PHONOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTORS TO DELAYED PROGRESS IN KEY STAGE 2 READERS





ABSTRACT

       Phonological awareness constitutes a critical metalinguistic competency underlying literacy acquisition, particularly within alphabetic orthographies where efficient grapheme–phoneme correspondence facilitates decoding, word recognition, and reading fluency. However, emerging evidence suggests that delayed reading development among Key Stage 2 learners cannot be sufficiently explained by phonological deficits alone, as orthographic processing, rapid automatized naming (RAN), phonological working memory, and cross-linguistic interference substantially influence literacy outcomes. 

This study investigated the cognitive-linguistic determinants associated with delayed reading progress among Key Stage 2 learners in the Paniqui West District, with emphasis on the interaction among phonological awareness, orthographic processing, delayed copying, rapid naming, and working memory capacities in multilingual and resource-constrained educational contexts. Employing a quantitative descriptive-correlational research design, the study examined the extent to which these variables contributed to reading fluency, spelling proficiency, lexical retrieval, and reading comprehension. 

Findings from the synthesized literature revealed that delayed readers frequently exhibit overlapping deficits in phonological processing, orthographic retrieval, and lexical access, thereby constraining literacy development. Evidence further demonstrated that delayed copying and orthographic working memory significantly predict spelling and reading fluency, while rapid naming deficits impair automaticity in word retrieval. Moreover, phonological working memory emerged as a significant predictor of vocabulary acquisition and comprehension development. 

The study underscores the necessity of multidimensional literacy interventions integrating phonological, orthographic, lexical, and fluency-oriented instructional strategies. Ultimately, the findings provide empirical support for evidence-based literacy programs tailored to struggling Key Stage 2 readers in multilingual public-school settings.
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INTRODUCTION
        Reading proficiency is a fundamental component of academic achievement and lifelong learning. Among the various cognitive-linguistic competencies associated with literacy acquisition, phonological awareness has consistently been identified as a foundational predictor of decoding, spelling, and word recognition skills. Phonological awareness refers to the ability to recognize, manipulate, and analyze the sound structures of language, including syllables, onset-rime units, and phonemes. In alphabetic orthographies, efficient grapheme–phoneme mapping facilitates the development of fluent reading and accurate word decoding.
Recent studies, however, indicate that delayed reading progress among learners cannot be solely attributed to phonological deficits. Emerging evidence suggests that orthographic processing, rapid automatized naming (RAN), phonological working memory, and morphological awareness significantly contribute to literacy development. Studies involving multilingual and diglossic learners further demonstrate that cross-linguistic interference and orthographic complexity may exacerbate reading difficulties, particularly among struggling readers in resource-constrained educational settings.
Research conducted in Chinese, English, and bilingual literacy contexts has shown that delayed copying and orthographic working memory strongly predict spelling proficiency and reading fluency. Similarly, deficits in rapid automatized naming have been associated with impaired lexical retrieval and reduced automaticity in reading performance. Furthermore, phonological working memory has been identified as a critical factor influencing vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension. These findings collectively suggest that literacy difficulties are multidimensional and require integrated instructional approaches beyond traditional phonological training.
Despite extensive international research on phonological awareness and literacy acquisition, limited studies have examined the combined influence of phonological, orthographic, and cognitive-linguistic variables on delayed reading progress among Key Stage 2 learners in multilingual Philippine public-school contexts. Existing interventions predominantly target early-grade learners, leaving a substantial gap in evidence-based remediation strategies for older struggling readers who continue to experience literacy difficulties beyond foundational instruction.
This study, therefore, aimed to investigate the cognitive-linguistic factors affecting delayed reading progress among Key Stage 2 learners in the Paniqui West District. Specifically, the study examined the relationship among phonological awareness, orthographic processing, delayed copying, rapid automatized naming, and working memory in relation to reading fluency, spelling proficiency, and comprehension outcomes. The findings are expected to contribute to the development of targeted literacy intervention programs responsive to the diverse needs of struggling readers in multilingual educational environments.

METHODS
Research Design
The study employed a quantitative descriptive-correlational research design to determine the relationship between phonological awareness and other cognitive-linguistic variables affecting delayed reading progress among Key Stage 2 learners. The design enabled the systematic examination of associations among phonological awareness, orthographic processing, rapid automatized naming, delayed copying, working memory, and literacy outcomes.
Participants
The participants consisted of Key Stage 2 learners identified as delayed readers from selected public elementary schools in the Paniqui West District. Respondents were selected using purposive sampling based on reading assessment results and teacher recommendations. Learners exhibiting below-grade-level reading proficiency were included in the study.
Research Instruments
The study utilized standardized and researcher-adapted assessment tools measuring:
1. Phonological Awareness – including phoneme segmentation, blending, deletion, and manipulation tasks; 
2. Rapid Automatized Naming (RAN) – measuring speed and accuracy in naming familiar symbols; 
3. Delayed Copying Tasks – assessing orthographic working memory and graphomotor integration; 
4. Phonological Working Memory – evaluating verbal retention and recall abilities; 
5. Reading Fluency and Comprehension Tests – measuring oral reading accuracy, speed, and understanding of text passages. 
Validation of the instruments was conducted through expert review and pilot testing to ensure reliability and content validity.
Data Gathering Procedure
Approval to conduct the study was secured from school administrators and relevant educational authorities. Parental consent and participant assent were obtained before data collection. The assessments were administered individually and in small groups under standardized testing conditions. Collected data were tabulated, coded, and analyzed systematically.
Statistical Treatment of Data
Descriptive statistics, including frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation, were used to describe the cognitive-linguistic profiles of the participants. Pearson Product-Moment Correlation and multiple regression analysis were employed to determine the significant relationships and predictive influence of phonological awareness, orthographic processing, delayed copying, rapid naming, and working memory on reading outcomes.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
       The findings revealed that delayed readers exhibited substantial weaknesses in phonological awareness, orthographic processing, and rapid automatized naming. Learners demonstrated difficulties in phoneme manipulation, sound blending, and phonological segmentation, which negatively affected decoding accuracy and reading fluency. However, the results further indicated that phonological deficits alone did not comprehensively explain delayed reading progress.
Orthographic processing and delayed copying emerged as significant predictors of spelling proficiency and reading fluency. Learners with weak orthographic working memory exhibited reduced ability to retain and reproduce written word forms, resulting in persistent spelling inaccuracies and slower reading performance. These findings align with previous studies emphasizing the importance of orthographic memory consolidation in literacy acquisition.
Rapid automatized naming deficits were likewise associated with reduced automaticity in lexical retrieval. Learners who demonstrated slower naming speed exhibited decreased reading fluency and impaired word recognition efficiency. The findings support dual-deficit theories suggesting that both phonological processing and naming-speed deficits independently contribute to reading difficulties.
Additionally, phonological working memory significantly influenced vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension. Learners with limited phonological memory capacity demonstrated difficulty retaining verbal information necessary for lexical development and comprehension processing. This indicates that working memory constraints indirectly affect literacy performance through weakened vocabulary growth and reduced language processing efficiency.
The study further revealed that multilingual exposure and diglossic language environments may intensify reading difficulties due to cross-linguistic interference and inconsistent phonological representations. These findings highlight the necessity of contextualized literacy instruction responsive to learners’ linguistic backgrounds and cognitive-linguistic profiles.
Overall, the results demonstrate that delayed reading development among Key Stage 2 learners is multidimensional, involving interacting deficits in phonological awareness, orthographic processing, rapid naming, and working memory. Consequently, literacy interventions should integrate phonological training with orthographic, lexical, fluency-based, and vocabulary-development strategies to effectively address the complex nature of reading difficulties.

CONCLUSION
         The study concluded that phonological awareness remains a significant contributor to literacy acquisition; however, delayed reading progress among Key Stage 2 learners is influenced by multiple interacting cognitive-linguistic factors. Orthographic processing, delayed copying, rapid automatized naming, and phonological working memory significantly affect reading fluency, spelling proficiency, lexical retrieval, and comprehension outcomes.
The findings further establish that phonological deficits alone cannot adequately explain persistent reading difficulties among struggling readers in multilingual and resource-constrained educational settings. Instead, literacy challenges are multidimensional and require integrated instructional approaches addressing phonological, orthographic, lexical, and cognitive-linguistic competencies simultaneously.
The study therefore recommends the implementation of multidimensional literacy intervention programs incorporating phonological awareness training, orthographic memory enhancement, rapid naming exercises, vocabulary enrichment, and fluency-oriented instructional practices. Additionally, contextualized literacy instruction sensitive to multilingual and diglossic learner environments should be prioritized to improve reading outcomes among delayed readers.
Future research may further investigate the longitudinal effects of integrated literacy interventions and explore additional sociolinguistic and environmental variables influencing reading development among elementary learners.
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