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Abstract: This is an extract from a PhD thesis based on one of the objectives which sought to investigate the 

predictive role of oral language in phonemic/phonics development in pupils with hearing impairment in grades 

one and two in Lusaka Zambia. Since the study opted to assess all the children in their respective grades ex post 

facto research design was used. Five schools took part in the study. The sample comprised 60 pupils of which 

31 were girls and 29 were boys. Pupils were tested individually at the end of grade one and two using the Basic 

Skills Assessment Tool (BASAT), Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) and One-Word Picture Vocabulary 

Test (OPVT). Bivariate correlations were computed to analyse data. Results revealed that pupils with hard of 

hearing displayed insufficient knowledge in letter sound knowledge and sound blending tasks. It was established 

that both expressive and receptive vocabularies did not predict sound awareness in pupils with hard of hearing 

due to inadequate instruction in this area. Based on the findings, the study recommended that teachers of pupils 

with hard of hearing should utilize oral language when teaching pupils phonemic/phonics skills. Pupils with 

hearing impairment should also be identified early, possibly at entry into preschool or grade one so that they 

are provided with hearing aid device to help them speed up the acquisition of oral language skills. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background 

Oral language development is considered one of the indicators of phonemic development in pupils 

with hard of hearing (Rachel & Friedman 2006). Almost all classroom-based learning relies on oral 

language thereby making it also the foundation for hard of hearing pupils’ learning. Phoneme 

development is a long and slow process for children with hard of hearing. Awareness of phonemes is 

present at birth and phoneme analysis becomes operational by about 6 months of age, when infants 

begin to extract words from the speech stream (spoken phrases) and build a receptive vocabulary 

(Vihman, 1993). Pupils with a good understanding of phonemic and phonological awareness have the 

underlying framework in place for reading (decoding) and writing (encoding) when letter–sound 

correspondences (phonics) are learned (Adams, Foorman, Lundberg, and Beeler, 1998). Because of 

the predictive power of oral language in determining phonemic and phonological development and 

literacy  in hearing students, the role of oral language in phonemes and phonology development in 

pupils with hard of hearing vis-`a-vis reading has been a subject of great interest in this study. The 

question for this study was to what extent do pupils with hard of hearing in grade one and two know 

about sounds of letters? To understand how oral language contributes to phonemic development in 

hard of hearing pupils, the current study applied the Phonological Sensitivity Approach (PSA) by 

Dickinson et al. (2003).  

Proponents of this model reveal that oral language is directly related to phonemic awareness and it is 

this phonemic awareness that enhance development of phonological skills and consequently reading 

(Poe, Burchinal, & Roberts, 2004). This approach envisages that vocabulary and discourse skills are 
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key in the emergence of phonological sensitivity (i.e., ability to detect and manipulate the sound 

structure of oral language), phonological memory (i.e., short term memory for sound based 

information, and phonological naming (i.e., retrieval of phonological information from long-term 

memory), and it is these skills that uniquely predict reading skills once children enter school 

(Matafwali, 2010). 

2. METHODOLOGY 

This study used ex post facto research design to investigate cause-and-effect relationships between 

independent (oral language) and dependent (hard of hearing pupils) variables. This design is used in 

situations that do not permit the randomization and manipulation of variables of experimental research 

(Ary et al., 2010). 

2.1. Population 

The target population of this study comprised all pupils with hard of hearing who were in grades one 

and two in term three in the selected schools. This population was chosen because it had the 

characteristics of the target population.  

2.2. Sample and Sampling Technique 

The sample for this study consisted of 60 pupils with hard of hearing. All the pupils in grade one and 

two in term three, 2016 made the sample in the selected schools.  Schools that were part of this study 

were selected using simple random sampling.  

2.3. Instruments and Procedure for Data Collection 

The Basic Skills Assessment Tool (BASAT) was used to assess pupil’s sound awareness skills. Two 

tests were used to tap expressive and receptive language in pupils with hard of hearing. The Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) was used to assess receptive vocabulary and the Fink et al (2012) 

version was used because it was adapted to the Zambian context. It was used to measure the 

knowledge of a child in common items found in the environment. One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test 

(OPVT) was used to assess expressive vocabulary. The assessment tool was developed by the 

researcher to test receptive language of pupils in common items found in the environment. 

2.4. Data Analysis 

Data was analysed quantitatively using SPSS version 21. Information obtained from the BASAT, 

Peabody and One-word picture vocabulary test was analysed using bivariate correlations to 

investigate how the variables in the study were associated and if oral language had an influence on 

this performance.  

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

To understand how the variables in the study are associated and if oral language had an influence on 

this performance, bivariate correlations were computed on all variables in the analyses.  The 

association of the variables with one another was weak to moderate as illustrated in table 1. 

Table1. Bivariate correlations (n=60)      

 Letters Sounds Initial Ending Blending Memory Receptive Expressive Age Gender 

Letters --           

Letter 

Sounds 

.292* --          

Initial sound -.031 .089 --         

Ending 

sound 

-.086 .111

  

.737** --         

Blending .029 -.024 .223 .275* --      

Memory .526** .488** .074 .144 .068 --     

Receptive 

language 

.358** .092 .126 .149 .094 .282* --    

Expressive 

Language 

.255* .138 -.027 .150 -.092  .204 .341**  --   

Age .111 -.058 -.077 -.078 -.055  -.160 .137 .228 --  

Gender -.063 -.087 -.206 -.102 -.146 -.138 .160 .093  .145 -- 

Grade .012 .104 .197 .235 .127  .077 .132 .118 .081 -.033 
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Expressive and receptive language proficiency, letter knowledge, letter sound knowledge and 

blending had weak to moderate correlation. The correlation between expressive language and letter 

knowledge was moderate (r = .25*). Between letter knowledge and letter sounds the correlation was  

(r = .29*), whereas letter sound and sound blending it was rather low (r = .029). These correlations 

were in line with studies which indicates that oral language abilities stimulate phonological skills 

(Matafwali, 2010; Mwanza, 2015) albeit weak in this study. Age, gender and grade also had weak 

correlations with letter sound knowledge and expressive language. This is due to the fact that hard of 

hearing pupils are not taught sound awareness as well as sound blending skills because these tasks 

demand the use of oral language hence teachers rely more on sign language. In addition, there was a 

high correlation between working memory and letter knowledge (r = .52**) implying that pupils have 

mastered the letters of the alphabet because the task does not demand use of oral language.  

3.1. Oral Language as a Predictor of Letter Sound Knowledge and Sound Blending 

The relationship between oral language and letter sound knowledge was examined by testing letter 

naming and letter sound knowledge and correlating it with receptive and expressive language. It was 

anticipated that alphabetic skills and language skills would be relatively closely related to each other 

and that sound blending skills would be related to both. Such a pattern of results would be taken as 

support for the Phonological Sensitivity Approach (PSA), which suggests that general oral-language 

abilities, especially vocabulary, provide the critical basis for the emergence of phonological 

sensitivity, which thereafter is the key language skill. This supports the view by Lonigan (2006) and 

Dickinson et al, (2003) who indicate that general language abilities and vocabulary, rather than 

receptive and expressive vocabulary alone have a causal relationship with the development of 

phonological awareness in pupils. 

The correlation analysis between oral language abilities and letter sound awareness tasks revealed that 

expressive and receptive language proficiency, letter knowledge, letter sound knowledge and blending 

were all weak to moderate. Although the correlations were not high, there was evidence showing 

existence of this pattern of correlation in pupils with hard of hearing thus supporting the Phonological 

Sensitivity Approach (Dickinson et al., 2003) that emphasised the importance of oral language in 

acquisition of these skills.  

Results revealed a moderate correlation between expressive language and letter knowledge and 

between letter knowledge and letter sounds. These correlations were in line with previous work that 

suggested that oral language abilities stimulate phonological skills and act as subsequent contributors 

to literacy development (Matafwali, 2010; Chikopela, 2013; and Mwanza, 2015). The findings on 

letter knowledge support earlier findings by Matafwali & Bus (2013) that proficiency in oral language 

has a longitudinal effect on letter knowledge and phonological awareness. One possible explanation 

for this type of performance on letter knowledge could probably be due to intensive practice in grade 

one through to grade two regardless of the language used by teachers to deliver lessons in this area. 

Conversely, the weak relationship between oral language and sound awareness tasks portray luck of 

instruction in this area. Most teachers seem not to know that pupils with hard of hearing equally can 

learn sounds just like hearing pupils in that, they also have functional hearing and that it is these 

sounds that would enable them learn to read.  

The results on research done by Burgess et al (1998) and Wagner et al (1994) on letter knowledge 

were in congruent with this study and other studies of young children (Gillon, 2004; Rvachew, 

Ohberg, Grawberg & Heyding, 2003; Stahl & Murray, 1994) that have found a predictive relation 

between phonological sensitivity and later letter knowledge and between letter knowledge and both 

current and subsequent phonological sensitivity.  

The findings of this study revealed a high correlation between working memory and letter knowledge 

implying that pupils had mastered the letters of the alphabet. This could be because the task of 

mastering letters does not demand use of oral language. This could also mean that even when pupils 

are taught using sign language, oral language has no bearing on performance on this task. As a result 

both grades one and two pupils with hard of hearing continued to express this knowledge and had no 

challenges in this area. In contrast, Chikopela (2013) found that it was much easier for deaf and hard 

of hearing pupils to name the letters shown to them than reciting the letters from memory.  
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It is noteworthy that a good performance was portrayed on letter naming task. This could be due to the 

fact that these pupils learn through picture and word association hence easy to remember the letters 

shown to them. This finding is similar to that of Annalene and Natale (2010) who suggest that well-

developed sign language skills and visual coding strategies that are based on sign language may offer 

deaf pupils phonological or orthographic link, thus enhancing their written English skills which 

further help them with their reading skills at school. 

The findings could also imply that the first instruction in reading in grade one requires pupils to know 

all the 26 letters of the alphabet, a trend which also continues in grade two. In this regard, most hard 

of hearing pupils seem to be doing fine in this area regardless of instruction in oral language because 

it is easy for teachers to demonstrate the letter symbols to the pupils using sign language and make 

them sign repeatedly until this skill is learnt. In addition pupils are shown the letters as part of the 

demonstration. Similarly, Haptonstall-Nyakaza and Schick (2007) in their study show that deaf pupils 

acquire finger spelled words as lexical items without formal instruction very early in life thus find it 

easy for them to learn letters in grade one.  Corollary, Chikopela (2013) revealed that it was also easy 

for most pupils with hearing impairment to recite and name the letters of the alphabet. This clearly 

shows that at grade one level the first instruction given to pupils in reading is that of knowing the 

letters of the alphabet hence it is much easier to remember and that at this level they have also not 

learnt a lot of things that they are required to remember. Both grades one and two pupils with hard of 

hearing were able to name the letters that were shown using both oral and sign language.  

It was rather strange that there was a very low correlation between letter sound knowledge and sound 

blending. A plausible explanation to this type of performance could be that pupils with hard of 

hearing were not taught using oral language and that, this could have been even hard for teachers to 

introduce sound awareness tasks prior to alphabetic lessons that are taught using sign language. The 

teachers in the study also confirmed that they mostly made use of sign language when delivering 

literacy lessons to these pupils. These findings therefore seem to suggest that when pupils with hard of 

hearing lack proficiency in oral language instruction, they may experience significant difficulties 

developing sound awareness as well as sound blending skills which will eventually have a negative 

impact on their ability to acquire reading skills which are essential in academic advancement. 

These findings are inconsistent with Krystal & Melanie (2014) who provides evidence that initial 

sound segmentation training increased children’s performance on the initial sound segmentation 

assessment measures in the children with hearing loss. In their study, phonological awareness training 

was associated with an increase in phonological awareness skills for the children with hearing loss. In 

contrast to the present study, there is no evidence of phonological awareness training in pupils with 

hard of hearing in most schools. These outcomes confirm the hypothesis of Dickinson et al., (2003) 

that a deficit in oral language might alter the pattern of association between language and alphabetic 

knowledge and between these skills and phonological skills. 

Another finding in contrast with this study is Sue’s (2000) that proved beyond reasonable doubt that 

phonics intervention in hard of hearing pupils help to improve phoneme manipulation, letter-sound 

knowledge,  segmenting, blending, reading and spelling. The results further showed strong, positive 

effects of the phonographix intervention on the development of grapheme-phoneme correspondence 

knowledge, and the acquisition of blending, segmenting and phoneme manipulation skills all of which 

lead to the development of word decoding and spelling skills. These results provides support for the 

view that structured and focused teaching of phoneme segmenting, blending and manipulation skills 

and of grapheme-phoneme correspondence does accelerate development of these skills and 

acquisition of this knowledge in hearing impaired children which is not the case in this study, even 

when pupils have functional hearing.  

Research on effective teaching strategies for deaf and hard of hearing pupils is even more limited 

within the Zambian context than internationally. Most teachers who teach pupils with hearing 

impairment in Zambia are not trained in special education and do not make use of oral language when 

teaching making it difficult for pupils to understand the lesson (Chikopela, 2013).  

4. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the study findings it is concluded that pupils with hard of hearing lacked proficiency in oral 

language instruction as a result were experiencing significant difficulties developing letter sound 

awareness and sound blending skills which are essential in literacy skills. The correlation analysis 
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revealed that expressive and receptive language proficiency, letter knowledge, letter sound knowledge 

and blending were all weakly to moderately related with one another. It was established that the weak 

relationship between oral language and sound awareness tasks was as a result of luck of instruction in 

this area. Most teachers seem not to know that pupils with hard of hearing can equally learn sounds 

just like hearing pupils in that, they also have functional hearing and that it is these sounds that would 

enable them to learn to read.  

The study therefore recommends that: 

 Teachers of the hard of hearing pupils should utilize oral language when teaching 

phonemic/phonics skills to pupils with hard of hearing. 

 Pupils with hearing impairment are identified early by the teachers, possibly at entry into preschool 

or grade one so that they are provided with hearing aid device to help them speed up the 

acquisition of oral language skills.  

 The training institutions should train teachers for the hard of hearing in sound awareness to ensure 

quality delivery of lessons in this area. 

 The researchers also recommends that schools should conduct Continuous Profession 

Development (CPD) programmes for teachers to learn how to teach phonemic and phonological 

skills to the hard of hearing impairment pupils. 
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