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ABSTRACT 

This study sought to explore whether there is a relationship between teachers’ use of the phonics approach and 

learners’ reading achievements among Grade 1 learners in Meru County, Kenya. Gough and Tunmer’s Simple 

View of Reading and Adams’ Alphabetic Principle Theory guided the study. A mixed methods design 

involving causal-comparative and quasi-experimental approaches was used. The study targeted 61,870 

learners, from which a sample of 406 learners from 234 schools was selected. Data collection involved semi-

structured interviews, lesson observations, and learner assessments adapted from the Hasbrouck Quick 

Phonics Screener and EGRA tools. Quantitative data were analysed using SPSS Version 28, with descriptive 

statistics, regression analysis, and paired t-tests, while qualitative data were analysed thematically. The study 

findings established that the mean scores for the pretest scores were significantly lower (m=38.57, STD=9.48) 

compared to the post test scores (m=52.68, STD=14.24) with P=0.000<0.05) which implied that the use of 

phonics strategies significantly boosted performance.  Sample t-test revealed that there existed a high positive 

correlation between teachers’ use of phonics approach and reading achievements among learners in grade one 

in Meru County (B = 0.891), and the p-value was significant (p = 0.000 <0.05). Thus, there was enough 

evidence to reject the null hypothesis and adopt the alternate hypothesis that there is a significant relationship 

between teachers’ use of phonics instruction approach and reading achievements among learners in grade one 

in Meru County. The study concludes that, teacher related dynamics such as use of the phonics approach in 

teaching reading skills is a critical pillar towards learners reading achievements. Based on the positive impact 

of phonics instruction on reading achievement, it is recommended that phonics-based teaching strategies be 

integrated into the curriculum as the primary method for teaching reading in grade one. Schools should ensure 

that teachers have access to resources, training, and ongoing support to effectively implement phonics-based 

instruction. 

Keywords: Achievement, Grade one Learners; Phonics Approach; Reading skills; Teachers’ use of  Phonics 

approach 

INTRODUCTION 

English language, being an essential study tool, undoubtedly needs special attention on how it is taught during 

foundational years. English, being a universal language, has high demand to learn it; thus, many non-English-

speaking countries have declared it a compulsory primary school subject (Sun Jung et al., 2020). Recent 

worldwide studies on English language learning indicate that the language’s universal demands necessitate an 

urgent response to its teaching, learning, teacher education, assessment, and policy (Tan et al., 2020). Learning 

to read in English language is a critical milestone for successful academic achievements (Chen et al., 2022). 

Learners with early childhood English learning exposure have significantly better chances of academic 

achievements thus learning English from early years can be a suitable way to improve English 

language.  Learners with difficulties in learning to read are disadvantaged and need to gain a substantial 

amount of reading skills, failure to which may result in reading deficiencies (Liswaniso, 2023). 
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In America, Avvisati (2023), in his United States Global Literacy Ranking (PISA), reports that literacy levels 

for learners have not increased since 2000 and a substantial number of learners in the lower grades cannot read 

well at their grade level. Elsewhere, Crawford et al., (2024) and Kaffenberger (2024) report that some pupils 

in low- and middle-income regions in developing countries have critical deficits in basic reading skills. This 

is exacerbated by inadequate interventions by teachers since they have inadequate reading instructional skills 

to enable them provide the required interventions. However, research has shown that reading can be facilitated 

through phonics instruction (Stainthorp, 2020). Phonics instruction is crucial for early reading intervention. 

The approach ought to be introduced in early years to enable children learn that written words can be 

represented by spoken sounds and can be read through decoding involving breaking or joining a word into 

separate sounds (Nkurunziza, 2024). 

In underdeveloped countries in Africa like Zambia, the government and other key educational players have 

spent huge amounts of resources and efforts towards the achievement of reading competencies in children. 

Despite these endeavours, countries such as Zambia have continuously reported low levels of reading 

achievements among children (Iversen & Mkandawire, 2021). Likewise, the Southern Africa Consortium for 

Monitoring and Education Quality (SACMEQ) (2019) reports that Malawi recorded the lowest reading 

achievement scores for grade 6 at 5.5% followed by Zambia (9.5%), Mozambique (17.4%), Lesotho (20.2%), 

Zimbabwe (26.7%), Uganda (28.2%), Zanzibar (34.2%), Namibia (34.9%), and South Africa (36.1%). 

Nonetheless, the scores still fell below the world standards. Similarly, Uganda is not an exception in terms of 

low reading levels. Uwezo (2019) maintains that the percentage of learners in primary grade 3 to primary 

grade 7 who could read and comprehend an elementary story at primary 2 level decreased from 39% in 2014 

to 33% in 2018. In addition, recent studies in Namibia continue to report insignificant success in advancing 

literacy levels among Namibian learners. 

Studies conducted in Kenya established that the most popular method of teaching reading was the rote learning 

alphabetic method characterised by the teachers’ leading pupils in chants of the letters of the alphabet in order 

to memorize them (Jaluo, 2019). Majority of the teachers in Kenyan classrooms are using didactic methods of 

teaching that have not been significant in aiding children to acquire reading skills to bridge their reading 

problems. Similarly, Ngure et al., (2019) accedes that 50% of learners in grade three are below average in 

alphabetic letters and letter sound identification indicating low levels of reading foundation. Both Serede and 

Mwoma (2022) as well as Murong’a et al., (2020) strongly affirm that teaching learners reading skills early 

sets a solid foundation for later academic achievements. Across Kenya as a nation, several studies have 

indicated low reading achievements at lower primary levels (Njiru & Karuri, 2024; Cherobon & Atoni, 2022 

& Wawire, 2020). However, the alarming issue is that very little has been done to offer remedies to learners 

overwhelming low reading achievements across the country and beyond (Ngure, 2019). 

Moreover, related studies in Meru County conducted by Kithinji (2019) observed that most grade 4 learners’ 

reading fluency was slow, lacked autonomy and was characterized by frequent errors. The study revealed that 

the phonics approach tended to be ignored by the early years’ education teachers therefore emphasizing on 

teachers and learners’ acquisition of letter sound knowledge. There is also a dearth of knowledge on teachers’ 

status of use of phonics approach in teaching children’s reading competencies. Despite constant reports across 

the nation, region and beyond concerning the ever worrying and stagnating low reading standards by learners 

in early grades, very little has been done and only few studies appear to offer a reliable solution. This study, 

therefore investigated teachers- related dynamics in use of phonics approach in teaching reading skills among 

grade one learners in Meru County, Kenya.  Reading is a critical skill that significantly impacts a child's 

academic success, with early reading ability serving as a key predictor of future achievement. Ideally, effective 

phonics instruction is a proven approach to enhancing reading skills, particularly word recognition and 

comprehension. However, in Meru County, Kenya, many first-grade learners face persistent challenges in 

acquiring basic reading skills, largely due to inadequacies in teacher training and the underutilization of 

phonics techniques. Despite the recognized importance of phonics, research on its application in Kenya's lower 

primary schools remains limited, and the majority of studies focus on higher education levels or general 

literacy factors. 
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Objectives of the Study 

1. To examine the differences in reading achievement between Grade 1 learners exposed to the phonics 

approach and those not exposed to the phonics approach in Meru County, Kenya 

Research Hypothesis  

Ho1: There is no statistically significant difference in reading achievement between Grade 1 learners exposed 

to the phonics approach and those not exposed to the phonics approach in Meru County, Kenya. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Review  

The Adams Alphabetic Principle Theory (1990) provided the theoretical foundation for this study. Adams’ 

Alphabetic Principle Theory provides a foundational explanation of how children learn to read, particularly 

emphasizing the importance of understanding the systematic relationship between letters and sounds in written 

language. The theory asserts that proficient reading begins with the mastery of the alphabetic principle, which 

entail the understanding that letters and combinations of letters represent specific sounds (phonemes) in spoken 

language. This principle forms the core of phonics-based instruction and is essential in enabling early readers 

to decode unfamiliar words, build vocabulary and develop fluency. The theory is grounded on four key tenets. 

The phonemic awareness (the ability to hear, identify and manipulate individual sounds in spoken words). The 

other key principle is that learners must acquire alphabetic understanding, recognizing that letters and sounds 

are linked in predictable ways. The theory provides that decoding skills be developed through direct 

instruction, enabling children to sound out and blend phonemes to read unfamiliar words. The theory also 

indicates that with continued practice, decoding becomes automatic, allowing the reader to focus more on 

meaning and comprehension rather than word recognition. In the context of the current study, which aimed to 

examine the differences in reading achievement between Grade 1 learners exposed to the phonics approach 

and those not exposed in Meru County, Kenya, Adams’ Alphabetic Principle Theory offered a relevant and 

robust theoretical framework. The phonics approach, which emphasizes direct instruction in letter-sound 

correspondence and decoding, directly reflects the theory’s principles. Learners exposed to phonics are more 

likely to develop foundational reading skills such as decoding, phonemic awareness and automatic word 

recognition, which contribute to overall reading achievement. This theoretical perspective supported the 

study’s hypothesis that phonics instruction may lead to measurable differences in learners’ reading outcomes. 

Several scholars have applied Adams’ theory to guide research in early reading development. For instance, 

Ehri et al. (2001) and Snow, Burns and Griffin (1998) have extensively used the theory to advocate for 

systematic phonics instruction in early grades. Moreover, studies in Sub-Saharan Africa, such as those by 

Piper et al. (2018), have applied the alphabetic principle to develop phonics-based literacy programs like 

Tusome in Kenya, showing significant improvements in early grade reading outcomes. These applications 

affirm the relevance and validity of Adams’ theory across diverse linguistic and educational contexts, 

including the Kenyan early grade literacy landscape. 

Empirical review 

Reading achievement is one of the most complex basic essential skills that every learner has to competently 

develop if one has to remarkably gain academic success (Haile & Mendisu, 2023; Wyse & Bradbury, 2022). 

It is complex since spoken language is represented in written version in form of codes that a learner has to 

decode and infer meaning for an exhaustive reading comprehension. The learner has to be aware of the 

complex phonetic structures of the speech language and decode alphabetic codes that are sometimes irregular 

or inconsistent. The extent to which a teacher is extensively knowledgeable and effectively uses the phonics 

approach is an essential component resulting to increased learners’ reading achievement (Scull & Lyons, 2024; 

Early Grade Reading Assessment, 2019). However, reading failure during a child's early years of learning may 
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result to poor start, inability to cope up with other subject content, damaged self-esteem, shame, massive 

stigma, feeling different from others, academic failure, poor peer relationship, unsupportive teachers or school 

staff and parents, being a victim of bullying, poor transition and grade repetitions among many other 

challenges (Boyes et al., 2020). 

Inability to acquire significant reading skills is closely linked to a series of challenges in subsequent years. 

Consequently, proficient reading ability relates to a fruitful academic progress as well as success in life (Haile 

& Mendisu, 2023). It is essential to understand that, the “what” and “how” teachers use the phonics approach 

will significantly relate to learners’ reading achievements (Scull & Lyons, 2024). Failure to offer quality and 

comprehensive reading intervention in early years is likely to substantially contribute to reading failures, 

increased number of learners struggling to read hence dismal academic achievements and frustrations. For this 

reason, Anglia (2023) and Zhang, (2023) assert that phonics instruction is pivotal in helping learners acquire 

solid foundation in reading since the ability to read significantly relates to the learners’ understanding of 

phonics. Similarly, a review of several studies concludes that, systematic phonics instruction is more effective 

in teaching reading during the initial stages of a child (Ehri, 2020). Buckingham (2020) asserts that teaching 

through systematic phonics is the most urgently required reform to meet the needs of struggling readers as 

well as the dyslexic (International Dyslexia Association, 2020).  Mullis and Martin (2022) posit that, the policy 

shift saw Britain significantly improve in reading levels for young readers from position fifteen in 2006 to 

position eleven in 2011, position eight in 2016 and position four in 2021 globally in the Progress in 

International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) assessments. 

In Ghana, Anku (2024) investigated the efficacy of Phonics instructions and phonemic awareness on the 

reading competencies of learners with reading deficiencies. The study utilized a factorial design, stratified 

random sampling technique to sample thirty (30) students. A t-test and a two-way ANOVA for inferential 

statistics were utilized to test hypotheses. The findings revealed a statistically significant effect implying that 

phonics instruction and phonemic awareness had a significant influence on reading competencies. Conclusions 

indicated that phonemic awareness and phonics instructions have a significantly positive impact on students’ 

reading achievements hence teachers need to incorporate the approaches in teaching reading to learners. 

However, the current study focused on ordinary learners in grade one in the Kenyan context with emphasis on 

the impact of teachers’ use of phonics approach and learners reading gains.  Likewise, Kenyan household 

survey conducted by Uwezo (2021) revealed no national level changes in literacy from 2009- 2021 regardless 

of more than 25 literacy interventions initiated nationally. The initial Uwezo national study conducted between 

2009 and 2010 exhibited low reading levels where only about 3 out of 10 learners (33%) in class 3 were able 

to perform class 2 level tasks. 

In the same vein, USAID (2023) reports that through the Tusome early grade reading activity, the number of 

learners in Grade 2 who read at the Grade 2 levels rose by around 30% for both English and Kiswahili (from 

34 % to 65 % for English, and for Kiswahili from 37 % to 66 %). The Tusome literacy program evaluation in 

Kiswahili and English learning outcomes revealed programs impacts of 0.6 to 1.0 standard deviation. 

Phonological awareness, especially letter sounds and blending, was the major pedagogical approach that was 

applied in the Tusome initiative resulting in a significant impact. Nevertheless, the study targeted learners in 

grade one and grade two with a broader focus on literacy in English and Kiswahili as well as numeracy in 

general. The random controlled trials for different treatment groups sought to determine the most cost-effective 

ways of improving literacy and numeracy for grade one and grade 2 learners. However, not much attention 

was particularly directed towards the impact of phonics approach in promoting early reading achievements 

with special interest in grade one which this current study endeavoured to unfold. 

Conceptual Framework  

Figure 1 presents the Diagrammatic Illustration on the Relationship between Teachers’ use of Phonics 

Approach and Learners’ Reading Achievements. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 

METHODOLOGY 

Study area 

The study was carried out in Meru County, Kenya based on several factors among them findings by Uwezo 

Kenya national assessment. Majority of learners especially in public primary schools have consistently been 

unable to demonstrate basic reading skills since the first national assessment in 2009 (Uwezo, 2021).  The low 

reading levels cut across all classes to the extent that out of 1000 children completing class eight, 50 cannot 

read a class two story, while one out of four (25%) of children in class 5 cannot read a story of class two level. 

Meru County Schools are not an exception to this trend whereby a number of children in early childhood 

classes are characterized by inability to read at the expected levels. There has been public outcry over poor 

performance in KCPE and KCSE examinations in Meru County over a long period of time. For example, 

before national KCPE and KCSE rankings were abolished in 2014, Meru County was ranked position 33 out 

of 47 Counties in Kenya for two consecutive years in KCPE in 2012 and 2013 (Ministry of Education, 2012; 

2013). 

The County was ranked at position 33 out of the 47 counties countrywide both in 2020 and 2016 (Knec, 2020; 

2016) thus suggesting a negative trend between the year 2016 and 2020. This was an indication that the county 

has not been doing well especially in English language. Poor academic performance in class eight and grade 

three can be traced back from the foundational years particularly in grade one class. The choice of the study 

area was also informed by the manner in which English reading skill is introduced particularly in Meru County. 

Research Design 

This study adopted a quasi-experimental design involving an experimental group of 30 Grade 1 learners to 

examine the effectiveness of the phonics approach on reading achievement. The design followed a pre-test–

post-test structure without random assignment, which is appropriate in natural classroom settings where 

learners cannot be randomly assigned due to ethical and administrative constraints. Learners in the 

experimental group were first given a pre-test to assess their baseline reading achievement before any 

instruction using the phonics approach. Thereafter, teachers implemented phonics-based instruction over a 

defined period. At the end of the intervention, the same group of learners was given a post-test to measure any 

changes or gains in reading achievement attributable to the phonics instruction. This approach enabled the 

researcher to assess the impact of the phonics method within a real school environment, providing insights 

into its practical effectiveness. According to Campbell and Stanley (1963), the pre-test–post-test design in 

quasi-experimental studies is useful for measuring changes resulting from an intervention when randomization 

is not feasible. Creswell (2014) also supports its use in applied educational research, where it can offer valid 

causal inferences under structured implementation. 
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Study population 

The study population included 61,870 learners, from which a sample of 400 learners from 234 schools was 

selected (Meru County Education Office, 2021). Learners in grade one classes were the targeted population 

since these learners are assumed to have spent almost two years in pre-school and have gained substantial 

basic reading skills in grade one.  Learners in grade one classes were targeted since this level of learning to 

read is the pillar for a child’s future academic success.  Grade one teachers were also included in this study as 

they are the key pillars and prime movers in the implementation of the English language learning activities 

mainly reading skills. Teachers are involved in the daily routine of curriculum content implementation 

therefore they are central figures in this study. 

Sampling Procedure and Sample Size 

Probability and non- probability sampling methods using cluster, simple random, multi-stage and purposive 

sampling techniques were employed. Cluster sampling was found necessary to sample subjects in various 

categories of schools such as public, private, rural and urban schools for comparison purposes. This was 

achieved by putting all public, private, rural and urban schools into clusters followed by randomly selecting 

the required school samples. Simple random sampling technique was used to select the required number of 

schools and teachers from each cluster. A sampling frame that comprised of various categories of schools was 

obtained from the County Director of Education. Sampling was subjected to some further conditions so as to 

settle at suitable samples. Schools with less than 30 learners did not meet the expected conditions of quasi- 

experiment that requires a minimum sample size of 30 cases for individual, blocks or clusters (Singh 2023; 

Naz, 2024). Only those who purported to be using phonics approach were purposely selected after meeting 

the required conditions. 

Given the rigorous nature of quasi-experimental studies, it was not feasible to involve all learners from the 99 

identified schools in Meru County. Instead, purposive sampling was employed by examining enrolment data 

for Grade 1 learners in each of the schools, as obtained from the County Education Offices. This process 

identified six schools that had two streams and more than 30 Grade 1 learners per stream. These schools were 

selected to ensure both logistical feasibility and representativeness across different regions. From these six 

schools, one school per region was chosen, resulting in six schools, each contributing two Grade 1 classes (one 

designated as the experimental group and the other as the control group). In total, the study involved 12 Grade 

1 teachers and 12 classes. The experimental group consisted of 30 learners who received reading instruction 

through the phonics approach, while the control group also consisted of 30 learners who were taught using the 

conventional (non-phonics) method. Learners in both groups undertook a pre-test to assess their initial reading 

achievement levels. After the intervention, during which the phonics approach was applied in the experimental 

classes, a post-test was administered to all learners to measure changes in reading outcomes. This non-

equivalent groups pre-test–post-test design provided a practical yet structured framework for assessing the 

impact of the phonics approach on reading achievement, without the need for random assignment. 

The sample size for the study was determined using Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970) sample size determination 

formula, based on a target population of 61,870 Grade One learners in Meru County. Sampling was conducted 

in two stages. First, a general survey identified 99 schools where teachers indicated that the phonics approach 

was being used in teaching Grade 1 learners. However, due to the intensive requirements of a quasi-

experimental design, it was not feasible to involve all learners from the identified schools. Subsequently, 

purposive sampling was used to select schools that had two parallel Grade 1 streams and a minimum of 30 

learners per stream. From this process, six schools were selected across different regions of Meru County. In 

each school, one Grade One stream was randomly assigned to the experimental group (phonics instruction), 

and the other to the control group (conventional instruction), resulting in 12 classes. Each learner participated 

in a pre-test to assess baseline reading achievement. The experimental groups were then exposed to phonics-

based instruction, while the control groups continued with the regular reading instruction. After the 

intervention period, a post-test was administered to all learners. This design enabled the researcher to 

statistically determine the effect of the phonics approach on reading achievement. In total, 400 Grade One 

learners from 12 classes in 6 schools participated in the study. 
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Table 1: Distribution of Sample 

Category Total Population Sampling Method Sample Actual Sample Size 

Schools 1199 Cluster / Multi-stage / Purposive 234 6 

Learners 61,870 Cluster / Purposive 400 400 

Total 61,870   634 406 

Source: Meru County Education Office: 2021. 

Tools for Data Collection 

The researcher adapted the test from Hasbrouck's (2017) assessment tool (Quick Phonics Screener) and Early 

Grade Reading Assessment tool (EGRA) to collect data. A pre-test and post-test were administered to assess 

the learners’ competencies in phonics use and reading skills. It was designed to assess beginning readers to 

assist teachers quickly and accurately diagnose the learners’ instructional needs in phonics and decoding skills. 

It is a criterion- referenced assessment tool which is not timed but measures learners’ ability to decode, 

pronounce and recognize phonetic concepts such as letter names, letter sounds, consonant digraphs, short 

vowels, long vowels, silent letter words among others (Hasbrouck, 2017).  Similarly, some components from 

Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) tool which is internationally and regionally recognized were 

adapted to complement Quick Phonics Screener (QPS). EGRA tool was considered very essential in the 

current study since it comprises of lower order reading skills such as letter sound knowledge, phonemic 

awareness and decoding skills which have been found to be predictive of later reading achievement (Snow, 

2007). Basically, the tool comprises of five components- phonological awareness, phonics (sound- symbol 

relationship), fluency, vocabulary, dictation and comprehension. Alphabetic knowledge and decoding skills 

adapted included letter sound identification, syllable identification and simple familiar word reading subtasks. 

Techniques for Data Collection 

Prior to the study, the researcher made visits to the 6 schools prior to the actual data collection. Prior visits 

were found necessary for familiarization with the school administration mainly the head teachers, teachers as 

well as the learners. All the study participants including the head teachers of the schools were given the 

authorization letters from the County Commissioner and County Director of Education and were further 

briefed on the purpose of the study. All the teachers and the head teachers in the 6 schools gave informed 

consent to participate in the study and voluntarily assist where need arose. The researcher used to report to the 

schools very early in the morning and attended the morning school assembly sessions or class level assembly. 

After the assembly, the researcher interacted with both the teachers and learners in all the schools’ routine 

tasks such as morning lessons, tea break, outdoor play activities, mid- morning learning activities, lunch time, 

resting time up to the time the learners were released to go home.  After being granted permission by the 

school administrators, the researcher proceeded to the classes that were sampled, met the teacher and learners 

who were already familiar with the researcher. The researcher would briefly explain to the regular class teacher 

of what was expected during every visit while ensuring minimum class interruptions.  Data collection began 

by observing teachers as they taught in class to avoid providing a stimulus. An observation schedule was used 

to measure the frequency of teachers’ use of phonics instruction and phonemic elements in teaching reading. 

To minimize on the observer’s effect during lesson observation, the researcher avoided interrupting the normal 

running of the school by observing the lessons as they appeared on the time table. The observations were 

carefully noted down on a note book by tallying the frequencies of use of certain phonics element or phonemic 

skills by the individual teacher in three separate lessons lasting 30 minutes. Specific key areas that were 

observed included tallying the frequency of certain phonics elements such as the 26 phonemes, short vowel 

words syllables, long vowel words, double sound words and application of simple phonics rules. 

Interviews were conducted after observations to avoid participants knowing what the researcher was looking 

for hence pre- emptying the content on the observation schedule. The face-to-face interviews lasted for about 
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40- 50 minutes per the teacher in all schools conducted after the teacher completed the required school 

activities. During the interviews, the spoken words were recorded using a note book and a voice recorder. The 

voice recorder was a necessary tool that helped the researcher to back up or capture all the details that could 

otherwise be omitted as the researcher noted down what was discussed. The voice recorder was referred to 

during the data organization and analysis process. Direct quotations were transcribed and recorded on the note 

book. The tool was considered appropriate for qualitative data collection since both the researcher and the 

interviewee had a chance to get clarifications whenever there were any misinterpretations. In-depth data was 

guaranteed since the researcher could use probing skills to get reliable data. 

Finally, quantitative data was collected through the researcher’s self-designed and validated achievement tests 

adapted from Hasbrouck’s Quick Phonics Screening tests and Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA). The 

choice for adapting the two tests was to complement each other in terms of each test’s strengths and 

weaknesses. The lead researcher, together with the already oriented research assistants (regular class teachers) 

selected from the participating schools, administered the pre- test. Pre- test administered to the learners was 

meant to gauge the learners current reading status as well as the entry reading behaviour. The participating 

learners involved in the Quasi experiment were from the 6 schools with a total of 12 grade one classes. Schools 

that had two grade one classes together with their teachers participated in the quasi experiment such that in 

every school, one grade one class was randomly assigned to intervention and the other stream assigned to 

control procedures. Pre- test was administered to individual learners with the help of the class teachers mostly 

during break time, lunch time and in the afternoon when learners were free from regular class activities. 

Intervention using phonics approach elements, phonemic and phonological strategies was subjected to learners 

in six grade one classes for a period of one and a half months. Intervention through the phonics approach was 

done by the regular class teachers (research assistants) in the presence of the researcher. Instructional 

guidelines, drawn from grade one curriculum design, were used to orient the participating class teachers. The 

other six grade one classes assigned to control procedures were also taught by their regular class teachers but 

were taught conventionally using non- phonics approach such as whole word (sight) or whole language 

method. The same procedures used during pre- tests were followed during administration of post- tests and 

the scores computed in readiness for analysis. 

Piloting of the Research Tools 

The research instruments were piloted to teachers and learners in one public and one private primary school 

in Meru County that were not included in the final study. The two schools representing about 1% of the entire 

sample size as recommended by Orodho (2010) were randomly selected after clustering them first into public 

and private to reduce any biases. Four teachers teaching grade one classes in the selected pilot schools were 

observed while teaching and later interviewed to ascertain the appropriateness, feasibility and worthiness   of 

the study tools. While the teachers were teaching during the English language lessons, the researcher noted 

down key areas that needed to be adjusted or improved to ensure quality. After piloting the instruments, two 

irrelevant items in the interview guide for teachers were excluded since they were redundant. For example, 

the word “strategy” was used in the first item in the interview guide and the word “approach” was used in the 

second item in the interview guide. This was found to be a repetition thus eliminated. Other errors that were 

rectified were items that were lengthy to comprehend, ambiguous, unclear thus modified. 

Validity 

Content validity was done by ensuring that all the topics were fully covered in all the study instruments namely 

the interview schedule and questionnaires for the teachers and the reading test for the learners.  Consequently, 

construct validity was established by correlating and comparing both pre- tests/ post-tests reading scores with 

EGRA for the grade one which was found to have a correlation coefficient (r)= 0.75. A correlation coefficient 

between two instruments measuring the same construct such as reading achievements above (r)= 0.60 is said 

to be high implying that it was accurate, right, dependable and obtained what it was supposed to measure 

(Kasomo, 2007).  Triangulation was also made possible through comparing different viewpoints of the 

respondents during the interview and what was evident during the observations. Where there were significantly 
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varying responses noted, the researcher made clarifications through seeking feedback from the respondents 

thus coming to an agreement and ensuring validity. 

Reliability 

One of the ways of ensuring reliability was by visiting the schools under study prior to the commencement of 

the actual study. This was meant to ensure initial familiarity with the study schools, study respondents and 

reducing stranger anxiety.  Learners and participating teachers developed confidence, honesty and trust with 

the researcher hence credibility was ensured. Research professionals were also consulted and engaged in 

reviewing the ongoing study work especially during pre- testing of the instruments. Reliability of qualitative 

items was ascertained through frequent debriefing sessions between the researcher and respondents. In 

addition, the researcher invited respondents to read transcripts of dialogues in which they had participated to 

confirm authenticity. Feedback from the participants was useful in establishing reliability since they confirmed 

their actual dialogues hence clarification done where necessary.  Test- retest reliability was further utilized to 

correlate pre- test and post- tests scores administered during piloting at different times rather than once. Same 

learners in the same pilot schools were subjected to pre- test and post- tests during the second week of piloting 

process and the scores correlated with the scores of the same tests administered after two weeks. Correlation 

coefficients for the two tests computed using Cronbach’s alpha- internal consistency were found to be α= 0.80 

and α= 0.75 for pre- test and post- tests respectively. A measure between α= 0.7 to α= 0.9 is acceptable meaning 

the current achievement tests were found to be reliable. Adjustments, improvements or corrections were done 

to the study tools while conducting observations, interviews and tests administration. 

Data Analysis 

The researcher employed thematic analysis in order to categorize data based on shared characteristics in 

relation to particular research inquiries, as well as similar findings gathered under overarching themes and 

assigned codes. The organization and synthesis of both quantitative and qualitative data involved 

summarization, quantitative content analysis, tabulation, and the creation of tables and pie charts for additional 

examination. A thematic analysis and coding helped evaluate textual data from the interviews to arrive at a 

conclusion. Quantitative data were coded and then run through the SPSS (version 26.0) analysis tool. The 

analyzed data were summarized using inferential statistics and presented using tables and the graphs.  Research 

questions were answered through descriptive statistics and one sample t-test from the collected data. 

Additionally, chi-square tests and correlation analyses were performed and the results were used to answer the 

research questions. Qualitative data was analyzed using the content analysis technique, in which words, 

themes, patterns, and concepts within the texts were determined and arranged as per the study objective. The 

following null hypothesis was tested: 

Ho1: There is no significant relationship between teachers’ experience and use of phonics in reading 

achievements among grade one learners in Meru County 

The hypotheses were tested using the p values generated from the Multiple Regression Analysis as expressed 

as: Y = βo + β1 X1 + β2 X2 + β3 X3 + ε. Where: Y = Reading Achievements; β0 = Constant (coefficient of 

intercept); X1 = Frequency of teachers’ use of Phonic approach; X2 = Teachers’ Level of Training in phonics; 

X3 = Teachers’ Experience in teaching phonics; and β1… β3 = Regression coefficient of three variables. 

Logistics and Ethical Considerations 

Permission to conduct this study was sought from Post Graduate School, Kenyatta University. The researcher 

thereafter sought a research permit from the National Commission for science, Technology and Innovations 

(NACOSTI). Likewise, permission to carry out the study in Meru County was sought from the County Director 

of Education and the County Commissioner. Head teachers of the sampled schools were consulted to allow 

the study to be carried out in their schools. The researcher asked for permission from the sampled teachers and 

requested them to provide the researcher with their teaching time tables. This enabled the researcher to prepare 
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a visitation schedule to the schools.  The purpose of the research was explained thoroughly to the head teachers 

and teachers. The researcher obtained informed consent from all the participants by means of a dialogue, 

during which each participant was informed of the purpose of the study and assured of the confidentiality of 

the data they gave. Participants were provided with adequate information regarding the procedures that were 

to be followed during the research. The participants were also assured of their anonymity and the 

confidentiality of their responses. The researcher avoided influencing the teaching environment in which the 

lessons were taught. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 

General Information  

The information with regards to the School Category, Nature of School Administration and Number of 

Teachers was necessary to guide the selection of the schools that participated in the quasi-experiment 

procedures. 

Table 2: School Category, Nature of School Administration and Number of Teachers 

School Category Nature of the School Frequency Percentage 

Public 
Rural Schools 87 35 

Urban Schools 50 20 

Private 
Rural Schools 37 15 

Urban Schools 74 30 

Total   248 100 

Table 2 indicates that majority of teachers were from the public rural schools 87 (35%), followed by private 

urban schools 74 (30%), public urban schools 50 (20%) and lastly the private urban schools 37 (15%). This 

implies that there are more primary schools situated in rural areas compared to schools located in the urban 

areas in the County. The information was necessary to guide the selection of the schools that participated in 

the quasi-experiment procedures. 

Relationship Between Teachers’ Use of Phonics Approach and Learners’ Reading Achievement 

The study sought to assess the relationship between teachers’ use of phonics approach and reading 

achievements among learners in grade one in Meru County. The Pre- test was administered to all the learners 

in the 12 classes (treatment and control classes) prior to teaching them using phonics approach. Pre- test was 

a situational analysis test meant to gauge learners’ current reading status before the intervention.  Pre- test 

scores for every child were out of a total of 100% for a learner who read all the items correctly. In addition, 

learners were required to provide the meaning of words and short sentences as a way of ascertaining basic 

reading comprehension at the grade level.  Individual scores were noted and average scores for all learners 

who participated computed. The marks learners obtained in the reading test were recorded and used to grade 

their level of reading competencies before the start of the intervention. 

Six equal number of grade one classes were assigned to either treatment or control procedures. The 

intervention classes were subjected to use of the phonics approach as guided by their regular class teachers in 

the presence of the researcher. The control class or groups of learners were subjected to reading approach 

without any phonics elements, that is, they were taught conventionally using such methods as the whole word. 

At the end of the intervention period, all the learners who participated as either control or treatment classes 

were subjected to post- test to determine whether there were changes in the reading scores for the two sets of 

tests. The pretest and post test results for individual classes, the kind of treatment assigned to each class and 

overall gain scores are summarized in table 3. 
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Table 3: Summarized Pre-and Post- Test Scores with Overall Gains 

Schools/classes 

Treatment(phonics 

used) Control (No 

phonics used) 

Type of school 

by 

management 

% Average 

reading pre- 

test ascores 

%Average 

reading post 

test scores 

% Over-

all gain 

scores 

% Post- test/ 

Pre- test mean 

score 

deviations 

A1 Treatment group Rural public 30.38 40.7 10.32 8.32 

A2 Control group Rural public 23.3 25.3 2   

B1 Treatment group Urban private 48.73 74.25 25.52 12.36 

B2 Control group Urban private 30.46 43.62 13.16   

C1 Treatment group Rural public 40.3 61.2 20.9 7.9 

C2 Control group Rural public 35.8 48.8 13   

D1 Treatment group Rural private 50.57 63.1 12.53 6.28 

D2 Control group Rural private 49.97 56.22 6.25   

E1 Treatment group Urban public 46.33 67.38 21.05 9.51 

E2 Control group Urban public 25.73 37.27 11.54   

F1 Treatment group Urban private 40.05 63.74 23.69 14.42 

F2 Control group Urban private 41.25 50.52 9.27   

Total dev.   
462.87 632.1 169.23   

38.57 52.68 14.1   

Findings from table 3 indicate that, there was at least some improvement in reading competencies for all the 

schools that participated in the study whether there was intervention or none. However, the mean gains for all 

the six intervention groups and those under control indicated a change that may have been attributed to phonics 

intervention. For example, intervention class in school F1 had a mean gain of 23.69% compared to the control 

class in the same school F2 with a mean gain of 9.27% and an overall mean difference of 14.42%.  Both the 

intervention and control groups in all the schools were in the same category of school with similar 

characteristics such as age, social economic status and background yet there were differences in mean gains. 

The greatest gains were all from the intervention schools which ranged from 10.32% to the highest 25.81% 

compared to control group which ranged between 2.00% to 13.16%. This implies that schools that were 

subjected to intervention through the phonics approach had better reading competencies compared to those 

schools that were taught through other ordinary approaches devoid of phonics elements. This therefore implies 

that there is a relationship between teachers’ use of phonics approach and reading achievements in grade one 

classes in Meru County. 

The findings are in agreement with study results by Wheldall et al., (2020) who affirmed that, learners’ reading 

skills can substantially be improved by including phonics instruction components such as letter- sound 

knowledge, decoding skills and phonemic awareness. Likewise, Shanahan (2020) asserts that systematic 

phonics approach is an effective approach to teaching reading during the early stages of a learner thus the use 

of phonics approach significantly enhances children’s reading competencies. Similarly, Tierney and Pearson 

(2024) maintained that phonics instruction is an effective reading approach especially during the initial stages 

of reading. Other studies that coincide with the current study are those conducted by (Stainthorp, (2020); 

Tunmer et al. (2019); Anku, (2024) and Nkurunziza, (2024) all of which affirm that the phonics approach 

significantly impacts learners’ reading skills especially during the early years of learning to read words. 

Further, a comparative analysis was carried out to clearly show data patterns between pre- tests and pos-test 

scores for each class. The scores were captured and recorded in a trend curve as shown in figure 2 
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Figure 2: Pre -Test and Post-Test Score Results 

 

Entry Behavior Tests (pre-tests) scores were low in all schools since all schools had a mean below 50% apart 

from school D1 that had a score slightly above 50% (50.57%). This implies that reading levels in almost all 

schools were low before the treatment. The study findings coincide with Yıldız et al., (2023) whose study 

affirmed low pre- test scores before phonics intervention and higher post- tests scores. Consequently, Yıldız 

et al., (2023) conclude that phonics reading intervention during the early years of a learner significantly 

influences later academic competencies. Similar assertions are those by Murong’a et al., (2020) who assent 

that acquisition of pre reading competencies early in a child’s life is a strong precursor to smooth transition 

and greater understanding of other learning areas hence academic achievements. The same study finding was 

subjected to a null hypothesis. The following null hypothesis was tested: 

Ho1: There is no significant relationship between teachers’ use of phonics approach and learners’ 

reading achievements among learners in grade one in Meru County.  

To test the relationship between teachers’ use of the phonics approach and reading achievements among 

learners in grade one in Meru County, a paired t- test was used to compare the learners’ reading achievements 

before and after experimental treatment carried out at two different points in time. The paired sample t- test 

findings are summarized in Table 4 and 5. 

Table 4: Paired Sample T-Test for Pre- Test and Post Scores 

Test type  Mean N STD Std. Error Mean Correlation Sig. 

Pre test 38.57 12 9.48 2.74 
.891 .000 

Post test 52.68 12 14.24 4.11 

Table 5: Test Score Gains/ Paired Sample T- Test 

  

Paired Differences 

T df 
Sig.(2-

tailed) Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Pre test 

14.11 7.22 2.08 9.51 18.69 -6.76 11 0 post 

test 
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The mean scores for the pretest scores were significantly lower (m=38.57, STD=9.48) compared to the post 

test scores (m=52.68, STD=14.24) with P=0.000<0.05) which implied that the use of phonics strategies 

significantly boosted performance.  Sample t-test findings as indicated in Table 5 reveal that there existed a 

high positive correlation between teachers’ use of phonics approach and reading achievements among learners 

in grade one in Meru County (B = 0.891). Further, the p-value was significant (p = 0.000 <0.05). Based on 

these findings, the researcher had enough evidence to reject the null hypothesis and adopt the alternate 

hypothesis that there is a significant relationship between teachers’ use of phonics instruction approach and 

reading achievements among learners in grade one in Meru County. The paired sample t-test showed that the 

entry behaviour test mean score was far much below the normal expected average score of 50% with a total 

mean score of 38.57%. After the intervention through the phonics approach for a period of about one and half 

a months, the post test score increased from a mean of 38.57% to 52.68% which was equivalent to 14.10%. 

This implies that, holding other factors constant, the intervention through phonics yielded quite a substantial 

gain over a short period of time. Consequently, it means that through the phonics approach, learners’ reading 

achievement could be increased significantly thus teachers’ adequate inclusion of the phonics approach could 

help increase reading achievements. 

The findings are in agreement with Valde’s (2024) study outcome that revealed that phonics instruction is 

scientifically proven to be an essential reading instruction approach especially during the early stages of 

reading.  The study outcomes confirmed that the decoding skills were significantly better for the experimental 

group. Synthetic phonics was found to be an effective instructional approach for development of early reading 

competencies for learners struggling to read (Kasprick, 2023). Other relevant studies that are congruent with 

the current findings are those conducted by Giovianna and Kamariah (2023) who concluded that systematic 

phonics such as Jolly Phonics program is an effective alternative technique for improving the mastery of 

reading skills particularly beginning readers. Similarly, Ohaka (2022) consents that Jolly phonics has a positive 

effect in improving reading skills especially for emergent readers. Benefits associated with phonics-based 

intervention for beginning readers put the learners at a significant advantage. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusion 

There was a high positive correlation between teachers’ use of the phonics approach and reading achievements 

among grade one learners. The study established that in classes where the phonics approach was used as an 

intervention, results were significantly higher compared to non-phonics approaches such as whole word or 

whole language. The study concludes that, teacher related dynamics such as use of the phonics approach in 

teaching reading skills is a critical pillar towards learners, reading achievements. 

Recommendations 

Results from the situational analysis and intervention period showed that phonics-based instruction 

significantly improved learners’ reading achievement. Intervention groups exposed to phonics outperformed 

control groups using other methods. Based on the positive impact of phonics instruction on reading 

achievement, it is recommended that phonics-based teaching strategies be integrated into the curriculum as 

the primary method for teaching reading in grade one. Schools should ensure that teachers have access to 

resources, training, and ongoing support to effectively implement phonics-based instruction. Additionally, 

intervention programs should continue to be prioritized to ensure that students benefit from intensive, targeted 

phonics instruction. 
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