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ABSTRACT 
 

 
The ability to spell properly is usually regarded as a good indicator of one’s level of education (Fagerberg, 2006). 
In this study spelling difficulties are classified as phonological, morphological, and orthographical difficulties in 
order to examine the correlation between spelling difficulties and the linguistic awareness of Iranian EFL students 
in Malaysia. The participants of the study were 41 Iranian EFL students (20 males and 21 females) who were 
selected purposefully from an Iranian secondary school in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. A pre-test post-test design 
adapting a set of tests from Tabrizi et al. (2013) was used to examine the correlation between linguistic awareness 
and spelling difficulties. Forty words were selected from the second-year English textbook of Iranian EFL students 
in the pre-test and post-test. Based on the results of the pre-test, the most frequent types of errors were identified. 
They were related to the Visual Memory, Training Error, Listening Accuracy, Visual Accuracy, Dysgraphia and 
Visual Sequential Memory. Analysis of the data showed a significant correlation between the participants’ 
linguistic awareness and phonological, morphological and orthographical spelling difficulties. It was concluded 
that children’s developing awareness of linguistic features can help them become more proficient language 
learners. Findings from this study can assist EFL teachers in mitigating the spelling difficulties among young 
learners.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
English language is a global language used in communications, interactions, and information 
transfer (Pandarangga, S. 2016). In order to be proficient in English language one has to be 
capable of listening, speaking, reading, and writing in English language. These four skills 
present unique challenges and difficulties, especially to the FL learners. One of these 
challenges for FL learners is spelling difficulties. Spelling difficulties are one of the most 
common type of difficulties among Iranian EFL learners. Linguistic awareness refers to the 
application of linguistic structures, semantics, phonological, pragmatic, and sociolinguistic 
knowledge of an individual’s first language in the learning of another language (Murphy, 
2005). The more an individual is aware of the features of his/her first language, such as its 
semantics, linguistic structures, sociolinguistic knowledge, phonology, and orthography, the 
greater opportunity there is for cross-linguistic influence to occur in language learning. 
 Some research shows that before children begin using syntactic and morphological 
spelling strategies, they first spell such words phonetically (rolld, kissd) (Nunes et al., 2006). 
In most European orthographies, the same sound in English language is often spelled in various 
ways. For example, the phoneme /t/ in the word “list” is spelled as “d”, resulting in “lisd” 
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instead of “list” (Nunes et al., 1997; Quirk, 2010; Halliday et al., 2014). However, the exact 
same phonemes are spelled as ‘ed’ in the words ‘rolled’ and ‘kissed’. For the inflectional 
morpheme in regular past verbs, this is its conventional spelling. Such metalinguistic awareness 
assists greatly in developing spelling and writing proficiency (Sénéchal et al., 2006; Deacon et 
al., 2009; Bowers et al., 2010; Roncoli and Masterson, 2016). Among the uses of such 
knowledge is identifying how to spell different sounds when they appear in different parts of 
the word (Nunes et al., 2006).  Some of the main spelling difficulties are phonological, 
morphological, and orthographical types (Tabrizi, et al., 2013). 

     Tabrizi et al.’s (2013) book contains a set of approaches and tests which administers 
creative ways for improving Persian spelling among Iranian students. Mostafa Tabrizi had been 
investigating the diagnosis of Persian spelling among Iranian students in Tehran since 1991. 
He started his research with elementary students in Tehran who failed Persian spelling that 
year. His aim was to provide transitional practices and treatments for spelling instead of using 
the traditional method. In contrast to Tabrizi’s approach, in the traditional approach of teaching 
spelling, teachers provided information based on lesson instruction without teaching spelling 
strategies to their students. Also, phonetics was taught formally, and new words were taught in 
very ineffective ways in each subject. Generally, in the traditional spelling method, the teacher 
does not give any direct instruction on spelling to students. Students practice the given 
information of lesson provided by the teacher and then students involve in their own learning. 
Students’ ability to spell words was tested at the end of each Persian lesson without any formal 
teaching of how to spell.   

After 16 years of investigation, Tabrizi proposed several methods within his approach in 
his book of diagnosis and treatment for Persian dictation in order to overcome the Persian 
spelling difficulties. Tabrizi et al.’s approach for teaching and learning Persian spelling is 
recommended by the Ministry of Education of Iran and has been used in Iranian schools since 
2007 (Ministry of Education of Iran).   

Tabrizi et al.’s approach contains spelling methods designed for teachers to identify the 
strengths of learning spelling and the areas in spelling that need to be worked on. The book 
provides creative and new methods of learning how to spell to improve students’ performance 
in spelling Persian words. Tabrizi’s et al.’s (2013) approach is significant to Persian speakers 
as the approach was not only designed for typically developing children but also for children 
with language disorder.   

Based on spelling errors, Tabrizi et al. (2013) categorize their approach into the following 
methods: 

• Visual Memory (14 categories) 
• Visual Accuracy (16 categories) 
• Listening Accuracy (16 categories) 
• Revers Coding (4 categories) 
• Mirror Writing (4 categories) 
• Training Error (2 categories) 
• Dysgraphia (13 categories) 
• Visual Sequential Memory (5 categories) 

 
These classifications were built to represent the basic diagnosis of Persian dictation. 

Each of these classifications provided different methods related to phonology, morphology and 
orthography of Persian spelling.  

According to Tabrizi et al. (2013, p. 31), before selecting the most appropriate methods 
for students, several steps must be taken into consideration (Figure 1). 
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FIGURE 1. Tabrizi et al.'s (2013, P.13) process of selecting spelling methods  

 
MORPHOLOGY 

 
Morphology is the mental system in word formation. Morphology is related to words, their 
internal structure, and how they are formed (Aronoff et al., 2011). Morphology is the base for 
higher order patterns of spelling. Morphological information in complex words can facilitate 
spelling and that knowledge about the morphemic structure of a language can assist tackling 
spelling difficulties. 

 
ORTHOGRAPHY 

 
Orthography refers to the way different spelling patterns and letters are merged to correspond 
to sounds and create certain words (Khairunnadiah, & Krish, 2018). Orthography can also be 
described as the typical spelling system in one language. Hearing a particular speech, the 
listeners reconstruct and position the different phonetic, phonological, and orthographic 
symbols that are saved in their mental glossary (Escudero et al., 2014). Orthographic 
knowledge may contribute to overcome difficulties in spelling. Word representations are 
established in memory through the linking of a word's spelling with its pronunciation and 
meaning. Likewise, in order to identify a word precisely, it is necessary to know how letters 
are combined to form a specific word which may reduce students’ spelling difficulties.  
 

PHONOLOGY 
 
It is the study of how sounds are organized in a language to identify sound organization patterns 
shared by native speakers of a language (Bird et al., 1995; Senowarsito & Nur Ardini 2019). 
Difficulty with phoneme awareness and other phonological skills is a predictor of poor spelling 
development. Beginning spellers use phonological awareness skills to divide a word into its 
phonemes as they spell the word.  
 
 

THE PERSIAN AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
 
According to Souzandehfar (2011), the linguistic and cultural patterns of ESL and EFL 
learners’ original language influence their written English at both the word and discourse levels 
(Souzandehfar, 2011). Although research on L2 writing has been neglected in many parts of 
the world including Iran, there is now a greater need to develop a better understanding of this 
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(Abdolrezapour et al., 2010), considering the importance of English as a widespread language 
in international commerce.    

Persian, is an Indo-Iranian language that is derived from the Indo-European language 
family (Ghomeshi, 2003; Trask, 2007; Georgi et al., 2010). It includes dialects spoken in 
neighboring countries such as Dari in Afghanistan, Tajik in Tajikistan and Farsi in 
Iran(Windfuhr, 2011; Toosarvandani, 2004). In this study, only the modern written Persian in 
Iran is discussed. According to Windfuhr (2011), Persian syllables occur at nearly regular 
intervals. This means that the number of syllables in a sentence determines the amount of time 
it takes to read it. Persian syllables begin with a consonant (C), followed by a vowel (V). Their 
possible structures include CV, CVC, or CVCC (see Table 1). As can be observed from these 
patterns, the Persian language does not have syllable-initial consonant clusters. However, they 
may be used at the end of the syllables, with a maximum of two consonants in the cluster.  

 
TABLE 1. Persian Syllables Structure 

 
Persian 

Syllables 
Examples 

CV ma /mɒ/ [ ام ] 
meaning ‘we’ 

CVC toop /tup/ [ پوت ] 
meaning ‘ball’ 

CVCC     mard /mærd/   
[ درم ]meaning ‘man’ 

Source: Hall (2007, p.6) 
 

The Persian language contains many Arabic lexical loanwords, but so many of these 
have been so “Persianized”, that their meanings are different from the original Arabic words. 
The nominal system of Persian morphology is quite simple, as it does not have a case system 
and is gender-blind. However, there are singular and plural forms. The singular form does not 
accept suffixes (coda); but the plural form does, e.g., the suffix -ĥa [ اھ ] (which can be used for 
all nouns that are countable) (QasemiZadeh et al., 2006). For adjectives, the suffixes -tar and -
tarin are used for comparative and superlative forms, respectively (Karimi et al., 2006). 
Moreover, the verbal lexemes of the Persian language have a closed word class of 
approximately 200 elements only. Most verbal meanings in Persian are expressed through 
verbal predicates formed from a light verbal head and a predicative element. In Persian 
morphology, there is one verbal stem for past tense forms and another for present tense forms. 
The former is used for the formation of past tenses, infinitives, the participle of obligation or 
possibility, as well as the past participle, from which the passive voice and compound tenses 
are derived from. The latter is used to form present tenses as well as the gerund, present 
participle and imperative forms. All verbal paradigms in the Persian language are composed of 
given stems combined with a set of prefixes and suffixes. 

The differences between Persian and English are in terms of their rhythm, 
orthographies, vowels and consonants. Rhythmically, Persian is considered a syllable-timed 
language, while English is a stress-timed language. Orthographically, the English script is 
opaque, which means that there is limited one-to-one correspondence between its letters and 
sounds. Persian, on the other hand, is vowelized. The Persian alphabet also differs completely 
from the Roman alphabet in terms of the shape of the letters and the direction of reading the 
alphabet (Baluch, 2005). Furthermore, Persian text can be read without vowels being specified, 
although only skilled readers are able to do so (Baluch, 1992). However, Persian and English 
are similar in that their alphabets represent vowels and consonants, whereby words are formed 
with syllables. Figure 2  illustrates the vowels of the two languages. This comparison is drawn 
from the work of Yavas and Barlow (2006), with the English vowels encircled by ovals:  
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FIGURE 2. Comparison between English and Persian Vowels 

Source:  Yavas et al. (2006, p. 197) 
 
English and Persian sound systems differ considerably in terms of their number of 

vowels. The English system has more vowels than the Persian system, with the former 
consisting of 11 (or possibly 12) different vowels, and the latter containing only six vowels. 
English and Persian also differ in terms of vowel length. In the Persian system, there is no 
variation in speech, but there is in the English system. To illustrate, consider the two English 
words live and leave. The meaning changes along with the length of the vowel. Yet another 
difference can be observed in terms of their tense/lax distinctions. English language has 
tense/lax vowel pairs such as /e/ vs. /ɛ/, /i/ vs. /ɪ/ and /u/ vs. /ʊ/. However, such vowel pairings 
are non-existent in the Persian system. Even though long Persian vowels are sometimes 
analysed as possessing the same quality as English tense vowels, this assertion is hardly tenable 
because they are not always as contrastive as English tense/lax vowel pairs (Mirhassani, 2003). 
 As for the consonantal differences between Persian and English, Yavas et al. (2006) 
observed that the former has more consonants. Figure 3  shows how the consonants are 
distributed when the two languages are compared. 
 

 
FIGURE 3. Overlay of the Persian Consonants on the English Inventory 

Source: Yavas et al. (2006, p. 197) 
 

More consonants in the Persian language compared to English language means that 
some consonants that are present in Persian are absent in English, such as the voiced uvular 
stop /ɣ/ and the voiceless uvular stop /ɢ/ in the Persian words gham (sadness) and qasr (castle) 
respectively (Gentry, 1982). Persian is also void of affricates, while fricatives and nasal 
consonants have a larger distribution in English (Gentry, 1982). Although Persian has a 
semivowel consonant /و/, the semivowel does not exactly correspond to the English 
semivowels /v/ or /w/ in vow and why; rather it is a hybrid sound between the two semivowels. 
In order words, the Persian /w/ sound does not have an exact point of articulation. This 
highlights that the difference does not just lie in the number of consonants, but also in the 
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distribution patterns of the consonants, which are a more glaring way to distinguish between 
the two languages (Kalanzadeh et al., 2012).    

 
SPELLING DIFFICULTIES 

 
Differences in learner background may cause obstacles in the process of learning how to spell. 
However, The L1 assists learners by serving as a reference to solve problems in the L2 (Brown 
et al., 2000). 
 Arab-Moghaddam et al. (2001), exploring the difference between English and Persian 
spelling, noted that the difficulty Persian students face specifically in learning to spell in 
English language lies in the irregularity of English language’s spelling system (which is also a 
great difficulty among English L1 speakers), especially when compared to the regularity of the 
phonetic Persian script to which they have been accustomed. As such, the Persian linguistic 
background of Iranian EFL learners means that they often search for the correspondence 
between sounds and symbols in English words (Ediger, 2001); they become confused when 
they fail to find any. For example, doubled letters as well as silent letters are among the many 
irregular spelling conventions which are absent in Persian, which results in confusion among 
Iranian EFL students (Arab-Moghaddam et al.,2001).  

Difficulty in English spelling among Persian speakers begins with the Persian writing 
system, mostly related to orthographically-induced problems. The Persian writing system is 
cursive in which letters are joined together to form words. For example, the Persian word   
/pedær/, which means father, is written as ردپ  which consists of three letters, namely p, d, r.  
ر/د/پ . However, it is very unusual to see Persian words being spelled out in the form of separate 

letters like ر/د/پ  . Furthermore, Persian is written from right to left whereas English is written 
from left to right. This difference in orientation causes Iranian learners to misspell words, 
especially those that have letters with mirror shapes such as d, b and p, q (Arab-Moghaddam 
et al.,2001).  

In addition to orthographically-induced problems, Iranian EFL students may also face 
pronunciation difficulties brought about by the phonological differences between the Persian 
and English language. Such difficulties hinder accurate spelling in L2 students. For instance, 
Keshavarz et al. (2002) found that some Iranian EFL students write English words the same 
way they pronounce them, resulting in words such as esport for sport. This is related to 
phonological differences because there’s no consonant clusters in Persian. This indicates that 
such spelling errors are phonologically-induced. Hence, such phonological spelling could 
errors affect the overall writing proficiency of Iranian EFL students (Rahbari, 2019).  

Scholars have studied EFL learners from this viewpoint (Leong et al., 2005; Peregoy et 
al., 2016), and several others, such as the interference of L1 on L2 spelling for different writing 
systems (Cook, 2010; Verhoeven, 2000), and writing fluency  (Chenoweth et al., 2001; 
Chandler, 2003; Moghaddam, 2011).  

One way of investigating the spelling ability of EFL learners is to study the types of 
spelling errors committed by the learners and the strategies they used to learn how to spell 
(Baleghizadeh et al., 2011; Kahn-Horwitz et al., 2012; Solati, 2013; Al-zuoud et al., 2013; 
Goldwater, et al, 2015).). For example, Baleghizadeh et al. (2011) studied the frequency of 
spelling strategies used by 32 Iranian children aged 7 to 9, who were in their first stages of 
learning English. The researchers based their identification of strategies on Siegler et al.’s 
(1991) model of spelling development, which consists of six different spelling strategies: 
relying on rules, retrieval, visual memory, sounding out, checking and syllabification, and 
drawing analogies Their findings showed that 70% of the children spelled out words using not 
just one strategy, but a combination of them.  
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Solati et al. (2011) investigated patterns of spelling errors committed by 32 Persian high 
school students, and identified that there were five causes of spelling errors: 1) silent letters in 
the English writing system (e.g./p/ in psychology ); 2) sounds present in the L2 but not in the 
L1; 3) confusion brought about by words having the same pronunciation but different 
meanings; 4) sound distinctions present in the L2 but absent in the L1; and (5) letters in English 
with various pronunciations. Additionally, Solati (2013) examined linguistic deficits through 
spelling errors committed by EFL learners in Iran. Data was collected from 100 high school 
students aged from 14 to 16 years old.  Results showed that students with poor spelling had 
problems with the substitution of consonant-clusters, double consonants, vowel digraphs, 
homophones, silent consonants, silent vowels, and spelling rules.  

Review of the literature on Iranian’s spelling difficulties shows that despite several 
studies conducted on Persian, Arabic and Latin languages, there is still a gap between research 
and practice in addressing Iranian English language learners’ spelling difficulties with a focus 
on phonology, morphology, orthography as well as their linguistic awareness. Therefore, the 
present study examined linguistic awareness and English spelling difficulties of Iranian EFL 
students in Malaysia. The differences between Persian and English languages were explained 
in terms of spelling difficulties and some of the main reasons that contribute to Iranians’ 
spelling difficulties were reviewed. The following section provides a detailed explanation of 
the research methodology. Addressing Iranian English learners spelling difficulties is 
important, for example because poor spelling can impede writing and can convey a negative 
impression even when the content of the writing is excellent. Since in Iran English is only a 
Foreign Language the students’ exposure to real-life use of language (i.e. in the society) is 
different from those Iranians learning English in Malaysia who can communicate with 
outsiders, teachers whose native language or mother tongue is not Persian. No study has 
addressed this issue yet, as most of studies focus on Iranian students leaning English in Iran. 
This study hopes to fill in this gap to some extent.   

 
 

METHOD 
 
Correlation analysis was used to investigate the relationship between three components of 
spelling difficulties (i.e., phonological, morphological, and orthographical) and linguistic 
awareness. For the pretest, 40 words were selected from the second-year Iranian EFL text book 
and were used in the pre-test. The same 40 words were used in the post-test. The justification 
for using 40 words is that most standardised and criterion-reference measures used 25–50 
words to assess students’ spelling skills (Apel et al., 2001; Wallace, 2006; Tabrizi et al., 2013). 
The words were taken from the Second Grade English text book because according to Kibel et 
al. (1994) and Tabrizi et al. (2013), the words selected for dictation should all be words that 
learners are familiar with. Feez (2001) and Tabrizi et al. (2013)in this regard says that the 
selected words for dictation should also match the level of language of the course of study. 
Therefore, each of the words were selected in line with Tabrizi’s approach making a total of 
40 words that covered all the approaches. The results of the pre-test were used to identify the 
most frequent types of spelling difficulties based on Tabrizi et al. (2013). The errors were also 
analysed in terms of phonological, morphological, and orthographical errors.  Below is the list 
of the 40 words and frequency of errors in the pretest and posttest.  

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of the phonological, morphological, and 
orthographical errors.  
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TABLE 2. Descriptive Statistics for Linguistic Awareness Variables 
 

Variables Min Max Mean SD 
Phonology 2.00 4 2.92 .54 
Morphology 1.83 4 2.87 .59 
Orthography 1.80 4 2.86 .60 
Linguistic Awareness 1.88 4 2.88 .57 

 
Based on these errors, nine methods of teaching spelling from the approach developed 

by Tabrizi et al. (2013) were regarded as appropriate method to teach students for the errors 
they committed.  
 

TABLE 3. Descriptive Statistics of Nine Methods Used in Linguistic Awareness  
 

Variables  Min Max Mean SD 
 Flash Card 2 4 2.90 .62 
Spell Complement 2 4 2.90 .66 
Classification 
Word 

1 4 2.51 .78 

Improving 
Memory 

1 4 2.70 .68 

Auditory Dictation 1 4 2.73 .71 
Finding Words 2 4 3.02 .52 
Adding 
Words/Sentences 

1 4 2.85 .76 

Multiple Word 
Flash Card 

1 4 2.85 .73 

Spell Check 2 4 3.32 .65 
 

A set of spelling tests selected from Tabrizi et al. (2013) Book of diagnosis and 
treatment for Persian dictation/  .was constructed to collect the data . یسیون ھتکید تلالاتخا نامرد

The first step was to prepare for students a spelling pre-test on words learned from the 
previous academic years, or notes taken from 10 earlier spelling exams that were tested after 
each lesson (each passage is considered as a lesson) from students’ spelling notebooks. After 
that, all the misspelled words are listed with correct spelling of the words in a table. Then, each 
misspelled word is placed under the suggested categories in the same table. Finally, the 
methods of learning how to spell are selected from the related categories.  

In the current study, the pre-test was administered in order to identify the spelling errors 
from a list of 40 words selected from the students’ second-year EFL textbook. Once their 
performance in the spelling pre-test was analysed, the misspelled words were placed in a table 
and correct spellings were written next to the words. Then the relation between spelling errors 
and suggested categories was identified. Once the errors were categorized, the methods to be 
applied for the present study were identified. Figure  4 is a sample of a pre-test with multiple 
spelling errors from Participant 7 from female group. 

 

 
FIGURE 4. Sample of pre-test  
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Figure 3 presents a sample of the categorisation of errors from pre-test sample. TABLE 
4 is a sample of selecting spelling methods.  

  
TABLE 4. Sample of selecting spelling methods  

 
Error Correct  Error Type of 

Error 
Sckool School Orthographic 

error 
ch         ck  

Visual 
Memory 
Visual 

Accuracy 
Training 

Error 
Pleas Please Orthographic 

error 
Silent vowel 

error 
E 

Visual 
Memory 
Training 

Error 

goodafternoon Good 
after 
noon 

Incoherent 
writing 

Dysgraphia 

 
Based on the analysis the most frequent error types were Visual Memory, Training 

Error, Listening Accuracy, Visual Accuracy, Dysgraphia and Visual Sequential Memory. None 
of the participants committed any Reverse Coding and Mirror Writing errors.  
 

 
 

FIGURE 5. The frequency of spelling errors type 

 
The researcher used these nine methods mentioned above. E-Prime 2.0 software was 

used to collect and analyse the data. The participants received Tabrizi et al. (2013) methods. 
After using the nine methods to conduct the pretest (the two methods which were not found in 
the identification stage were excluded), the researcher conducted a posttest, using the same 40 
words from the pretest. After the posttest results were analysed, the researcher identified the 
six most frequently misspelled words.  

Although Tabrizi et al.’s approach and the set of methods within their approach are for 
Persian spelling, the approach was adapted for the teaching of English spelling. This is because 
Iranian students are familiar with this approach of learning Persian spelling; hence, it is 
believed that they may be able to transfer a familiar learning approach to a new learning task. 
However, some modifications have been made to this approach. Rather than using flash cards 
and whiteboard and markers, the E-Prime 2.0 software, a comprehensive suite of applications 
for designing test using the computer that records correct and incorrect responses of 
participants and their reaction times, was used instead in the data collection sessions. E-Prime’s 
ability to record both types of responses is the reason why this software was used instead of 
the cards and whiteboard and markers in data collection sessions.  The data was collected 
during the sports class and the students’ break time because 15 minutes was a short time to 
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collect data. Therefore, one and half hour of sports class was given by school every week in 
order to collect data. After six months of data collection, a post-test was conducted. The words 
tested were the same 40 words selected from second year English text book, and the given time 
was the same duration. 
 
 

DATA ANALYSIS 
 

The data analysed included descriptive statistics, reliability estimation, correlation analysis, 
regression analysis. The data for the methods were keyed into the E-Prime. The Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 18.0 was used to analyze the E-prime data results 
including descriptive statistics, reliability analysis, and correlation analysis. Also, regression 
analysis was utilized to examine if linguistic awareness has an influence on the English spelling 
difficulty among Iranian EFL student through analyzing the phonology, morphology, and 
orthography of English spelling. The correlation coefficient (r) was utilized to determine if 
there is a relationship between linguistic awareness and English spelling difficulties. T-Test 
was conducted to examine if there is a significant mean difference between the English spelling 
difficulties.  
 

RELIABILITY ANALYSIS 
 

Cronbach’s Alpha was used for reliability analysis. Nunnaly (2010) and Hair et al.’s (2010) 
rule of thumb for measuring Cronbach’s Alpha was used, i.e., any amount greater than 0.7 for 
reliable items. The Alpha for linguistic awareness and English spelling difficulties were 
measured by Cronbach’s Alpha for all tests adapted from Tabrizi (2013). 
Reliability of Linguistic Awareness  

The Cronbach’s Alpha for all nine tests adapted from Tabrizi et al. (2013) was 0.94 for 
linguistic awareness, 0.92 for phonology, and 0.92 for morphology, and 0.91 for orthography.  
 

TABLE 5. Reliability of Linguistic Awareness 
 

Variables  Linguistic 
awareness 

phonology morphology orthographic 

Cronbach
’s Alpha 

.945 .921 .929 .914 

 
RELIABILITY OF ENGLISH SPELLING DIFFICULTIES 

 
According to Nunnally’s rule of internal consistency, the result of Cronbach’s Alpha should be 
greater than 0.7. Therefore, the pretest and posttest of English spelling difficulties were reliable, 
0.85 and 0.82 respectively.                                
Descriptive Statistics 
       The participants of this study were 41 EFL students from Iranian secondary schools in 
Kuala Lumpur. English spelling error tests were conducted as pre-test and post-test. 

 
TABLE 6. The Tests from Linguistic Awareness (N=41) 

 
Variables  Poor 

(%) 
Average 

(%) 
Good 
(%) 

Excellent 
(%) 

Flash Card 0.00 24.40 61.00 14.60 
Spell 
Complement 

0.00 26.80 56.10 17.10 

Classification 
Word 

7.30 43.90 39.00 9.80 
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Improving 
Memory 

4.90 26.80 66.00 7.30 

Auditory 
Dictation 

2.40 34.10 51.20 12.20 

Finding Words 0.00 12.20 73.20 14.60 
Adding 
Words/Sentence 

2.40 29.30 48.80 19.50 

Multiple Word 
Flash Card 

2.40 26.80 53.70 17.10 

Spell Check 0.00 9.80 48.80 41.50 
**The number of correct words were Poor=”<5” 
Average=”5”, Good=”6-7”, Excellent=”8-10” 
 

Descriptive statistics of linguistic awareness and variables are presented in Table 7 
and Table 8. 
 

TABLE 7. Descriptive Statistics of Linguistic Awareness (N=41) 
 

Variables  Mean SD 
Flash Card 2.90 .62 
Spell Complement 2.90 .66 
Classification Word 2.51 .78 
Improving Memory 2.70 .68 
Auditory Dictation 2.73 .71 
Finding Words 3.02 .52 
Adding Words/Sentences 2.85 .76 
Multiple Word Flash Card 2.85 .73 
Spell Check 3.32 .65 

 
TABLE 8. Descriptive Statistics for Linguistic Awareness Variables (N=41) 

 
Variables Mean SD 
Phonology 2.92 .54 
Morphology 2.87 .59 
Orthography 2.86 .60 
Linguistic Awareness 2.88 .57 

 
     As for the spelling errors, the participants were asked to answer 40 questions once in 
pretest and once in posttest. 
                               

TABLE  9. Descriptive Statistics for English Spelling Errors (N=41) 
 

Variables Mean SD 
Pre-test 2.03 .76 
Post-test 2.76 .77 

     
  The words that were incorrectly spelled in both the pre-test and post-test were identified 
and presented through descriptive statistics. The following information was obtained of pretest 
and posttest: 
 

TABLE 10. The Frequency of False Words in Pre-test and Post-test 
 

No. Words Pre-test Post-test 
1 School  20 4 
2 Name  2 3 
3 Please 27 6 
4 Tell 21 4 
5 Teacher 15 2 
6 Good afternoon 19 4 
7 First  16 5 
8 Spell  17 4 
9 Below  26 4 
10 Table  19 2 
11 Classmate  15 4 
12 Nice to meet you 21 3 
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13 Friend  29 9 
14 Woman  19 11 
15 Sure  22 13 
16 Sorry  23 10 
17 Again  20 5 
18 Birthday  25 2 
19 Really  30 6 
20 Thirteen  24 2 
21 Number  22 4 
22 Picture  25 10 
23 Mechanic  28 22 
24 Housewife  24 9 
25 Uncle  23 15 
26 Aunt  19 21 
27 Nurse  20 22 
28 Black  19 10 
29 Brown  24 9 
30 Excuse  30 18 
31 Height  33 17 
32 Answer  20 16 
33 Kitchen  23 12 
34 Cooking  21 17 
35 Correct  26 13 
36 Phone  24 17 
37 Enough  33 15 
38 Favorite  34 29 
39 Juice  36 14 
40 Thirsty  31 27 

 
Some of the items were phrases, e.g. item 6 and item 12. These phrases are equivalent 

to single words as both indicate a “unit” greeting despite the number of words is more than 
one.  This would not affect the reliability of the test, the results and the analysis as these phrases 
are taken as single units of meaning, like a word. In other words, even though “good afternoon” 
consists of two words, it indicates one unit of meaning, i.e. the greeting in the afternoon time. 
The first six misspelled words in post-test and pre-test were identified and ranked. The purpose 
of having the most frequently misspelled words was to identify and use them in the following 
stages in the pretest and posttest stages. 

 
TABLE 11. The Ranking First Six False Words in Pre-test and Post-test 

 
Ranks Pre-test’s words  F Post-test’s Word F 

1 Juice 36 Favorite  29 
2 Favorite  34 Thirsty 27 
3 Enough, Height 33 Nurse, Mechanic 22 
4 Thirsty  31 Aunt 21 
5 Excuse, Really 30 Excuse 18 
6 Friend 29   

                **F: Frequency of incorrect responses 
       

The following section presents the t-test and one way-ANOVA to compare pre-test and 
post-test. 
 

COMPARING PRETEST AND POSTTEST 
 
This section provides a comparison of the pre-test and post-test for phonology, morphology, 
and orthography as well as errors of linguistic awareness using ANOVA test and t-tests. In 
order to see if there is a relationship, and if this relationship is strong or weak we should report 
a correlation coefficient along with the p value.  ANOVA is used to determine if there is a 
statistically significant difference among the groups. The differences between pre-test and post-
test were investigated across the group (N=41) through independent sample t-test. The mean 
for the pre-test score was 1.98 with standard deviation of 0.76, whereas the mean for the post-
test score was 3.10 with standard deviation of 0.66. In addition, there was a significant 



3L: The Southeast Asian Journal of English Language Studies – Vol 26(4): 157 – 174 
http://doi.org/10.17576/3L-2020-2604-12 

169 

relationship between pre-test and post-test results (r=0.8). The results of paired tests showed 
that the mean difference between the two tests was M=-1.12 with standard deviation of 0.45. 
Also, the result for the relationship between pre-test and post-test indicated t(40)=-15.68, 
p=.000 (< .05). Therefore, there was a significant difference between the two tests. 
The mean and ANOVA were compared for the pretest and posttest in terms of subscales of 
linguistic awareness. 
 

TABLE 12. Comparing Variables of Linguistic Awareness 
 

 phonology morphology orthographic Linguistic-
awareness 

Mean 2.9199 2.8659 2.8585 2.8814 
N 41 41 41 41 
Std. 
Deviation 

0.54497 0.59187 0.59874 0.57413 

 
TABLE 13. The ANOVA test- Linguistic Awareness 

  
Sum of 
Squares 

Df Mean 
Square 

phonology 23.387 72 0.325 
morphology 25.019 72 0.347 
orthography 25.709 72 0.357 
Linguistic 
awareness 

24.208 72 0.336 

 
CORRELATION ANALYSIS 

 
The relationships between linguistic awareness and English spelling difficulties were 
investigated using Pearson Correlation method. The correlation analysis was performed across 
those variables for participants (N=41). 
                                     

TABLE 14. Correlation Analysis 
 

 Linguistic Awareness English Spelling Errors 
Linguistic Awareness 1.00  
English Spelling Errors .763** 1.00 

                        ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 

There was a significant correlation between linguistic awareness and English spelling 
errors (r=0.763). The significant correlation between the participants’ English spelling 
difficulties and their linguistic awareness indicated that students and teachers’ linguistic 
awareness, such as participation in reflection and expression on the spelling words or activities 
when teaching and learning spelling has a positive effect on learning spelling. 
 
 

DISCUSSION/CONCLUSION 
 

Analysis of the data showed that the most frequent error types were related to the Visual 
Memory, Training Error, Listening Accuracy, Visual Accuracy, Dysgraphia and Visual 
Sequential Memory. Participants did not commit any Reverse Coding and Mirror Writing 
difficulties may imply that for Persian EFL students, learning the direction for writing a 
letter/word could be faster than learning the general shape of the letter/word As suggested by 
Tabrizi et al. (2013), one of the best ways to mitigate students’ spelling difficulties is through 
categorizing the types of their spelling errors and giving instructions and designing plans to 
solve problems or difficulties related that particular type of errors. It could also be concluded 
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that in the present study mirror writing and reverse coding were not deemed as important as 
the other types of errors among Iranian EFL learners. Overall, the most frequent error types 
were Visual Memory, Training Error and Listening Accuracy 

There is a correlation between English spelling difficulties and linguistic awareness of 
Iranian EFL students in Malaysia (r=0.763). A significant correlation obtained between the two 
variables through regression analysis showed that the students’ phonological, morphological 
and orthographical difficulties in spelling are significantly affected by their linguistic 
awareness. The linguistic awareness can contribute to the teaching and learning spelling 
particularly among young learners. Learning spelling depends on young learner’s acquired 
knowledge of language, or linguistic awareness; therefore, this knowledge and awareness to 
the learners is crucial in dealing with spelling difficulties. Another interpretation is that 
children’s developing awareness of linguistic features would generally help them become more 
proficient language learners. As supported by Masny (1997). As supported by Cook (2010), 
the finding that EFL learners’ phonological (letter-sound) route has a dominant link to their L1 
has important implications. This indicates the significance of learners’ phonological awareness 
in L1, as this awareness might affect their spelling learning process in L2. This implication 
could be significant when giving spelling instructions, given the importance of phones. The 
teacher’s emphasis on the phonetic nature of spelling could play an important role in giving 
spelling instructions, probably because the written form of English is formed on a phonemic 
alphabet system. This complicated yet measurable system could be simplified in learning by 
teachers’ highlighting the phonemic nature of spelling and consequently mitigating the young 
EFL learners’ spelling ability.  It can be concluded that phonological awareness is vital for 
adopting the alphabetic rules of a language (i.e., how letters correspond or do not correspond 
to the speech sounds in a word. The findings of the current study about linguistic awareness 
could contribute to facilitation of the procedures as well as a richer knowledge of language 
awareness in learning and teaching language skills, especially spelling skill. Another 
educational implication of the linguistic awareness, as supported by Hawkins (1999), is the 
need for students and teachers to participate in overt speculation and expression on language 
in teaching and learning any mother tongue. Such overt speculation could be enhanced through 
reflections on the spelling of the words to raise linguistic awareness which could eventually 
help to mitigate spelling difficulties. In this regard, educators need to be competent in spelling, 
well-versed with metalinguistic knowledge to describe and explain procedures in spelling, such 
as asking students about a particular form of spelling associated with examples which already 
have the form and have the expertise to teach spelling of and in the language (Wright et al., 
1993; Putman, 2017). 

Another strategy when teaching the rules of spelling could be giving both oral and 
written instructions. Learners could be asked to search and discover the letter patterns in 
different words. Therefore, inspiring children to think about their use of spelling strategies 
could be very useful, especially in terms of building progressive knowledge of English 
orthography by providing helpful scaffolding for EFL learners. 

Since Persian and English languages are typologically different and use different 
phonetic system, the Persian learners might spell out the words the way those words sound or 
are pronounced. Some Persian learners are used to transcribing the speech sounds in Persian 
alphabets which could be a hindrance for learning the correct spelling. This needs to be further 
investigated in the future studies. Last but not least, interest and curiosity about the words 
spelling and how those words are governed by certain generalizable rules could be effective in 
mitigating spelling difficulties among EFL learners. Even though difficulty in understanding 
English language could make learning the language fearsome (Mullock, 2012), the 
consistencies, regularities and patterns can offer some scaffolding and systematicity to the 
learning experience of the learners and facilitate the learning experience for the EFL students. 
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APPENDIX  
 
 

LIST OF WORDS USED IN PRE-TEST AND POST-TEST 
 

No. Word(s) 
1 School  
2 Name  
3 Please 
4 Tell 
5 Teacher 
6 Good afternoon 
7 First  
8 Spell  
9 Below  
10 Table  
11 Classmate  
12 Nice to meet you 
13 Friend  
14 Woman  
15 Sure  
16 Sorry  
17 Again  
18 Birthday  
19 Really  
20 Thirteen  
21 Number  
22 Picture  
23 Mechanic  
24 Housewife  
25 Uncle  
26 Aunt  
27 Nurse  
28 Black  
29 Brown  
30 Excuse  
31 Height  
32 Answer  
33 Kitchen  
34 Cooking  
35 Correct  
36 Phone  
37 Enough  
38 Favorite  
39 Juice  
40 Thirsty  

 
 
 


