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Abstract

This case study aims to address preschool teachers’ practices in early litera-
cy instruction specifically, the literacy skills focused by teachers during
English early literacy classroom instruction. Four in-service teachers from
three types of preschool which are government, private and non-government
organization located in a suburban area, were involved as the study’s partici-
pants. Data collection involved were checklist, field notes, video recording,
and classroom observations. A checklist of literacy is an instrument used to
analyze literacy skills practice by teachers. Results show that there is a lack of
focus given on certain areas of literacy skills which are: 1) auditory discrimi-
nation, 2) visual discrimination, 3) phonological awareness, 4) phonemic
awareness, and 5) reading as practiced by those teachers. Generalization may
not be fair at this stage but the findings could reflect the need to (re)train
teachers. Larger samples are crucial to understand the scale of the teaching
practice being inappropriate, hence, help in the development of training
module that would result in more literacy skills being practiced during Eng-
lish language teaching and learning.
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1. Introduction

The Malaysian government’s awareness of the importance of teaching early lite-
racy is clearly illustrated in the Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013-2025 where-
by enhancing the proficiency of both the Malay and English language of all stu-
dents is of priority and every child will acquire basic literacy skills in both Malay
and English language after three years of schooling. In an effort to achieve this,

the government launched an intervention programme called the Kelas Intervensi
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Awal Membaca dan Menulis (Reading and Writing Early Intervension) in 2006
and was subsequently replaced with the LINUS (Literacy and Numeracy Screen-
ing) program beginning in 2010. However, these two programmes were only fo-
cusing on the Malay Language. In 2013, it was later changed to LINUS 2.0 which
included both the Malay and English language.

Although such efforts are commendable, these programs were only focused on
children entering primary school at the age of seven. It was not focused on
children in preschools. However, the LINUS 2.0 was recently abolished in 2019
and it was announced that there will be no examinations for primary school
students from Year 1 until Year 3. It was also announced that schools shall im-
plement their own programmes to address students’ problems in mastering basic
numeracy and literacy skills. This suggests that children’s literacy skills should
be more focused on when they are in preschools. Literacy should start at an ear-
lier age before entering primary school. In fact, early literacy development starts
from birth until the child enters school (Wildova & Kropackova, 2015). There-
fore, it is critical for preschool teachers to ensure that children receive enriched
literacy experience. Teachers play a significant role in children’s early literacy
development in which they have the ability to influence children’s development
in literacy skills (Dennis & Horn, 2011). Studies have shown that teachers im-
plement poor instructional practices in English early literacy teaching and
learning (Asmawi & SyedHendi, 2016, 2018). Moreover, studies on English early
literacy instruction in the Malaysian preschool setting are limited. Therefore,
this paper aims to investigate early literacy instruction based on the following
research questions:

1) What are the early literacy skills focused by teachers during classroom in-
struction?

2) What are teacher’s early literacy instructional practices during classroom

instruction?

2. Literature Review

Early literacy skills are an important foundation for children’s learning and
education. It is critical to introduce early literacy learning at an early age. If
children’s interest in literacy learning can be inculcated from when they were
introduced to print, it can help increase their confidence in literacy learning and
promote successful learning (Fern & Jiar, 2014). Moreover, children who are
exposed to literacy learning at an early are likely to excel in school compared to
children who started late. Children who could not read or write before entering
primary school may experience difficulties in learning later on. However, early
exposure to literacy would be deemed meaningless if children’s early literacy in-
struction were insufficient. Therefore, it is imperative that children receive an
effective early literacy instruction and learning.

Preschool teachers play a critical role in shaping and developing children’s
early literacy. It is important that teachers provide children with enriched litera-

cy experience and sufficient literacy instruction and practices. The way teachers
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implement instructional practices have a significant influence on children’s lite-
racy development. It may impact children either positively or negatively de-
pending on how the teacher executes classroom instructions. Children who ex-
perienced enriched literacy experiences are more likely to succeed compared to
children who did not. Majzub (2013) mentioned that children’s development
and learning are influenced by their experienced be it positive or negative which
will have an impact on them for a long time.

In regards to early literacy instruction, Paciga, Hoffman, and Teale (2011) are
concerned that there is a potential, skill-and-drill activities that focus on memo-
rization may replace richer learning activities. Activities that are emphasized on
memorization and rote learning will only provide less opportunities for children
to practice literacy learning because literacy requires interaction which rote
learning does not. Also, such activities will attract little attention and interest
from the children. Baroody and Diamond (2016) mentioned that when children
are interested and engaged during early literacy activities they are more likely to
have “more opportunities to learn and practice early reading skills” (p. 147).
Children who have poor literacy skills does not mean that they are not able to
learn. However, it is because they were not engaged during classroom activities
(Abdul Rahman & Maaarof, 2015). Therefore, in order to attract children’s at-
tention during classroom instruction, teachers should be both creative and in-
novative (Misbah et al., 2017).

In regards to early literacy instruction, Pray (2010) believes that most of the
local English language teachers do not have much experience teaching English
language learners as well as learning a second language. This suggests that most
local teachers teach English when in fact, they themselves have little knowledge
and experience regarding the subject. Furthermore, Tang et al. (2011) revealed
in their study that most preschools in Malaysia are not required to employ
teachers “who meet even the most basic professional requirements” (p. 98). This
suggests that most preschool teachers in Malaysia does not need even the most
basic professional qualification to teach in preschools. Therefore, it is critical to
ensure that preschool teachers are developed and equipped professionally in
early childhood education as well as in early literacy instruction. Moreover, be-
ginner teachers with little experience should also be given proper training before
teaching. Similarly, Md. Yunus et al. (2010) mentioned that it is essential for be-

ginner teachers to be given quality training.

3. Methodology

Purposive sampling was used as a sampling method in the present study. Three
types of preschools were selected as the research sites for the present study which
are a government, private and a non-government organization. The selection of
three preschools was based on three factors. First, the preschools are of three
different types of kindergarten. Second, the preschools’ curriculum is sub-

ject-based. Third, the preschools are located in a suburban area.
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Four in-service preschool teachers from the three preschools were selected to
participate in the study. Teacher A teaches in a private preschool and has been
involved in the field of early childhood education for about 20 years. Teacher B
teaches in a government preschool and has been serving for three years. Teacher
C teaches in an NGO preschool and has been teaching in the present preschool
for less than a year. Teacher D is also teaching in a non-government organiza-
tion preschool and has been teaching in the present preschool for less than six
months.

Classroom observations were conducted for all three preschools. Each teacher
was observed during their English lessons and the observations were vid-
eo-recorded. The researcher also took field notes of each observation session and
took pictures of the materials used during the lessons. The purpose of the field
notes was to record and collect important data that reflects teachers’ classroom
instruction practices. A checklist adapted from a reading and writing checklist
by (Fyke, 2007) was used. The checklist consists of seven sections which are
print concepts, auditory discrimination, visual discrimination, phonological
awareness, phonemic awareness, reading and writing. After reviewing teachers’
practices based on the field notes and video records from observations, the re-
searcher checked the items from the checklist accordingly. The checklists were
checked based on whether or not the skills were implemented or demonstrated

by the teacher or children during the lessons.

4. Results

Table 1 displays print concepts skills focused by the four teachers throughout
the observation sessions. The results show that most of the teachers do imple-
ment most print concept skills in their lessons.

Table 2 shows the auditory and visual discrimination skills focused by the

Table 1. Print concepts skills focused by teachers.

Teacher
Skills

A B C D
Demonstrate knowledge of book orientation. X X X X
Develops prediction.
Demonstrate knowledge that print carries meaning. X X X
Demonstrate knowledge of left-to-right and top-to-bottom directionality. x X X X
Demonstrate knowledge of word-by-word matching and left-to-right < <
movement across the page.
Demonstrate knowledge of movement to the next page. X X X
Demonstrate knowledge of-left-to-right return sweep. X
Discriminate between letter and word. b X X
Demonstrate knowledge of voice-to-print matching.
Demonstrate knowledge of punctuation marks.
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Table 2. Auditory discrimination and visual discrimination skills focused by teachers.

Teacher
Category Skills E——
A B C D

Auditory Discrimination Identify environmental sounds.
Visual Discrimination Sort words by visual cues.

Discriminate between words that
are the same or different.

Identify his or her first name out of unfamiliar names.
Identify his or her first name out of classmates’ names.

Determine which of letters is unlike the others. X

teachers. Results show that there was no focus given to auditory discrimination
skills. Little or no focus was given by most of the teachers on visual discrimina-
tion skills. Only one teacher did implement one of the skills in the classroom,
however, she did not directly demonstrate the skill to the children but she in-
structed the children to do a worksheet which requires them to determine like
and unlike letters.

Table 3 displays the phonological awareness skills focused by the teachers.
Based on the observations, all four teachers only focused on identifying and re-
cognizing letters. Teachers did not draw children’s attention to other phonolog-

ical awareness skills.

Table 3. Phonological awareness skills focused by teachers.

Teacher

Skills
A B cC D

Clap and count the number of syllables in a given word.
Segment sentences into words.
Identify a rhyme.
Produce rhyming words.
Blend onsets and rimes

Identify upper-and lowercase letters. X X X X

Table 4 shows the phonemic awareness skills focused by the four teachers ob-
served. Based on observations, rarely did the researcher see teachers draw atten-
tion to the sounds of letters. Most of the time, more emphasis was put on identi-
fying and recognizing letters.

Table 5 displays the reading skills focused by the teachers during classroom
instruction. Results show that little focus was given to children’s reading skills.
Teachers did not draw children’s attention to most of the skills. They only em-
phasized on reading aloud during lessons where teachers read aloud while

pointing to a sentence or a word and children repeat after the teacher loudly.
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Table 4. Phonemic awareness skills focused by teachers.

Teacher
Skills
A B C D
Recognize and say the sounds of uppercase and lowercase letters. X X

Identify the sounds of digraphs.

Identify the beginning, middle, and ending sound of words.
Match words that begin or end with the same sound.

Blend phonemes together to read VC, CV, VCC, and CVC words.

Blend phonemes together to read CCVC, CVCC, CVVC, CCVVC,
and more words.

Segment words into phonemes

Table 5. Reading skills focused by teachers.

Teacher
Skills

A B C D

Blend regular phonemes to read decodable, high-frequency words.
Read irregular, high-frequency words.

Read colour words.

Read number words.

Read his or her original writing.

Use emergent reading skills to read a sentence.

Read sentences to read a story.

Read aloud with fluency. X X

Table 6 shows the writing skills focused by teachers during classroom instruc-
tion. Based on classroom observations, only basic writing skills were imple-
mented such as demonstrating an established hand preference, demonstrating a
correct pencil grip, printing lowercase letters of the alphabet and writing or co-

pying words.

Table 6. Writing skills focused by teachers.

Teacher
Skills

A B C D

Draw a self-portrait.

Demonstrates organizational skills using arrangement of picture details,
text, and position on page.

Demonstrate an established hand preference. X X X X
Demonstrate a correct pencil grip. X X X X
Print lowercase letters of the alphabet. X X X X
Print uppercase letters of the alphabet. X
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Continued

Print his or her first name legibly.

Print his or her last name legibly.

Use knowledge of letters to write or copy words legibly. X X X
Copy words from environmental print, writing from left to right. X

Copy sentences text from a printed page, writing from left to right.

Write teacher-dictated decoded words by segmenting practiced sounds
and connecting the phoneme to the grapheme(s).

Spell teacher-dictated irregular, high-frequency kindergarten words,
using conventional spelling.

Contribute ideas during an interactive activities.

Write words on a chart during an interactive writing activity.

Express ideas by describing pictures, dictating, drawing, or storytelling.
Use emergent forms of writing to record ideas.

Write using an assortment of tools

Demonstrate developing knowledge of print conventions.

Perform writing in a variety of formats.

Perform writing in a variety of genres.

5. Discussion

In this study, teachers” English literacy instructional practices are reflected in the
skills content implemented by teachers during classroom instruction. The find-
ings show that there is a lack of attention given to certain areas of literacy skills
such as auditory discrimination, visual discrimination, phonological awareness,
phonemic awareness and reading.

During observations, a lot of emphases were put on recognizing letters of the
alphabet but little focus was given to the sounds of letters. Out of the four
teachers only two teachers did somewhat draw children’s attention to the sounds
of letters, however, they did not focus on other phonemic awareness skills. The
teachers did not ensure children demonstrate awareness that different words
may begin with the same sounds (alliteration) or draw children’s attention to
rhythmic patterns in words (rhyme). Pullen and Justice (2003) emphasized that
“both rhyme and alliteration reflect children’s ability to focus sub-lexically on
the phonological structure of spoken language, that is, to consider the sound
structure of language as separate from meaning” (p. 90). Similarly, in a study
conducted by Asmawi and SeyedHendi (2016), it is reported that teachers sel-
dom focus on alliteration and rhyme.

Despite the fact that visual skills are required for visual word reading (Zhou et
al., 2014), most of the teachers did not focus on visual discrimination skills. Vis-
ual discrimination skills are essential in recognizing and differentiate letters.
Children with poor visual discrimination skills will have difficulty identifying,

recognizing and discriminating between letters and words (Weveti, 2017). If a
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child cannot discriminate or identify the difference and similarities between dif-
ferent letters and words, he or she will experience difficulty in learning how to
read and write. Therefore, “early intervention in kindergarten is exponentially
more successful than later remediation” (Fern & Jiar, 2014: p. 145).

Based on observation, most of the teachers only implemented basic writing
skills during classroom instruction such as writing letters and copying words.
Writing activities usually involved pencil-and-paper activities and were not very
interactive. Genlott and Gronlu (2013) mentioned that writing is a “culturally
defined social activity” (p. 99). This suggests that writing is an interactive social
skill because it involves conveying messages to others. Therefore, writing activi-
ties should involve interacting and communicating with others. Furthermore,
based on classroom observations, teachers did not encourage children to con-
tribute and communicate ideas during these activities. They did not encourage
children to be creative and express themselves. Writing requires learners to ex-
press their ideas and put them into words and sentences (Abdul Aziz & Lawai,
2019). Writing activities do not necessarily have to be constricted to only pen-
cil-and-paper activities. It may also involve children expressing ideas creatively
by telling stories and drawing pictures.

Despite the fact that reading skills are probably one of the most essential lite-
racy skills to acquire, based on observations, it seems that little focus was given
to reading skills during classroom instruction. The only skill that was imple-
mented was reading aloud whereby teachers instructed children to read aloud by
repeating the teacher as the teacher points to each word and read it loudly.
Teachers did not draw children’s attention to blending sounds to read words.
Teacher are more focused on whole-word reading rather than learning to read
words by blending sounds. Although whole-word reading may be effective in
increasing the number of words that children can recognize, it does not teach
children strategies which will enable them to work out by themselves on how to

read words that are new and unfamiliar to them (Burgoyne et al., 2013).

6. Conclusion

All children should receive effective English literacy instruction for efficient and
enriched literacy learning experience. It is important to begin English literacy
learning at an early age. Early exposure to English literacy is exponentially more
successful than introducing it to children at a later age. However, it is critical to
note that early exposure would be meaningless if the practices of the English li-
teracy instruction itself are inefficient. If preschool teachers were to implement
poor English literacy instruction practices, children’s English literacy develop-
ment will be negatively affected in later years. Therefore, it is imperative to en-
sure that preschool teachers are practicing appropriate and sufficient English li-
teracy classroom instruction. In conclusion, a competent preschool teacher
should be equipped with knowledge and understanding of English literacy in-
struction. With proper training, preschool teachers can improve English literacy

instruction.
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