	own	written	
representation	of	his	perceived	pronunciation	of	the	body	parts	(Figure	7).	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Figure	7	
	
	
Associations	 between	 sounds,	 letters	 and	 actual	 shapes	 are	 useful	 tools	 that	 enhance	
memory	and	facilitate	the	reading	process	(Thogmartin,	1997).		
	
●	Students	may	need	focused	help	with	their	decoding	skills	(Donat,	2003).	
	
One	 particular	 student	 provided	 insight	 into	 the	 way	 reading	 can	 be	 dealt	 with	 by	 some	
learners.	 The	 student	 found	 it	 difficult	 to	 recognise	 and	 distinguish	 between	 most	
phonemes,	 for	example	/d/	and	/b/,	/p/	and	the	Greek	/r/	 (/ρ/)	or	/i/	and	/l/.	The	teacher	
implemented	 a	 short	 intervention	 of	 explicit	 and	 focused	 phonics	 instruction	 with	 the	
student,	as	recommended	by	Weaver	(2002)	and	after	just	a	few	extra	lessons	she	was	more	
confident	and	willing	to	participate	in	reading.	Her	reading	skills	improved	and	she	was	soon	
able	to	independently	read	for	longer.		
	
The	 data	 that	 derive	 from	 classroom	 observation	 reveal	 that	 young	 learners	 employed	 a	
wide	 repertoire	 of	 practices	 which	 includes	 sound	 associations,	 visual	 cues	 or	 their	 own	
reading	rules,	as	part	of	their	efforts	to	learn	to	read	(Weaver,	2002).	
	
4.6.	 	Research	question	4:	 Learners’	attitude	 towards	 the	balanced	approach	and	
the	reading	skill	
	
The	questionnaire	results	
	
The	students	reacted	enthusiastically	to	the	questionnaire	(Appendix	V),	showed	interest	in	
it	and	completed	it	carefully.	The	answers	reveal	that	the	whole	class	is	positive	towards	the	
language	 and	 reading,	 as	 19/19	 students	 answered	 they	 like	 reading	 in	 English	 a	 lot	 and	
17/19	that	they	find	it	very	easy	(questions	1	and	2).	In	question	3,	regarding	Magic	Book,	15	
students	 responded	 that	 they	 like	 reading	 from	 it	 a	 lot	 and	 the	 remaining	 4	 are	 neither	
positive	 nor	 negative	 towards	 it.	 Big	 books	 and	 word	 cards,	 which	 are	 also	 part	 of	 the	



Damianou	/	Research	Papers	in	Language	Teaching	and	Learning	7/1	(2016)	127-146	

	

139	

implemented	 reading	 methodology,	 received	 positive	 responses	 as	 17/19	 and	 16/19	
students	respectively	answered	they	like	them	a	lot	(questions	4	and	5).	Question	6	revealed	
that	 11	 students	 do	 not	 feel	 anxious	 when	 encountering	 new	 words	 to	 read,	 but	 4	 are	
reluctant	 in	 deciding	how	 they	 feel,	while	 the	 remaining	 4	 are	 really	 anxious	 about	 it	 and	
find	 it	 difficult.	 On	 the	 whole,	 most	 students	 do	 not	 feel	 threatened	 when	 they	 need	 to	
decode	unknown	words	and	they	also	approve	the	reading	materials	and	techniques	which	
derive	from	the	balanced	model	rationale.	
	
Questions	7	and	8	are	concerned	with	the	strategies	students	employ	when	attempting	to	
read	 new	words.	 Half	 the	 students	 prefer	 decoding	 new	words	 letter	 by	 letter	 while	 the	
other	half	 of	 the	 class	 does	not	use	 this	 route	 to	 approach	 them.	On	 the	other	hand,	 the	
strategy	 of	 whole	 word	 reading	 is	 employed	 by	 14	 students	 with	 only	 2	 rejecting	 it	
completely.	 These	 results	 reveal	 the	 complexity	 and	 the	 variety	 of	 approaches	 learners	
employ	when	reading	and	point	 to	the	direction	of	 the	 implementation	of	 techniques	that	
cater	for	all	of	these	ways,	for	example	phonemic	instruction	for	the	letter	to	letter	decoding	
and	sight	words	within	context	for	whole	word	reading.	The	implementation	of	the	balanced	
early	reading	model	points	to	this	direction.	
	
The	answers	to	questions	9	and	10	reveal	that	12	students	read	a	lot	and	5	sometimes	read	
their	Mini	books	at	home,	while	11	read	a	lot	and	4	sometimes	read	Magic	book	alone.	Two	
students	do	not	 read	 their	Mini	Books	and	4	do	not	 read	Magic	book	at	all	at	home.	Mini	
books	are	therefore	useful	complementary	material	providing	students	with	appropriate	and	
appealing	reading	texts	and	reinforcing	their	reading	experience	along	with	Magic	Book.	
	
5.		Conclusion	and	implications	
	
The	 picture	 that	 emerges	 from	 this	 research	 regarding	 the	 relationship	 of	 young	 learners	
and	 early	 reading	 in	 English	 is	 extremely	 interesting	 and	 brings	 to	 the	 foreground	 several	
issues.	Regarding	the	approaches	to	teaching	reading,	both	phonics	and	the	whole	language	
approach	seem	to	contribute	to	the	enhancement	of	young	learners’	early	reading	skills.	The	
balanced	 early	 reading	model	 combines	 elements	 from	 both	 these	 approaches	 leading	 to	
positive	indications	regarding	learner	progress	in	reading,	as	pointed	out	by	the	test	results.	
But	 apart	 from	 decoding	 and	 comprehension	 skills,	 young	 learners	 also	 need	 to	 enjoy	
learning	in	a	relaxed	and	pleasant	atmosphere	with	appropriate	reading	materials	that	allow	
them	to	experiment	and	at	the	same	time	boost	their	confidence.	By	carefully	observing	the	
way	the	specific	 learners	 interacted	with	the	materials	and	by	using	a	questionnaire	to	ask	
for	 their	opinion,	 it	became	obvious	 that	 these	goals	were	achieved	and	 that	 learners	not	
only	improved	in	reading,	but	also	felt	very	positive	towards	it.	
	
However,	 more	 research	 could	 be	 conducted	 in	 the	 future,	 on	 a	 larger	 scale	 and	 with	 a	
bigger	 sample	 of	 learners	 in	 order	 to	 pinpoint	more	 clearly	 the	 strategies	 they	 employ	 in	
their	first	efforts	to	decode.	The	present	study	has	shown	that	almost	all	learners	attempted	
to	read	words	as	a	whole,	while	half	of	the	class	also	employed	letter-by-letter	decoding.	It	
would	be	extremely	useful	for	coursebook	designers	as	well	as	teachers,	to	understand	the	
extent	 to	which	 learners	make	use	of	 these	strategies	and	 thus	gain	 some	 insight	 into	 the	
way	 their	 mind	 works	 regarding	 reading.	 This	 should	 lead	 to	 appropriate	 decisions	
concerning	 approaches	 to	 reading	 and	 reading	 materials	 to	 be	 implemented	 in	 order	 to	
facilitate	young	learners	master	this	skill	and	upgrade	the	actual	teaching	and	learning	that	
takes	place	in	our	classrooms.	
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Appendix	I	
	
Test	1	
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Appendix	II:	Sample	pages	from	Big	books	
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Appendix	III:	Sample	pages	from	Mini	books	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Damianou	/	Research	Papers	in	Language	Teaching	and	Learning	7/1	(2016)	127-146	

	

145	

	
Appendix	IV:	Posters	
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Appendix	V:	The	learners’	questionnaire	
	
Βάζω	X	στη	σωστή	φατσούλα	για	μένα!	
	
Όνομα:	 Πολύ	

	
	

Έτσι	κι	έτσι	 Σχεδόν	
καθόλου	

1.Μου	αρέσει	να	διαβάζω	στα	Αγγλικά.		 	 	 	

2.Μου	 φαίνεται	 εύκολο	 να	 διαβάζω	 στα	
Αγγλικά.	

	 	 	

3.	Έχω	άγχος	όταν	διαβάζουμε	καινούριες	
λέξεις	γιατί	είναι	δύσκολες.		

	 	 	

4.	Μου	αρέσει	να	διαβάζω	το	Magic	Book.	 	 	 	

5.	Μου	αρέσει	να	διαβάζω	το	μεγάλο	βιβλίο	
(Big	Book).	

	 	 	

6.	Μου	αρέσει	να	διαβάζω	τις	κάρτες	με	τις	
καινούριες	λέξεις.	

	 	 	

7.Όταν	 διαβάζω	 καινούριες	 λέξεις	
προσπαθώ	 να	 διαβάσω	 κάθε	 γράμμα	
χωριστά.		

	 	 	

8.Όταν	 διαβάζω	 μια	 καινούρια	 λέξη	
προσπαθώ	να	τη	διαβάσω	ολόκληρη.	

	 	 	

9.Διαβάζω	 μόνος	 μου/μόνη	 μου	 το	
βιβλιαράκι	μου	(Mini	book)	στο	σπίτι.	

	 	 	

10.Διαβάζω	 μόνος	 μου/μόνη	 μου	 το	 Magic	
Book	στο	σπίτι.	
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