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INTRODUCTION

Learners naturally practice sounds in their verbal communication before they initially begin working
with printed words. In this stage, they are progressively developing the skill of phonological
awareness (Hentasmaka et al,, 2022). This skill involves a precise competence to manipulate and
divide speech into smaller distinct sound constituents (Segawa, 2019). The required knowledge of
phonological awareness initiates fundamental background of reading skills that positively affects the
academic life of young students in their emergent stages (Author, 2020). Deep knowledge of
phonological awareness levels is viewed as one of the vital factors in promoting young learners’ early
reading and spelling ability (Konza, 2014). This implies that the young students can realize sound
constituents and recognize them in new words. Consequently, this will help them to generate new
words when practicing phonological awareness instructions through its levels (Phillips, et al., 2008).
To have a scrutinized look at the levels of phonological awareness based on their arrangement of
intricacy (from less complex level to more complex one), Chard and Dickson (1999) offered an
outstanding classification of phonological awareness competence. This classification highlights the
differences between phonological and phonemic awareness skills. Interestingly, it can be divided into
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three ranks. In the first rank, exercises such as initial rhymes, sentence segmentation, and rhyming
songs are involved. It should be noted that this rank falls within the least complex level. The second
rank deals with exercises pertaining to segmenting words into syllables, blending syllables into
words, blending onsets and rimes into words, as well as segmenting words into onsets and rimes. At
the final rank, which is regarded as the most difficult one of the levels of phonological awareness,
phonemic awareness exercises are included. Such exercises involve the ability to manipulate,
segment, blend, and change individual phonemes within words to generate new ones (Chard &
Dickson, 1999). Given that young learners obtain full phonological awareness skills in addition to
other literacy skills, they are able to read English texts fluently in their academic future (Milankov et
al,, 2021; Kanval et al., 2024).

Despite the extensive research on EFL young learners’ phonological awareness skills (Author, 2017;
Ibrahim, 2018, Owodally, 2015), there has been few studies tackling EFL adult students’ development
in phonological awareness literacy particularly within Arab universities settings (Ibrahim, 2018). In
addition, there has been a lack of studies on the effective implementation of phonological awareness
skills within EFL classrooms (Author, 2020). Another challenge is that EFL leaners of Arabic speakers
experience hardships in performing outstanding communication when producing understandable
pronunciation during practicing English language (Rababah, 2005). This probably gives an
explanation that the difference between EFL young and adult learners’ phonological literacy could be
due to the acquisition and characteristics of L1 and L2 (Ibrahim, 2018; Waheed et al., 2010).

In Saudi EFL contexts, Al-Roomy (2013) claimed that EFL Saudi students face difficulties when
developing reading comprehension and proficiency. This indicates that they lack the required
essential skills necessary for mastering reading skill; EFL learners experience problems in learning
English pronunciation and spelling when reading English texts (Al-Qahtani, 2016; Raihan & Nezami,
2012; Rashid et al., 2023). This accentuates the need for fundamental skills such as phonological
awareness activities to master their reading abilities. Significantly, there should be more and more
focus and attention on literacy acquisition to achieve an acceptable rate of reading achievement
necessary for young and adult learners. Hence, the aim of this paper is to investigate the perceptions
of Saudi EFL undergraduate students on phonological awareness levels.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Impacts of Phonological Awareness on Learning to Read

There is evidence showing reciprocal impacts between learning to read and phonological awareness
abilities. To date, recent studies strongly proved that phonological awareness is a prerequisite as well
as a strong predictor for learning to read (Author, 2017; Bandini et al., 2017; Erskine et al., 2020;
Milankov et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021). For instance, Sprugevica and H@ien (2003) affirmed that,
following a considerable body of evidence that existed in literature, phonological awareness is
regarded as one of the best predictors in which young learners gain reading accuracy and fluency
fast. To understand the process of learning to read acquisition and in the process of translating verbal
communication into print for the sake of learning to read, young and adult learners must tackle the
inner components of words; this includes phonemes creating spoken words in speech (Kinkiri et al.,
2020). How print is translated into speech sounds requires the ability of hearing these discrete
phonemes (Chard & Dickson, 1999). For those who gain enough skills in phonological awareness,
they are able to remember the association between the letter and sounds, having the knowledge of
such relations leads to meaningfully decoding printed words in sentences (Schuele & Boudreau,
2008). As for those finding difficulties with decoding, they struggle with reading, causing misreading
of large numbers of printed words when practicing reading English texts. If this problem continues,
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this probably leads to incorrect use of letter-sound relations, affecting learners’ performance in
reading words in later stages and suffering from poor reading due to the lack of phonological
awareness skills (Author, 2017). Robust findings based on previous studies revealed that young
learners who cannot manipulate sounds in words experience hardships in the process of learning to
read (Author, 2021; Anthony & Farncis, 2005). This emphasizes a reciprocal relationship between
phonological awareness and the progress of reading development. Thus, to have better readers of
university undergraduate students, the knowledge of phonological awareness should be highlighted.
For example, a study conducted by Carnio et al. (2017) investigated early literacy skills and identified
that phonological awareness has been regarded as one of the fundamental skills in learning to read
and write. Moreover, among the strong arguments made by researchers concerning the relevant
method appropriate for the instruction of reading of young learners, one essential component that is
clearly noticeable in research as a crucial cornerstone of acquiring early literacy is phonological
awareness (Author, 2017; Yopp & Stapleton, 2008). In another study, Kirby et al. (2003) highlighted
phonological awareness role in relation to reading development. The researchers pointed out that
phonological awareness is an essential ingredient which plays a remarkable role in the reading ability
development. They added that poor phonological awareness probably leads to the deficiency in
reading disability. Thus, their findings added to the growing body of knowledge that phonological
awareness skill is fundamental in learning to read.

EFL Learners’ Phonological Awareness

Literature affirmed the efficient use of phonological awareness instructions within EFL setting at
elementary schools (Author, 2021; Eshiet, 2014; Huo & Wang, 2017; Yeung & Chan, 2013; Yeung,
2012). These studies adopted different methods tackling phonological awareness instructions on EFL
learners’ literacy. The findings revealed a noticeable impact of the skill of phonological awareness
based on instructions on young students’ skill, particularly phonemic awareness skill, and word
recognition (Author, 2021, 2017), and word reading (Yeung & Chan, 2013). Nevertheless, some
researchers found no significant impacts of phonological awareness instructions on students’
performance (Eshiet, 2014, Yeung, 2012).

One may pose a question! Can those results be generalized in favor of the influence of phonological
awareness on the development of literacy in EFL settings? Author (2017) conducted an empirical
study investigating the instructions of phonological awareness skill, namely phonemic segmentation
skill and its impact on Jordanian EFL beginning readers’ word recognition. The results of the quasi
experiment showed significant differences in favor of the experiment group receiving phonemic
segmentation skill activities. Another research conducted by Huo and Wang (2017) revealed that the
instructions of phonological awareness have an effective role in improving EFL young students’
literacy. The researchers scrutinized 15 quasi-experimental and experimental research conducted in
previous studies to check the impact of explicit instruction of phonological awareness on EFL young
students. They found that instructions in phonological awareness with respect to reading
development have been remarkably efficient among elementary school. In the same vein, Kodae and
Laohawiriyanon (2011) examined the impact of phonological awareness instructions on the literacy
of Thai young students. Interestingly, the researchers found that positive impacts exist. However,
such results do not investigate whether the instructions of phonological awareness skills have potent
effect on adult Arab learners.

As for Saudi settings, teaching English as a foreign language starts from the fourth grade (Khawaji,
2022). Presented as a foreign language, a heavy load to Arab EFL learners is probably noticeable due
to learning English. Scholars concluded that Arab EFL learners probably face several kinds of
difficulties when reading English texts at the word level (Fender, 2008). Additionally, Saudi students
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have studied English language in their schools for about 9 years. When they attend the university
level, some of them in the preparatory program, particularly in remote areas, lack fundamental EFL
literacy skills required to master English language due to the lack of phonological awareness as well
as the English alphabet knowledge (Ibrahim, 2018). This indicates that most EFL teachers probably
ignored teaching English phonology, phonological awareness in particular, to young students in
English language classes in Saudi Arabia. This may imply that the absence of teaching phonology as
an independent course at the Saudi Electronic University forms another challenge to students
majoring English Language and Translation. Therefore, students infrequently make use of essential
reading skills when reading English texts (Al-Qahtani, 2016). This poses a number of questions about
our young and adult students’ reading achievement, development, and success.

In the context of Suadi universities tackling phonological awareness investigation, Ibrahim (2018)
adopted a quasi-experimental study. In his study, the researcher made a comparison between strong
disclosure to language versus obvious instructions of phonological awareness pertaining to reading
fundamentals of adult Arab EFL learners. He found that phonological awareness instructions have
significant impacts on the samples of EFL literacy. Finally, his study recommended that phonological
awareness instructions should be strongly introduced to enhance the literacy of Arab students.

Itis important to note that this paper adopted Ehri’s (2005) Phase Theory as a theoretical framework.
Provided that phonological awareness can be described as one of the critical columns that lead to the
development of reading achievement and proficiency, this study thus focuses on the perspectives of
Saudi EFL university students towards phonological awareness levels. It is interesting to indicate that
Ehri’s (2005) Phase Theory introduced four phases for the sake of reading development, namely the
pre-alphabetic phase, the partial alphabetic phase, the full alphabetic phase, and the consolidated
alphabetic phase. Beech (2005) contended that the task of this framework is to demonstrate learners’
development in reading skill.

In a word, research dramatically presented phonological awareness as a crucial part of the reading
process that is based on the integration of different skills. The link between young learners’ reading
and phonological awareness is remarkably evident in recent research. For example, a large number
of studies tackling phonological skills in EFL learning contexts were conducted in elementary classes
(Liang & Fryer, 2024). However, there is a dearth of studies addressing the effective use of
phonological awareness skill on EFL adult students’ literacy development, particularly within Arab
universities settings (Ibrahim, 2018). Hence, the current paper tries to examine the perspectives of
Saudi EFL undergraduate students on phonological awareness levels at Saudi Electronic University.
Interestingly, this research is conducted to answer the following questions:

1- What perspectives do Saudi EFL undergraduate students think of phonological awareness
skills?

2- What perspectives do Saudi EFL undergraduate students think of phonemic awareness skills?

3- Are there significant differences in Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ responses between
the items related to phonological awareness skills and phonemic awareness skills?

4- Are there significant differences in the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate students on
phonological awareness levels in terms of gender, academic level, and GPA?
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METHOD
Research Design and Participants

This is a quantitative research study since this type of research methodology depends on statistical
analysis using numeric data collection (Creswell, 2012; Jam et al., 2011). This paper used a cross-
sectional questionnaire that involved items describing the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate
students on phonological awareness levels. It was presented to 160 Saudi EFL undergraduate
students who enrolled in the program of English Language and Translation. To determine the sample
size, these participants were selected in accordance with Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970) table. [t should
be noted that the convenience sampling was chosen for its appropriateness. According to the
participants’ academic year level, 42.5% of them (n=68) were sophomores, 40.6% of them (n= 65)
were seniors, and 16.9% of them (n=27) were juniors. As for gender, 68.8% of the participants were
female (n=110) and 31.2% of them were male (n=50). With reference to their GPA, 26.3% of the
participants (n=42) were under excellent category, 21.2% of them (n=34) were included in the
category of ‘very good’, 40.6% of them (n=65) were under the category of ‘good’, and 11.9% of them
(n=19) were within the category of ‘pass’.

Materials and Procedures

For the sake of data collection, the respondents were asked to fill in a 5 Item-Likert scale
questionnaire. It has three sections; the first one requests information relating to students’
background information such as academic year level, GPA, and gender. With respect to learning to
read, the second section involves items to measure EFL undergraduate students’ awareness and
beliefs of phonological awareness levels and the last includes items to gauge their awareness and
beliefs of phonemic awareness skill. It took approximately ten to fifteen minutes for respondents to
complete the whole online questionnaire survey. Specifically, this survey adopted from Author
(2020) contains 14 questions; 9 of them highlight the role of phonological awareness and the rest of
the questions accentuate the role of phonemic awareness regarding learning to read. It is interesting
to note that Paired Sample t- test, Independent Sample Paired t-test, descriptive statistics, and one-
way ANOVA were employed to analyze the data. SPSS software version 22 was therefore employed
in order to analyze the data commencing during the first semester of the 2023/2024 academic year.

Consulting a panel of language specialists such as English instructors and university professors in the
field, the wvalidity of the research instrument was checked, and their suggestions and
recommendations were meticulously considered. As for reliability confirmation, the entire items of
the research tool submitted to Saudi EFL undergraduate students was calculated and the correlation
coefficient recorded 0.94 which was regarded as high reliability for the whole study. It is important
to note that the internal consistency reliability of the phonological awareness items (1-9) produced
a coefficient of 0.90 when conducting the statistical analysis. In addition, the correlation coefficient
was recorded as 0.86 when conducting the statistical analysis with respect to the items (10-14) of
phonemic awareness skills. It is crucial to indicate that the research ethical consideration has been
seriously given careful attention; the research procedure has been approved by Research Ethics
Committee (SEUREC-4462) at Saudi Electronic University. In addition, a consent form attached with
the online survey was provided to the participants.

RESULTS

A set of analyses were run to investigate (a) the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate students’
beliefs on phonological awareness skills, (b) the perspectives of their beliefs on phonemic awareness
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skills, (c) any significant differences in Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ responses between the
items of phonological awareness and phonemic awareness skills, and (d) whether there are
significant differences in the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate students on phonological
awareness levels in terms of gender, academic level, and GPA (Grade Point Average).

Table 1 Perceptions of Saudi EFL undergraduate students on phonological awareness

Items Mean | SD
1 Phonological awareness is a topic which I studied at the university. 3.28 1.02
2 Phonological awareness skill is essential in boosting reading skills. 3.93 0.98
3 Daily phonological awareness instructions are useful for predicting future reading | 3.90 0.96
difficulties.
4 | Phonological awareness instructions can be used to prevent future reading | 3.94 0.89
difficulties.

5 phonological awareness levels include rhyme production, sentence segmentation, | 3.85 0.90
syllable splitting, and manipulation of phonemes levels.
8 | Phonological awareness instructions do not help learners recognize the printed | 2.90 1.19

words.

9 Phonological awareness instructions focus only on the sounds in words. 3.20 1.06

10 | When alearner recognizes and produces rhyming words, this is a part of phonological | 3.54 1.01
awareness.

14 | Training in phonological awareness instructions help learners learn letter-sound | 3.69 0.95
associations

Perspectives of Saudi EFL Undergraduate Students on Phonological Awareness Skills

Table 1 describes the mean (M) and standard deviations (SD) pertaining to Saudi EFL undergraduate
students’ beliefs on phonological awareness skills. From the descriptive analysis, the results
expressing EFL undergraduate students’ perspectives did not record high mean scores (above 4.00
out of 5.00); the maximum mean score was 3.94 (out of 5.00). Specifically, respondents’ mean scores
were between 2.90 and 3.93. From the outset, item 1 (M= 3.28, SD= 1.02) showed that moderate
numbers of respondents studied the topic of phonological awareness at their university. Concerning
the perspectives of students’ beliefs on phonological awareness skills, higher scores were relatively
related to the essential part phonological awareness skills play in learning to read and in preventing
reading difficulties in the future, representing by items 2 (M= 3.93, SD=.98), 3 (M= 3.90, SD=.96),
and 4 (M= 3.94, SD= .89) respectively. Iltem 5 (M=3.85, SD=.90) explicitly expressed the levels of
phonological awareness skills; most participants agreed that rhyme production, sentence
segmentation, syllable splitting, and manipulation of phonemes levels are all located within the
umbrella of phonological awareness levels. Furthermore, most respondents firmly believed that
training in phonological awareness skills was fruitful in facilitating letter-sound associations as
expressed by item 14 (M= 3.69, SD= .95). As for item 10 (M= 3.54, SD= 1.01), it highlighted
participants’ agreement in identifying one of the levels of phonological awareness, that is the
recognition and production of rhyming words. In addition, a moderate number of respondents took
into consideration that phonological awareness instructions are only interested in sounds rather
than letters as described in item 9 (M= 3.20, SD= 1.06). It is crucial to note that respondents’
confidence of the efficient function of phonological awareness instructions in learning to read
process was considerably tangible; they showed disagreement on the belief that phonological
awareness instructions do not help learners recognize the printed words as represented by item 8
(M=2.90, SD=1.19).
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Perspectives of Saudi EFL Undergraduate Students on Phonemic Awareness

Like Table 1, Table 2 shows the descriptive analysis represented by mean (M) and standard
deviations (SD) pertaining to Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ beliefs on phonemic awareness
skills highlighted by the second research question addressing items (6, 7,11, 12, and 13). Once again,
the results obtained from EFL undergraduate students’ perspectives did not achieve high mean
scores; the respondents’ mean scores were between 3.29 and 3.74 out of 5.00. However, EFL
undergraduate students’ responses on mean scores were relatively close. Items 6 (M= 3.58, SD=.99)
and item 7 (M= 3.63, SD= .99) accentuated respectively noticeable agreement concerning the
definition of phonemic awareness skill and its instructions involving segmentation, deletion,
blending, and other skills. Moreover, items 11 (M= 3.60, SD= .96) and 12 (M= 3.29, SD= .94)
represented the identification of phonemic segmentation skill; the former showed that remarkable
EFL students’ beliefs agree with the definition of phonemic awareness and the latter, though
presenting the lowest mean score, emphasized their moderate beliefs on which blending activity is
an easy skill compared to phonemic segmentation activity. Given that item 13 (M= 3.74, SD= .87)
recorded the highest mean score, this result remarkably indicated the participants’ agreement on the
belief that the phonemic awareness skills are considered to be one of the most sophisticated levels
of phonological awareness.

Table 2 Perceptions of Saudi EFL undergraduate students on phonemic awareness

Items Mean | SD

6 Phonemic awareness can be defined as the ability to hear and manipulate the | 3.58 0.9
sounds in spoken words. 9

7 Phonemic awareness includes blending, counting, deletion, isolation, | 3.63 0.9
segmentation, substitution, and reversing order of sounds. 9

11 | Phoneme segmentation involves segmenting sounds to pronounce words. 3.60 0.9
6

12 | Phoneme blending skill.is easier than phoneme segmentation skill 3.29 0.9
4

13 | Phonemic awareness skills are considered to be one of the most sophisticated | 3.74 0.8
levels of phonological awareness. 7

Differences in Responses between Items of Phonological and Phonemic Awareness Skills

In order to examine the differences in Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ responses between items
associated with phonological and phonemic awareness skills, Table 3 demonstrated the paired
sample t- test results. These findings indicated a significant difference exists between the items of
Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ responses in relation to phonological and phonemic awareness
skills (t=48.59, p<.05). Interestingly, the mean score (M= 32.25, SD= 6.85) of the items related to
phonological awareness skills was much better than the mean score (M= 17.86, SD=3.87) of the other
items connected with phonemic awareness skills. Thus, the significant difference has been in favor
of the Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ responses providing items associated with phonological
awareness. This implies that Saudi EFL undergraduate students are more aware of phonological
skills than phonemic awareness skills.

Table 3 Paired sample t-test results of Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ responses between items of
phonological and phonemic awareness sKkills

Items of Saudi EFL Undergraduate Students’ N Mean SD t p
Responses

Items related to phonological awareness skills 160 | 32.25 6.85 48.59 | .000
Items related to phonemic awareness skills 160 | 17.86 3.87
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Differences in Perspectives in Terms of Gender, Academic Level, and GPA

Finally, the fourth research question asked whether there are statistically significant differences
between Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ perspectives of phonological awareness levels in terms
of gender, academic level, and GPA. A number of analyses were used to answer the last question;
these involve independent sample t-test analysis for gender and one-way ANOVA for measuring
Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ academic level and their GPA to determine whether there were
significant differences between these variables.

Using an independent sample t-test, Table 4 depicts the impact of gender on Saudi EFL undergraduate
students’ perspectives of phonological awareness levels. It is important to note that a significant
difference between Saudi EFL male and female undergraduate students’ perceptions has been
revealed. Hence, gender has a considerable impact on Saudi EFL undergraduate students’
perceptions; the significant p-value (p=.011) has been recorded when running the analysis. Thus, the
perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ beliefs on phonological awareness levels are
affected by female participants since the mean score (M= 51.53) records higher than male
respondents’ mean score.

Table 4 The impact of gender on Saudi EFL undergraduate students by employing independent
sample T-Test

Items 1-14 Gender | N Mean SD t p
Perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate Male 50 47.00 10.18| -2.57| .011
students’ beliefs on phonological awareness Female | 110 | 51.53 | 10.35
levels

*p < 0.05

The analysis of One-way ANOVA was run to examine whether a significant difference existed among
Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ perspectives based on their academic level. The findings of the
ANOVA analysis concerning the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ beliefs on
phonological awareness levels in terms of academic level are presented in Table 5. The findings
revealed that there is no significant difference between Saudi EFL undergraduate students’
perspectives and their academic level since the p-value is 0.57 and the mean scores for all academic
levels are adjacent to each other. This also indicates that their academic levels do not affect their
responses.

Table 5: ANOVA for Saudi EFL undergraduate students and their academic level

Items 1-14 Academic Level] N Mean SD F P
Perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate Sophomore 68 | 51.13 12.45 .56 .57
students’ beliefs on phonological awareness Junior 27 | 49.48 6.26
levels Senior 65| 49.30 9.62

Total 160| 50.11 10.47
*p <0.05

To determine if a significant difference existed among Saudi EFL undergraduate students’
perspectives based on their GPA, an analysis of One-way ANOVA was run in this research. Table 6
describes the results of the ANOVA analysis regarding the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate
students’ beliefs on phonological awareness levels in relation to GPA. Like the case of academic level
variable conducted to find any significant differences, it has been found that there is no significant
difference among Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ perspectives in terms of GPA. From table 6, the
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p-value records 0.10 and the mean scores for all GPA categories are approximately close to each
other. This means that Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ GPA do not influence their responses.

Table 6 ANOVA for Saudi EFL undergraduate students and their GPA

Items 1-14 GPA N | Mean SD F P
Perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate Excellent | 42| 5245 4.08 | 2.09 | .10
students’ beliefs on phonological awareness Verygood | 34| 51.32 | 13.51
levels Good | 65| 47.69 | 10.90

Pass 19| 51.05| 11.67

Total 160] 50.11 | 10.47

*p <0.05
DISCUSSION

In all societies, institutions taking care of education have globally tried their best to spread
knowledge and enlightenment to their individuals. In addition to other essential factors, phonological
awareness skills play a crucial role; a role that greatly helps learners learn to read is paramount. As
aresponse of revealing the failure in reading skill EFL adult learners experience, this study examines
the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate students of phonological awareness levels. In general,
what is found in this study is that the mean score of all respondents’ perspectives was not high; this
indicates that Saudi undergraduate students relatively lack the required skills in reading. This could
be due to the absence of phonology; this course has not been introduced as a separate course at Saudi
Electronic University.

The first research question examined the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ beliefs
on phonological awareness skills represented by items (2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 9,10, and 14). Specifically, most
participants agreed with the pivotal function of phonological awareness skills in learning to read and
in preventing future reading hardships as indicated by items (2, 3, and 4). This result is consistent
with other studies (Author, 2020; Al Otaiba et al., 2008; Burke et al., 2009). For instance, Burke et al.
(2009, p. 209) contend that “phonological awareness is the first essential element of a prevention-
based approach to reading failure and disability”. This clearly implies that once Saudi EFL
undergraduate students realize such impactful uses, EFL adult learners will primarily have the
chance to mitigate potential future reading hardships. With reference to item 5, noticeable responses
from EFL undergraduate students highlight the levels of phonological awareness skills including
rhyme production, sentence segmentation, syllable splitting, and manipulation of phonemes. In
addition, item 10 emphasized that large numbers of respondents perceive that the recognition and
production of rhyming words are included within the levels of phonological awareness. This means
that most respondents agree that such skills are located within the umbrella of phonological
awareness. This also indicates that they are considerably aware of the levels of phonological
awareness as introduced by Chard and Dickson (1999). Furthermore, most of them highlighted a
dramatical level of awareness regarding their distinction between sounds and letters of English
language as mentioned by item 9. These results go in line with Author (2020) study; both authors
revealed that “most of the participants reported a significant level of awareness concerning the main
function of phonological awareness” (p. 826). It has also been found that when learners get adequate
training in phonological awareness, this will easily lead to learning letter sound associations as
indicated by item 14. This result goes in line with studies conducted by Cardoso-Martins etal. (2011),
Kim et al. (2010), Foy and Mann (2006), and Evans et al. (2006). For example, Huang et al. (2014,
p.190) argued that “Phonological awareness helps children to extract the letter sounds from the
letter names that they know”. It is not surprising that the low mean score confirmed the participants’
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agreement on the belief that phonological awareness instructions do not help learners identify the
printed words as expressed by item 8. Milankov et al. (2021) claimed that phonological awareness
skills are strongly connected with developing early stages of reading and writing skills. This means
that Saudi EFL undergraduate students were fairly aware of the significance of phonological
awareness skill regarding the issue of reading acquisition. This result is consistent with other studies
such as Author (2020) and Milankov et al. (2021). To highlight this point, in the findings of the study
conducted by Milankov et al. (2021), the researchers found that “Students who had lower reading
scores also obtained lower scores in the phonological awareness test” (p. 12).

The second research question investigated the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate students’
beliefs on phonemic awareness skills represented by items (6, 7, 11, 12, and 13). From the beginning
as represented by items 6 and 7, Saudi EFL undergraduate students share remarkable awareness
toward the definition of phonemic awareness skill and its instructions. Such instructions encompass
segmentation, deletion, blending, substitution, and other skills. In their research, Cheesman et al.
(2009) identified multiple types of phonemic awareness instructions and activities helping young
learners improve a knowledge of sounds in spoken words. The researchers mentioned some
activities including matching phonemes, phoneme segmentation, phoneme blending, and phoneme
deletion. This implies that teaching learners to manipulate phonemes provides noticeable effect and
assistance to them in the issue of learning to read. With reference to items 11 and 12, considerable
responses from Saudi EFL undergraduate students accentuate the function of phonemic
segmentation skill; this skill includes segmenting distinct sounds to pronounce individual words.
Cheesman et al. (2009, p.271) pointed out that “In phoneme segmentation activities, children break
a spoken word into separate phonemes (i.e., “Tap out the sounds in drum. /d/ /r/ /u/ /m/)” as a
crucial step to pronounce words. As for item 12, it should be noted that phoneme blending skill is
easier than phoneme segmentation skill. This result goes in line with the empirical studies conducted
by de Graaff et al. (2011) and Gesel et al. (2021). Interestingly, Yopp (1988) claimed that phoneme
blending is considered as one of the easiest tasks of phonemic awareness skill for young learners to
be carried out. Item 13 highlighted EFL undergraduate students’ agreement on the belief that the skill
of phonemic awareness is regarded as one of the most sophisticated levels located within the
umbrella of phonological awareness. Consistent with this finding, Schuele and Boudreau (2008)
pointed out that phonemic awareness skills form a deep or complex level of phonological awareness.
In addition, Milankov et al. (2021, p.2) asserted that “Phonological awareness is the ability to identify,
process, and manipulate phonological units that compose spoken words of different complexity and
size”. Also, acquiring and learning phonological awareness skills are easier than phonemic awareness
skill acquisition since the latter represents the most advanced level located under the realm of
phonological awareness (Chard & Dickson, 1999; Lynch, 2016). Hence, this type of complexity-
represented by phonemic awareness skills- involves the knowledge that words in speech can be split
into their distinct constituents (Milankov et al., 2021). All in all, Saudi EFL undergraduate students
are fairly aware of the skill of phonemic awareness.

To address the third research question, the potential differences in Saudi EFL undergraduate
students’ responses between items connected with phonological and phonemic awareness skills
have been investigated. Therefore, the focus for this question has been on whether there will be a
significant difference in their responses concerning the skills of phonological and phonemic
awareness. It has been revealed that there is a significant difference (the p-value is less than .05)
between the items of Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ responses in relation to both skills. This
significance difference reflects Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ responses in favor of the items
pertaining to phonological awareness skill. Thus, Saudi EFL undergraduate students are more
knowledgeable of phonological awareness skills rather than phonemic awareness skills. This result
goes in harmony with the findings revealed by studies conducted by Author (2020) and Alshaboul
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(2018). In his study, it has been found that participants were knowledgeable of the significance of
phonological awareness skills more than their knowledge of how to assess and teach other skills
(Alshaboul, 2018). This clearly implies that Saudi EFL undergraduate students did not use the terms
"phonological awareness" and “phonemic awareness” interchangeably or synonymously.

Regarding the fourth research question tackling differences in EFL undergraduate students’
perspectives in terms of gender, academic level, and GPA, this specific question involves three
variables. It has been revealed that Gender, the first variable, made a significant difference between
Saudi EFL male and female undergraduate students’ perceptions; the beliefs on phonological
awareness levels were affected by female participants. This could be attributed to the total number
of female participants represented by (68.8%) compared to the percentage of male participants
(31.2%) in the English Language and Translation Department at SEU. This result supports other
previous studies (e.g., Eslick et al., 2020; Moura, Mezzomo, & Cielo, 2009; Wilsenach & Makaure,
2018) in a manner that gender differences recorded in favor of female participants. Nevertheless,
such finding does not go in harmony with research studies (e.g., Adam & Mohammed, 2017; Author,
2020; Ferraz et al.,, 2015; Kasai et al.,, 2002) that noted that male and female participants gained the
same performance. For instance, in a study investigating preparatory year students’ phonological
awareness, Adam and Mohammed (2017) found that gender recorded insignificant influence
regarding training of phonological awareness skills in terms of reading performance.

It should be noted that the second variable, academic level, did not record a significant difference
among Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ perspectives. This implies that most Saudi EFL
undergraduate students’ responses agreed with the whole perspectives of phonological awareness
levels regardless to their academic levels having no effect on their responses. This result goes in line
with other studies addressing students’ academic level (e.g., Albashtawi et al., 2016; Almseidein &
Mahasneh, 2020; Nguyen et al, 2021). Interestingly, according to Albashtawi et al. (2016), the
researchers pointed out that “Decoding states the fluency in extracting the phonological and
morphological information from a printed word” (p.63). Based on the variable of academic year level,
Albashtawi et al. (2016) examined knowledge decoding; the researchers found no significant
difference pertaining to that variable. However, this result is not consistent with several studies in
that their findings showed significant differences with respect to students’ academic level (e.g.,
Author et al, 2021; Bataineh & Baniabdelrahman, 2006; Mahfouz & IThmeideh, 2009; Dakeev et al,,
2015).

Finally, the third variable, GPA, did not also yield a significant difference among Saudi EFL
undergraduate students’ perspectives. This clearly indicates that this variable did not impact Saudi
EFL undergraduate students’ responses. Additionally, this probably imply that Saudi EFL
undergraduate students approximately shared the same knowledge of phonological awareness levels
regardless to their GPA. Consistent with this finding, research conducted by Alhadlaq et al. (2020)
and Hendricks (2013) showed that GPA had insignificant differences; students’ performance was not
affected by their GPA. For instance, Alhadlaq et al. (2020) revealed that “There was no significant
difference in the mean subjective norm scores across GPAs” (p. 79).

CONCLUSION AND FURTHER STUDIES

Robust instructions including both phonological and phonemic awareness skills can be viewed as
one of the pivotal constituents of emerging reading development. The aim of this paper is to examine
the perspectives of Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ beliefs on phonological awareness levels. It is
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important to note that this study addressed four research questions. The findings encompass the
fundamental component phonological and phonemic awareness skills played in learning to read. This
relatively gives a considerable and positive insight of most Saudi EFL undergraduate students
‘awareness of such skills located within the construction of phonological awareness levels as well as
the fruitful functions and instructions of such skills though they did not record high mean scores.
Another important result was that a significant difference exists between the items of Saudi EFL
undergraduate students’ responses in relation to phonological and phonemic awareness skills; such
significant difference was in favor of items related to the skill of phonological awareness. Thus, Saudi
EFL undergraduate students are more knowledgeable of phonological skills. As for investigating
whether there are significant differences of the variables including gender, academic level, and GPA,
the findings revealed that a significant difference between Saudi EFL male and female undergraduate
students’ perceptions in terms of gender was recorded. Significantly, the beliefs on phonological
awareness levels were affected by female participants. The other two variables, namely academic
level and GPA did not record significant differences among Saudi EFL undergraduate students’
perspectives. Thus, both variables did not impact Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ responses.

The findings of this research propose a pedagogical implication. Since there is a need to boost specific
content awareness of Saudi EFL undergraduate students’ phonological awareness levels, the
phonology material should be studied as a separate course at SEU. Their knowledge might not be
quite enough to help them increase their phonological and phonemical awareness skills as such skills
have an effective role in reading achievement. This research was limited to the population
representing university students majoring English language and Translation from which the sample
was selected. Future research could involve conducting interviews that probably provide more in-
depth investigation of Saudi EFL undergraduate students in addition to employing a quasi-
experimental study comparing students’ phonological and phonemical awareness skills.
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