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Teaching stress patterns for two syllable words improves  

reading accuracy 

Abstract  

Year 3 students with multi-syllable word reading difficulties were taught to apply stress 

patterns for syllable units with the aim of improving reading accuracy. Since 

phonological knowledge is an essential component of the stages in the developmental 

sequence of learning to read words, the design of the teaching sessions was based on a 

phonological and phonemic structure.  Post-test results provided evidence that students 

who received intervention outperformed in accuracy the students who did not receive it, 

suggesting that the teaching of reading in the middle primary years should incorporate 

provision for processing multi-syllabic words, particularly to support students with word 

reading difficulties.    

Introduction 

Expectations for students in the middle years of primary school include an ability to read 

proficiently and possess varied vocabularies and comprehension skills for interpreting a 

diverse range of texts (McCray, Vaughn & Neal, 2001 p. 17).   However, this is often not 

the case. Some 22% of students require second and third wave intervention.  Past 

research has demonstrated that students with reading difficulties have poor decoding 

skills directly resulting from their limitations in phonological processing, particularly 

phonemic awareness (Felton, 2001, p. 122). Phonological knowledge involves 

understanding the sound properties of words and phonemic knowledge the awareness of 

individual speech sounds. Both are essential for literacy learning (Munro, 1998, p. ix.)  

Immature phonological processing will impact on an individual’s ability to understand 

how words work, to recode words (how to identify patterns of letters and how to say the 

words) and how the spoken form translates into written form (Engen & Hoien, 2002, p. 

615).   Gonzalez, Espinel & Rosquete (2002) note: “there is considerable agreement that 

a phonological processing deficit is the major cause of reading disabilities” (p. 334).  

Phonological acquirement is an essential component of the reading developmental 

continuum and is an important prerequisite for reading (Munro, 1998, p. 6).  Gaps in 

development will influence the ability to use strategies competently and confidently and 



 
2

may show up in students who seemingly know a range of strategies but do not know 

when and how to apply what they know.  They are often unable to take strategic action 

when required unless prompted and guided.   

Duncan & Seymour (2003) have found that “multi-syllabic reading presents a special set 

of challenges for the developing reader” (p. 104).  Students learning to read need strong 

foundations on which to build their phonological and phonemic knowledge and without 

appropriate scaffolding in place, students will find it challenging to deal with multi-

syllabic words.  It is well documented that, compared to multi-syllabic words, mono-

syllabic words are less demanding and often form the larger part of the high frequency 

word lists students are exposed to and have reinforced during Prep to Year Two 

schooling.   Duncan and Seymour (2003) have observed: “much has been made of the 

phonological awareness of sub-syllabic word structure (onset, rimes & phonemes) in the 

study of monosyllabic reading development; however relatively little is known about 

syllable awareness in English and the possible influences on multi-syllabic word reading” 

(p. 104).  Although some students have difficulty breaking up single syllable words into 

onset and rime, or segmenting and blending consistently, they are nevertheless often able 

to read one syllable words automatically and accurately.    

Multi-syllabic words pose challenges such as: frequency (many fall into middle to low 

frequency categories and therefore exposure may be limiting), and they differ in 

complexity, structure and length.  Munro (1998) points out that many students with 

reading disabilities have difficulty pronouncing multi-syllabic words accurately because 

of a tendency to juxtapose, omit and substitute sounds or syllables, whereas skilled 

readers use their knowledge of letter clusters to segment multi-syllabic words 

automatically when they initially scan the word (pps. 9, 12). 

Munro (1998) also identifies prerequisite skills in phonological knowledge for learning to 

read words automatically (p. 12).  These include: identifying and counting syllables in 

speech and written words (which according to Lundberg, Olofsson & Walls cited in 

Munro, 1998, p. 14, predicts later reading ability); segmenting multi-syllabic words into 

syllables, recognizing the same syllables in different words, manipulating speech sounds 
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such as altering stress pattern in spoken words to match known words, and categorizing 

the vowels in words eg. long versus short.   

Previous research into approaches for the improvement of decoding multi-syllabic words 

has included the work of Bhattacharya & Ehri (2004) who found that syllabication 

instruction was considered by some to be an important strategy in helping students to 

read multi-syllabic words (p. 331).  However they identified studies which yielded mixed 

results because of a tendency to apply a rule learning approach.  Blevins (1999) 

contended: “for some students, noticing word parts to help them decode multi-syllabic 

words is quite easy and natural, but it can be a daunting task for other[s… who] need to 

notice word parts, or orthographic chunks to help them decode these multi-syllabic 

mysteries” (p. 31). Blevins outlined instructions for syllabification using six common 

syllable spelling patterns and rules. In their study, Bhattacharya & Ehri (2004) focussed 

on applying grapho-syllabic segmentation rather than focusing on rule learning as a way 

to improve decoding of multi-syllabic words (p. 332), an approach which yielded 

successful results.   

Whilst attention has been drawn to the limited research on the effect of encountering 

multi-syllabic words in early reading development (Duncan and Seymour 2003, p. 101), 

there are indications that stress patterns can help students modify sound patterns to match 

spoken and multi-syllabic words. Duncan and Seymour (2003) have noted: “the nature of 

the English language suggests that the syllable structure and stress pattern of words may 

influence the acquisition of higher order reading skills” (p. 101).   Hook & Jones (cited in 

Lewkowicz, 2003 p. 737) observed that when poor readers were faced with longer words 

“true recognition of the word eluded them because they had not correctly accented one of 

the syllables”.  Lewkowicz, (2003) further noted that “these students may pronounce each 

syllable more or less correctly but as if it were a separate word, without the alternating 

emphasis and de-emphasis characteristic of natural, recognizable speech” (p. 737).  Being 

unable to put the string of letters together into pronounceable chunks can be frustrating 

for students.  As Lewkowicz (2003) pointed out: “a perennial problem in decoding a long 

word is determining the pronunciation of the vowel because each vowel letter can 

potentially represent three different vowel sounds (including schwa)” – but this ceased to 
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be a problem once the accents were located (p. 738).  Hincks (2002) too, noted the 

importance of the vowel quality: “without knowing the correct vowel quality which is not 

obvious from the spelling, the placement of stress cannot be determined even if the 

student has a subconscious awareness of the appropriate pattern” (p. 153).  Of course the 

reverse is also true: “without knowing the stress pattern, vowel quality cannot be 

determined”.   Power (2003) proposed that phonology and stress patterns were 

interrelated and were essential to know when using the weak forms of the vowel or the 

“schwa”.  

Present study 

This present study seeks to investigate, and perhaps enhance, the bank of research on 

word reading ability by examining the influence of multi-syllabic knowledge (decoding 

and encoding skills) in reading accurately words of more than one syllable.   In particular, 

it will focus on modifying sound patterns by altering stress to match spoken words 

(independent variable) and to aim to improve accuracy (dependant variable).  Dealing 

with multi-syllabic words is a problem for students with reading difficulties because of 

the skills needed.  Converting a letter sequence pattern is in itself a challenging skill. 

Combining this challenge with an attempt to modify the sound pattern by altering the 

stress is a complex process for beginning readers and requires information to be held in 

short term memory to be successful.    

It is generally accepted that word study is most effective when it is systematically and 

explicitly taught.  On this premise therefore, Year Three students with known reading 

difficulties in decoding multi-syllabic words, receiving explicit teaching of stress patterns 

of two-syllable words using the weak forms of the vowel, will lead to an improvement in 

pronunciation and accuracy.    

Method  

Design:  An OXO design will be employed in which the explicit teaching of stress 

patterns for two-syllable words will make use of a phonological/phonemic teaching 

sequence. Accuracy in both isolated word reading and in prose reading along with student 

understandings and new learning will be monitored throughout the course of ten lessons.    
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Participants:  

Five students (two female, three male) were chosen for this study from the same Year 

Three classroom, three of which were to receive the teaching intervention and two to act 

as the control group.  The purpose of the control group was to gauge by comparison 

whether the teaching led to changes in learning behaviour.  All five students were 

graduates from Reading Recovery (Year One) and continued to exhibit similar learning 

difficulties in the area of literacy development.  All five participants had difficulties 

processing text on multiple levels (word, sentence, topic, conceptual, topic and 

dispositional), with a predominance of problems in processing text at the word level.  Of 

particular concern was the inability to recode words, which contained more than one 

syllable (word level), in areas of pronunciation and accuracy.  These students were 

reading below the reading benchmark levels expected in Year Three students and their 

comprehension was in the below average range.   All five had a tendency to keep reading 

even when continuing to read did not make sense; and often they were not aware it was 

not making sense and did not follow punctuation. Hence sentences led into one another.  

Data collected on the students since Prep clearly highlighted their reading difficulties.   

Reading Recovery assessments revealed that their predominant strategies were at the 

word level, especially using initial visual information.  This group of participants did not 

exhibit any visual, hearing or speech impairments but did have short term auditory 

memory processing difficulties.  See chart below for further specific information.   

Participants  Description of learning difficulties 

Student A Small repertoire of reading strategies but unsure when and how to apply 
them.   For example, knows how to re-read and think about the story but 
when confronted with unfamiliar words, there is little application unless 
prompted.   Attempts to chunk are not always successful, relying heavily on 
distinctive visual features.   
Restricted phonological and phonemic knowledge particularly in 
progressively recoding and blending words with more than

 

one syllable.  
When segmenting and blending words shows a tendency to do this quickly 
and often becomes confused, repeating sounds in words or adding sounds.   
Retelling is poor.  Requires extra work on high frequency words.  
Difficulties impact on accuracy, comprehension, and fluency when reading 
prose.  
High level of distractibility. 
Received the most weeks on Reading Recovery and had difficulty building 
up a bank of known words to read and write.  Poor oral language structures. 
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Student B Has a small repertoire of reading strategies, including strategies at the pre-
reading stage but is unsure when and how to apply them.   Needs prompting 
and guidance.    
Receiving weekly individual instruction from Special Education Teacher on 
phonological awareness skills in the area of breaking words into onset & 
rime.  Sometimes attempts to chunk using onset & rime and uses letter-by-
letter decoding and occasionally distinctive visual features.   
Even though he is not aware when reading does not make sense, is usually 
able to recall most of the main ideas when retelling.  
Sometimes uses “baby talk” when engaging in conversation.   

Student C Has a range of reading strategies including strategies at the pre-reading 
stage but is unsure when and how to apply them. Occasionally needs 
prompting.    
Attempts to chunk is not always successful which leads to letter-by-letter 
decoding or relying on distinctive visual features.   
Reads at a quick pace and often is unaware when reading did not make 
sense.  However can retell most of the main ideas.  
Despite difficulties picks up new ideas quickly.  Is keen to improve in her 
learning.  

 

Materials: 

Materials included: 

Word Reading Task.  As there is no commercially-produced assessment task to 

test specific ability at applying stress patterns to multi-syllabic words, one was 

designed comprising two-syllable words differing in complexity, structure and 

length, and including those with equal stress and unequal stress, and subtle 

misspellings of two-syllable real words with unequal stress (see Appendix 6).    

Oral Survey to determine what participants knew about syllabification and then 

using this data to compare with the data compiled after the teaching sessions (see 

Appendices 1 & 2 for pre & post test survey questions).   

Neale Analysis of Reading Ability (2002) was used to determine reading age 

equivalents in the areas of accuracy, comprehension and rate when prose reading. 

Teaching Sequence For Stress Patterns (Munro, 2003) which consisted of oral 

language, phonological teaching tasks, reading and writing tasks (see Appendix 

4). 

Ten non-commercial stories which were composed by the author and included 

the target words for each session 
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Flashcards with 10-12 target words for each session 

Paper, pencil, whiteboard 

Information Charts (see Appendix 5) 

A teacher journal to note progress over the ten sessions.   

Procedure 

All five participants (including the control group) were individually administered the pre 

and post-tests. For the teaching sessions, the three intervention students were exited from 

their classroom setting during the literacy block at the same time each day.   Each session 

consisted of 40-45 minutes’ duration.  Teaching sessions were conducted in rooms 

available within the school on that particular day.  The teaching sessions were based on 

Munro’s Sequence for Teaching 2-Syllable Words (2003) combined with a teaching and 

learning process that encompassed:  immersion, modelling (explicit teaching & learning) 

student demonstration, expectation, use, feedback and responsibility (Cambourne, 1988, 

cited by Mathie, 1994).  

Each session incorporated oral language, phonological teaching tasks, reading and 

writing activities and began with re-reading the passage from the previous day, which 

incorporated the focus words. The focus words were all two syllable words: compound 

words and those with short vowel sounds with the second syllable de-stressed.   It was the 

author’s intention to use a wider variety of stress patterns; however, in view of the 

participants’ current learning difficulties and the constrained timeline for teaching, it was 

considered more beneficial to work with words with equal stress and then the second 

syllable de-stressed.  This was to avoid overloading students as they needed time to 

internalize what they were learning.    

Teaching sequence (see appendices 3 & 4) 

The format consisted of  

1. Explicit instruction – making the purpose of the teaching known to students and 

writing this on the board eg.  Today we are going to learn … 

2. Teacher modelling & expectation  
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3. Practice: student demonstration 

4. Explicit feedback eg.  I liked the way you …      

5. Writing words 

6. Reflecting on learning & taking responsibility for their learning 

7. Reading in prose  

Reading in prose was placed last because it was easier to see the students individually at 

the end of the lesson, and as they finished they would return to their classroom.    

Tasks given at the pre-test and post-test.  

Neale Analysis (3rd edition, 2002) was administered individually to the intervention and 

control groups to assess overall reading ability objectively, with the aim of acquiring age 

equivalents in the area of accuracy, comprehension and rate.  Information gained from 

this pre-test was especially useful when analysing the running records taken of the 

intervention group, examining how words of more than one syllable were read, what 

participants did when obstructed by unknown words.  The age equivalents obtained for 

the purpose of constructing stories with the target words were within their reading 

capabilities and were useful as a measuring gauge.   These stories at the end of each 

teaching session were for the purpose of determining how the intervention students 

handled the target words in prose and the impact on accuracy, eg. in prose reading how 

easily they recalled the pronunciation of words; what was the extent of time invested, and 

comparing shorter with longer and more complex multi-syllabic words.       

Oral Survey of Syllabification  

This was designed to gain information on strategies used by the intervention students 

when confronted with unknown words, to tap into prior knowledge of syllabification; ie. 

what is a syllable, how do they work, how to break up words into syllables,  how they can 

assist in the reading task, what the students know about stress patterns (see Appendix 1).   

This was compared at the end of the session with a more in-depth post-test survey to 

identify any insights into students’ new understandings (see Appendix 2).     

Word Reading Test  

Participants were told that the words were 2 syllables and asked how they would read  
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them. The list consisted of word reading in isolation and was divided into three 

components:  compound words; 2nd syllable de-stressed: 4, 5, 6, 7 & 8 letters in length; 

and a list of subtle misspellings of the two-syllable words with the second syllable de-

stressed.  These subtle misspellings were used to gauge how they would read unfamiliar 

and unseen words.   Selections of words were taken from Munro’s list of words included 

in the Sequence for Teaching 2 Syllable Words (2003). Words on both pre-test and post-

test were not taught to the participants, although words from the pre-test were 

incorporated into the teaching sessions.     

Results 

Neale Analysis (2002) 

Participants Student A  Student B   Student C   

Date of Birth    25/12/95       6/3/96        26/2/96 

 

Pre-test 

19/8/04 

Post-test 

17/9/04 

Pre-test  

19/8/04 

Post-test 

17/9/04 

Pre-test 

19/8/04 

Post-test 

17/9/04 

Age  8:7 8:8 8:5 8:6 8:5 8:6 

Accuracy  7.3 7.7 7.1 8.2 7.8 8.3 

Comprehension 6.9 7.11 7.5 7.11 6.9 7.11 

Rate 6.11 6.12 7.2 7.3 9.11 8.6 

Table 1a – Pre & post-test results of reading age equivalent of intervention group  

Participants Control A   Control B   

Date of Birth    4/12/95       14/10/95 

 

Pre-test 

19/8/04 

Post-test 

17/9/04 

Pre-test  

19/8/04 

Post-test 

17/9/04 

Age  8:8 8:9 8:9 8: 10 

Accuracy  7.5 7.9 7.2 7.2 

Comprehension 6.9 7.4 6.11 7.2 

Rate 7.4 7.4 7.0 7.0 

Table 1b – Pre & post-test results of reading age equivalent of control group  
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Neale Analysis  

In the pre-test, all five participants (intervention and control groups) were assessed for 

their reading ages in accuracy, comprehension and rate.   Whilst it was the accuracy 

result that the present study was more interested in, it was worthwhile viewing 

comprehension and rate. Student A

 
was 17 months below her age in reading accuracy, 24 

months below her age in reading comprehension and 22 months below her age in reading 

rate.   Student B

 

was 17 months below his age in reading accuracy, 13 months below his 

age in reading comprehension and 16 months below his age in reading rate. Student C 

was 10 months below her age in reading accuracy, 22 months below her age in reading 

comprehension and 19 months above her age in reading rate.   To account for this result 

in rate, Student C

 

had a tendency to read very quickly and not pause appropriately at 

punctuation marks.  One sentence ran into the other and this had a marked effect on her 

comprehension ability.   Student C’s results are fairly comparable. Whilst she is on a par 

where comprehension status is involved, she has the better reading accuracy score. As 

previously stated, it was important to have a control group with similar reading 

difficulties so that reasonable comparisons could be made.  Control 1

 

is operating below 

his age in accuracy (16 months), comprehension (25 months) and rate (17 months) whilst 

Control 2

 

was operating below his age in accuracy (20 months), comprehension (24 

months) and rate (22 months).   If school grade levels are also taken into account, and 

using the national profile levels that Neale provides in the conversion table, all 

participants were found to be operating at one grade level or more below their current 

school grade level. These results implied that in fact they were generally at early Year 

Two level rather than middle Year Three. In the post-test, Student A

 

improved in 

accuracy by 3 months and comprehension 14 months while rate remained consistent.  

Student B

 

improved in accuracy by 10 months and comprehension 5 months while rate 

remained consistent.  Student C

 

improved in accuracy 7 months, comprehension 14 

months and rate decreased, falling to her age equivalence.  Feedback for Student C

 

throughout the course of the 10 sessions included the need to pause at punctuation, which 

she did, and which resulted in reading at a more appropriate pace and may account for 

this drop in her results.  Another factor influencing these results was that as the 

intervention students read, it was noticed that they each began to play with altering stress 
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and with the clapping out of syllables when confronted with unknown words.   The 

application of this strategy appears to have influenced their results even though it was 

still at the beginning stages.  By comparison the control group scores were similar to pre-

test results.     

Word Reading Test   

Student A Student B Student C 

Two-syllable words

  

Pre-test Post-test

 

Pre-test Post-test

 

Pre-test Post-test

 

Compound words 
(CW) 

75% 92% 92% 100% 100% 100% 

Second syllable de-
stressed (SSD) 

36% 82% 41% 84% 63% 93% 

Subtle misspellings 
second syllable de-
stressed (MSSSD) 

 0 66% 0 89% 28% 83% 

Table 2a: Pre- & Post-test results of intervention group showing accuracy in percentages of word reading 
ability applying equal stress and de-stressing the second syllable   
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Student C - Word Reading
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Participants Control 1   Control 2   

Two-syllable 

words  

Pre-test  Post-test  Pre-test   Post-test  

Compound  75% 89% 83% 85% 

Second syllable 

de-stressed 

59% 57% 42% 37.5% 

Subtle misspelling 
2nd syllable de-
stressed 

11% 22% 6% 27% 

Table 2b: Pre- & Post-test results of control group showing accuracy in percentages of word reading ability 
applying equal stress and de-stressing second syllable  

A pattern noticed in the intervention group was the time taken to internalize new 

concepts.  Even though the original intention was to teach a variety of stress patterns of 

two-syllable words, it was thought more useful to take compound words with equal stress 

and then words with the short vowel sounds with the second syllable de-stressed in the 

teaching sequence (Munro, 2003).  Hence the word reading test consisted of two-syllable 

words:  compound words, second syllable de-stressed with short vowel sounds and those 

with subtle misspellings of these words.  The subtle misspellings were used as a way to 

gauge how the participants would fare with unknown and unseen words.  Both groups of 

words in pre- & post-testing were not previously seen word lists within the context of this 

study.  However, some of the words used in this study were familiar to the subjects and 

played a part in the accuracy rate results and automatic response rates.  The majority of 

the two-syllable words with the second syllable de-stressed in both the pre- and post-tests 

fell into categories of middle to low frequency with both these frequencies dominating 

the sequence of words.  High frequency words were in the minority.  This was 

ascertained by comparing the words used with the five hundred high-frequency words 

provided in Pinnell & Fountas (1998, Appendix 5).  Duncan & Seymour (2003) have 

noted that “English syllables vary widely in complexity from simple V structures to 

consonantally dense CCCVCCC groups” (p. 104).  The two-syllable words comprised 

differing length and complexity to see if that would impact on reading ability and 

accuracy.     Words of varying length and structures were included beginning with 4-letter 

(CVCC, VCVC); 5-letter (CCVCC, CVVCC, CVCCC, CVCVC, VCCVC, CVCCC, 
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VCCCC); 6-letter CVCCVC, CVCCCV, CVCVCC, CVCVVC, CVCVCV, CCVCVC, 

CCVCCC, VCCVCV); 7-letter (CCVCCVC, CVCCVCC, CVCCVCV, CVVCVCV, 

CCVCVCV, CCVCCVC, CVVCCCC); & 8 Letter (CCCVCCCV, CCVCCVCV, 

CCVCCVVC, CVCCVCV).  Duncan & Seymour (2003) note that CVC structures are the 

most typical in English, approximately 60% of all syllables (p. 114).   

Subtle misspellings involved examples of each structure type and were included to see 

whether these previously unseen and unknown words could be read and how they would 

be read.   Subtle misspellings resembled real words except for a single misspelling 

embedded in the word.  Each student’s attempt was timed with an average time given to 

the word reading task.  

Word Reading Test (Pre-test & Post-test ) 

Pre-test Compound words (equal stress):  Student C

 

performed the best, achieving 

100% accuracy while Students A, B and Control Students 1 & 2

 

did reasonably well with 

the compound words.   Errors were mainly due to either misreading words or segmenting 

the two one-syllable words and neglecting to reassemble the words again.  Overall when 

comparing their efforts with the post-test, Student C

 

maintained consistency and Students 

A& B

 

improved in their efforts while the Control 1

 

made slight gains and Control 2

 

decreased slightly in percentage rate of accuracy.     

2nd syllable de-stressed: Four influential factors were operating in the reading of these 

words: syllable number, orthographic decodability (simple, complex, length), prosody 

(stress placement eg. equal stress, first syllable stress, second de-stressed) & speed. 

Among the three, syllable number was consistent. It was of particular interest to consider 

how these factors influenced accuracy in word reading.  

Student A

 

–   

Out of the students receiving intervention, Student A’s

 

pre-test results were of the most 

concern because she did not attempt 34% of the words, partially attempted 9% of the 

words and misread 13% with real word substitutions (she was consistently leading by the 

correct initial sound but occasionally had medial and final sound representation).  Student 
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A

 
was confident with smaller words; however, as length increased so did the inability to 

attempt to say the word.  Student A was able to accurately and automatically read 50% of 

4 letter words, 50% of 5 letter words, 30% of 6 letter words , 30% of 7 letter words and 

25% of 8 letter words.  Student A

 
was more confident with words having the following 

consonantal structures: 50 % accuracy: CVCC; 50% accuracy: VCVC; 100% accuracy: 

CVCCC; 46% accuracy: CVCCVC; 50% accuracy: CVCCCV.  In four of these five 

structures, it is interesting to note that the 4, 5 and 6 letter two-syllable words began with 

CVC structure.  Student A

 

had a tendency to race through and not look carefully at the 

word.  On average she only gave 0.5 of a second to each word read.  

Student B

 

–  

Student B

 

misread 20% of the words with real word substitutions in which all cases were 

led by initial sounds with occasional medial and final sound representation.   31% of the 

words were read with equal stress with a pattern appearing eg. equal stress placed on 

these endings: er, ish, en, ure, on, ern, ant.  In two cases he used a long vowel sound 

instead of a short vowel sound.  Student B

 

was able to read accurately and automatically 

25% of 4 letter words, 63% of 5 letter words, 37% of 6 letter words, 20% of 7 letter 

words & 50% of 8 letter words.  Except in the case of the 4 letter words, Student B coped 

better with the shorter word length.  Student B

 

was most confident with words of the 

following structures: 100% accuracy: CVCCC; 40% accuracy: CVCVC; 50% accuracy: 

VCCVC; and 100% accuracy: CVCCCV. In three out of four of these structures, where 

Student B

 

had most success, was in the 5 and 6 letter two-syllable words beginning with 

CVC structure. This outcome was similar to that of Student A.

   

However Student B

 

read 

at a slower rate, spending at least 3 seconds on each word.  

Student C

 

–  

Student C

 

misread 16% with real word substitutions in which all cases were led by initial 

sounds.  She read 22% with equal stress where the second syllable had the following 

patterns:  er, al, ish, en, ure, ant.   Student C was able to read accurately and automatically 

100% of 4 letter words, 69% of 5 letter words, 53% of 6 letter words, 60% of 7 letter 

words, 75% of 8 letter words.  Of interest is Student’s C ability to read a high percentage 

of 8 letter words which may have been familiar words.  Student C

 

was most confident 
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with the following structures – 100% of CVCC & VCVC; 100% of CVCCC; 60% of 

CVCVC; 62% of CVCVCV; 83% of CVCCCV & 100% of CCVCCVC.  6 out of 7 

began with the CVC structure.  Student C Read at an even speed averaged out at 2 

seconds per word.  

Subtle misspellings with second syllable de-stressed 

Subtle misspellings were included as a way to gauge how participants would read these 

two-syllable non-words and what stresses they would apply if any.     

Student A

 

did not attempt 33% of the non-words and gave equal stress to 33%.  Some 

letter clusters were recognized and recoded to work out words but this was not consistent 

in this word reading task. In one case she read the word as the real counterpart but with 

incorrect stress.   As with prose reading, Student A

 

has a tendency to read words quickly 

without looking at the whole word.  Student A

 

had some orthographic knowledge, 

however those non-words with orthographic complexity she stumbled over, unable to 

segment, blend and assemble.   

Student B

 

attempted all non-words but read 61% of them with equal stress.  Initial letter 

clusters were recognised, and he had a tendency to include letters that were not present or 

substitute letters in words.   

Student C read 28% of words accurately with appropriate de-stress on the second 

syllable; 33% of words were pronounced with equal stress. However, Student C’s errors 

show initial sounds represented, but she was substituting letters and adding letters 

particularly in medial and final sounds.   

Post-Test 

As observed in the pre-test, the intervention students mispronounced words more often 

than they correctly pronounced them.  In the post-test, the intervention students had 

increased their ability to place correct stresses on words.  When pre-test and post-test are 

compared results show marked improvement.    
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Compound words: Student A slowed down reading to 1.5 seconds per word.  This 

resulted in only one error in which a substitution was given.  Correct stress was 

maintained.  

Student B & C took appropriate time (1.5 seconds) and read all words correctly with 

appropriate stress.   

Two-syllable words 2nd syllable de-stressed 

Student A averaged 2 seconds per word.  Her result shows a marked improvement.  

Student A

 

read 82% of total words accurately, out of which 6 were self-corrected 

independently because she knew that the stress was incorrectly placed. In her pre-test 

there had been no self-correction, placing stress was not a factor she had considered.  

Only in 10% of the words did she read with equal stress and did not self correct.  She was 

able to accurately and automatically read 100% of 4 letter words, 83% of 5 letter words, 

81% of 6 letter words and 90% of 7 letter words and 50% of 8 letter words.  She read 

100% of CVCV words; 100% CVCVC; 88% of words with CVCCVC structure; 60% of 

CVCCV; 100% of CVCCC; 100% of CCVCCC; 100% of CVCCVCC.  She has 

expanded her ability to cope with varying structures.   

Student B averaged 3 seconds per word.  His results also showed a marked improvement.  

Student B read 84% of total words accurately. Out of these, 5 were self-corrected 

independently because he had recognised that the stress was incorrect, whereas in his pre-

test there was no self-correction and placement of stress appeared not to be a considered 

factor.  Only in 4% of the words did he read with equal stress and did not self correct.  

Student B was able to accurately and automatically read 100% of 4 letter words, 92% of 

5 letter words, 87% of 6 letter words and 80% of 7 letter words and 50% of 8 letter 

words. He read 100% of CVCV words; 100% of VCCVC; 100% of CVCVC; 83% of 

CVCCVC; 80% of CVCCCV; 100% of CVCCC; 100% of CCVCCC; 100% of 

CVCCVCC; 100% of CVCVCV.  Student B has expanded his ability to cope with 

varying structures.   

Student C

 

averaged 2.5 seconds per word.  Her result too, showed a marked 

improvement.  Student C

 

read 93% of total words accurately. Out of these, 4 were self-
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corrected independently because she recognised that the stress was incorrectly placed, 

whereas in her pre-test there was no self-correction and placing of stress did not appear to 

be considered.  Only in 2% of the words did she read with equal stress and did not self 

correct.  In 4% she gave a real word substitution led by an initial letter.  Only in one word 

did she make an error which led to a non-word. Student C

 
was able to accurately and 

automatically read 100% of 4 letter words, 100% of 5 letter words, 94% of 6 letter words 

and 90% of 7 letter words and 50% of 8 letter words. Student C improved in her ability to 

read 2 syllable words of increasing length.  She read 100% of CVCV words; 100% of 

VCCVC; 100% of CVCVC; 100% of CVCCC; 94% of CVCCVC; 100% of CVCCCV; 

100% of CCVCCC; 100% of CVCCVCC; 50% of CVCVCV. Student C

 

has expanded 

her ability to cope with varying syllable structures.  

Subtle misspellings with second syllable de-stressed 

Student A

 

attempted all words, achieving a 66% accuracy rate. In 17% of the words she 

gave equal stress and 17% she self-corrected. In her errors, it was noted that Student A 

substituted sounds in words.  

Student B

 

attempted all words with 89% accuracy rate.  In all cases where he initially 

applied equal stress he self-corrected. In one error he omitted a letter and gave a long 

vowel sound for a short vowel sound.  

Student C read 83% accurately, in only one case equal stress was given without self-

correcting. The two errors made were due to substituting letters.    

In each case, Students A, B and C

 

improved in their accuracy when reading words in 

isolation. While comparison of pre-test and post-test results shows differing gains for 

each student, the strongest gains overall were made by Students B & C.  The results of 

the control group for pre-test and post-test did not alter significantly.  The results support 

the hypothesis study that explicit instruction involving stress patterns of two-syllable 

words improves accuracy.     
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Oral Survey Pre-Test 

This initial survey consisted of five key questions that were intended to find out what the 

participants knew (understandings and prior knowledge) about syllabification.  Points 

were allocated to each question with a total of 12 possible points.    Results would then 

feed into the lesson structure of the teaching sessions. (See Appendix 2 for survey 

questions).  

Point allocation to 
Questions. 

Student A  Student B   Student C  

(1)

  

strategies for      
unknown words   5 pts  

sound out 
write out word  
cvcv chunk             3/5 

Chunk 
Sound out  
Look for smaller words   3/5 

Sound out 
Reread 
Read on                 3/5 

(2)  what is a syllable? 
      vowel?   
      consonant?   3 pts 

heard of , unsure 
a, e, i, u 
not sure – thinks it is 
letters that are not 
a,e,i,u                        1/3 

A symbol 
a, u 
unsure 
                          
                                     0.5/3  

------- 
------- 
-------  

                               0/3 
(3) clap syllables using 
drum beats          2 pts 

broke up word into 
sounds eg.  
Teacher  te ch er 
August  a   g   u  st   0/2 

t ea ch er   
August  aug-ust 
                                     1/2 

August   a   g   es     t  
teacher   t ea ch er      
                                 0/2 

(4) strategy of 
breaking words into 
syllables & reading                
1pt 

Like sounding out  
                                

                                0/1 

How to sound out word 
                                        

                                       0/1 

Gave example of word cat 
broke into sounds  
C-a-t  

                                   0/1 
(5) knowledge of stress 
patterns in words      
                              1pt  

Unknown                    
0/1 

Unknown                            
0/1 

Unknown                        
0/1 

Total                12            4/12   (33%)          4.5/12     (37.5%)          3/12  (25%)                  
Table 3a – Oral survey pre-test to determine prior knowledge of intervention students   

Questions  Control 1     Control 2    

(a) stretch out/sound out            1/5     Sound out 
cvcv  chunk                            2/5 

(b) A word 
A word 
Punctuation                         0/3 

unsure 
a,o,e  
unsure                                     0.5/3 

(c) August     aug-ust  
Teacher   te-ch-er               1/2 

August   a   g  u     st 
Teacher   t – ea-ch-er               0/2 

(d) unsure                                 0/1 unsure                             0/1 

(e) unsure                                  0/1 unsure                             0/1 

TOTAL         12                      2/12   (17%)                     2.5/12 (21%) 

Table 3b- Oral survey pre-test to determine prior knowledge of control group 
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Oral Survey – Post-Test 

The post-test survey was intended to assess what the participant had grasped over the ten 

teaching sessions. Questions included and built on those in the pre-test and consisted of a 

mixture of complete-the-sentence and question and answer.  In all the survey consisted of 

12 questions.  

Questions & 
points allocated 

Student A  Student B   Student C  

(1) two things about     
syllables    
                             2pts 

Every syllable is a clap 
of part of a word  

Each syllable has a 
vowel                         2 

Part of word that contains a 
vowel that makes one clap  

Each syllable must have a 
vowel                                 2 

It’s the part you clap in a word 
– one clap = one syllable, two 
claps = two syllables  
Each syllable must have a 
vowel                                 2 

(2a)    vowels? 
(2b)   consonant?  2pts 

a, e, i, o, u, sometimes y 
rest of letters not 
vowels  eg. b, h          2 

a ,e, i ,o, u, sometimes y 
rest of letters not vowels  
eg. b, p, z                           2 

a ,e ,i, o, u, sometimes y 
rest of letters not vowels  eg. l, 
s, f                             2 

(3)   Example        1pt About     =  2 syllables 
 (clapped)                   1  

Christmas = 2 syllables 
(clapped)                           1 

Baby = 2 syllables 
                                       1 

(4)  help in reading 
                             1pt 

Understand the word, 
how to say it              1 

Break up the word to help 
say the word                      1 

Pronounce words proper, find 
vowel and work out the 
syllable                          1 

(5)  how many syllables   
(clap or tap) 
blackboard, picture,  
name,  month,  school 
name                     5pts 

    (2) 
    (2) 
    (2) 
    (3) 
    (4)                        5 

    (2) 
    (2) 
    (1) 
    (3) 
    (4)                               5 

  (2) 
  (2) 
  (2) 
  (3) 
  (4)                                 5 

(6)segment 6 -2 syllable 
words into sounds                  
6pts 

                 
  One correct          1 

    
  All correct                     6    

 

   
All correct                      6     

(7)  applying stress to 
reading                  1pt 

Read word better & 
understand word 
                                0.5 

Say the word properly  
Sounding out              
                                       1 

Easy to break up, helps to 
pronounce                     
                                        1 

(8) example of stress 
and de-stress (2 words)  
                            2pts.  

                        
                             2                                  2                                  2 

(9)  correct way to say  
words                5pts.   

Appropriate stress 
patterns used               5     

Appropriate stress patterns 
used                                5                    

Appropriate stress patterns 
used                                5                    

(10a)  de-stressed 2nd 

syllable?  
(10b) stressing 1st  
syllable                 2pts 

Quicker  

Clearly hear vowel 
sound                         2  

Quicker and when you 
apply stress you can hear all 
the sounds 
Hear vowel   sound         2 

Quicker  

Hear vowel sound            2 

(11) how different from 
stressing first syllable                
1 pt 

Say it slower, hear all 
the sounds especially 
the vowel                   1   

Say it slower, hear all the 
sounds clearly                 1   

Hear all sounds in the first 
syllable which is stressed 
including vowel               1 

12) what will you do in 
future if stuck on word                     
2 pts 

Clap it to find how 
many syllables 
Chunk 
Apply stress differently 
until it sounds right    2 

Sound out, clap out 
syllables, try out apply 
stress, if stress is right it will 
sound right                       2 

Write down, CVCV chunk, 
break into syllables by 
clapping word, experiment 
with the stress to help 
pronounce the word          2 

Total          30        24.5   (82%)

 

          30 (100%)          30 (100%) 
Table 4 – Post-test oral survey given to the intervention students to measure increase in understanding and 
extent of new learning (not given to control group)  



 
21 

Oral Survey 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

Student A Student B Student C

Intervention Students 

p
er

ce
n

ta
g

e 
sc

o
re

 

Pre-Test

Post-Test 

                            Figure 3 – Pre-Test and Post-Test Results of Oral Survey  

Oral Survey (Pre-Test)  

Students A, B & C

 

knew very little about syllables in general and how they might assist 

in reading multi-syllabic words.  All intervention students were not able to name all the 

vowels, nor clap out syllables in words correctly.  Student B

 

did slightly better by being 

able to clap out the syllables in the month of August.  All equated syllabification with the 

sounding out of words.  Stress patterns in words were an unknown quantity.   

Oral Survey (Post-Test)  

Although all students improved on their initial understandings, intervention Students B & 

C performed better than Student A.

  

Student A

 

had difficulty segmenting the 2 syllable 

words into sounds and had this difficulty consistently throughout the teaching sessions.  

All three participants could: describe syllables, name all the vowels, clap out words into 

correct syllables, pronounce words with correct stress when the incorrect was given and 

suggest how using stress patterns can assist in pronouncing words accurately. Caldwell 
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(1988) points out that “those who are approaching mastery of word and syllable 

segmentation but are unable to isolate sounds in words will need opportunities to refine 

word and syllable awareness as well as develop sound awareness (p. 66).”  This would 

seem the case for Student A.    

The post-test was administered to the control group and showed an identical result to 

their pre-test for those questions which were similar. Since they did not have the benefit 

of the 10 teaching sessions, it was apparent they had not changed in their original 

understandings of syllabification and applying stress to read two-syllable words.      

RUNNING RECORDS – Intervention group only 

Lessons  Student A    errors on target    

 

                                       word 
Student B   errors on target    
                                       word 

Student C errors on target     
                                       word 

     1 86%  Hard                 (2) 90% Instructional    (1) 91% Instructional     (1) 

     2 86%   Hard                (2) 91% Instructional    (1) 93% Instructional     (1) 

     3 87%   Hard                (2) 92% Instructional    (1) 94% Instructional     (0)   

     4 89%   Hard                (2) 94% Instructional    (1) 95% Easy                 (1) 

     5 95%   Easy                (1) 95% Easy                (1) 97% Easy                 (0) 

     6 87.5%  Hard             (1) 96% Easy                (1) 99% Easy                 (0) 

     7 94%   Instructional   (2) 99% Easy                (0) 99% Easy                 (0) 

     8 98%   Easy               (1) 97% Easy                (2) 98% Easy                 (0) 

     9 89%   Hard                (1)  94% Easy                (1) 100% Easy               (0) 

    10 96%   Easy               (1) 98% Easy               (1) 98% Easy                 (1) 

Average                                  1.5                                  1                                 0.4 

             Table 5 – Running record results taken after each teaching session. 
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Running Records 
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           Figure 4 – Running records taken at the end of 10 teaching sessions for intervention students  

When teaching strategies at the word reading level and in isolation it is important to use 

words in prose to compare how the participants fared (Munro, 2004, Lecture Notes). 

According to the Neale Analysis results, all intervention students were operating below 

their reading age level in accuracy, comprehension and rate.   Therefore the stories used 

in the teaching sessions were comprised of the 10 to 12 target two-syllable words and a 

majority of one-syllable words.   The Fry Readability Procedure was used on each story 

to ensure that they were within the participants’ reading range and capabilities.  It was the 

author’s aim to see whether placing the two- syllable words in prose would increase 

accuracy and if they were able to maintain consistent levels in their results.  In each case, 

it was hoped that participants would maintain results at an instructional or easy category. 

The prose reading was of importance for three reasons: to determine (1) how easily or 

with how much difficulty the two-syllable words were recalled (2) whether the length and 

structure of the two-syllable words had an impact on prose reading (3) the invested 

attention and time taken to pronounce the words (Munro 1998, p. 26).  Hence all stories 

had to be suitable for late Year 2 or early Year 3 level.  This assisted in monitoring the 
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accuracy of the two-syllable words with 2nd syllable de-stressed. Clay’s (2002) formula 

was used for calculating accuracy rate (p.66).  Clay’s (2002) levels of text difficulty were 

used for determining the level of difficulty for each intervention student:  95% - 100% is 

easy, 94% - 90% is instructional and below 90% is hard (p. 55). Ten to twelve words 

were used in the stories. Of these the number of target words misread by applying 

incorrect stress led to the errors highlighted beside the participant’s accuracy percentage 

rate in Table 5. Students were individually asked at the end of each session to read the 

story.  Each was cued into what it would be about by a short introductory explanation (eg. 

This is a story about …).    

Running Records 

After analysing the running records across the three intervention students, it was found 

that the majority of errors could be attributed to reasonable substitutes, missed words or 

adding words in that were not present. All three students coped better than expected with 

usually no more than two errors made on the target words. Once the words were inserted 

into prose it made a significant difference to their reading accuracy.  This may be due to 

the fact that they had context to prompt them and that they were also cued into the story 

before reading it. Student C

 

made the most gains and her results show an increase in her 

accuracy rates. She frequently self-corrected and with her slower reading pace was in a 

position to realise in most cases when her reading did not make sense.  Student C

 

did not 

need to invest extra time when reading the target words.  Length and structure of the 

words in general did not cause any major concerns as the process used in the teaching 

sessions prepared her well for the reading. Her fluency and expression were of acceptable 

levels.  Student B

 

maintained a steady increase in accuracy until the end of the series of 

lessons when the words became more complex.   He maintained a reasonable self 

correction rate and was able to look carefully at words.  His reading pace was a mixture 

of word-by-word and fluent reading and once again length and structure of two-syllable 

words did not seem to impact on his reading results.  Student A’s difficulties arose from 

not self-correcting and not looking carefully at the words.   She often only used initial 

visual information and distinctive visual features without thinking about context. She 

occasionally had difficulty in segmenting and blending to reassemble the word correctly.  
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Occasionally she needed to take a few extra seconds on some of the target words and it 

was usually those which were longer and slightly more complex in structure. Once again 

she enunciated letters not in the words. This suggested a difficulty with phonemic 

recoding skills.     

Spelling Results of Target Words 

Lessons Orthographic 
chunk  

Student A Student B Student C 

1 Compound words      60%      80%      70% 

2 Compound words      50%      75%      65% 

3 en, ern, eon, in      40%      70%      60% 

4 ain, ion, on, om       50%      80%      70% 

5 age, le, el, al       55%       76%      65% 

6 le      60%       70%      70% 

7 er, ar, or      44%      78%      65% 

8 y      50%       71%      64% 

9 ant, and, ic, ure, et      40%       60%      50% 

10 ot, it, ate, ish, ice, ic, 

uce, id, ure, il  

     20%       70%      50% 

                                                     Table 6 – Spelling of target words  
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Spelling of words:  It was hoped this would increase knowledge of orthographic chunks 

in the two syllable words.  In each session there were a variety of second syllable chunks 

of which the intervention students were encouraged to form an image in their minds 

before writing the words.  For example er in brother, butter, is softened and blurred and 

pronounced as “uh” but written as “er”.  This process was revised as part of each session 

so as to assist the intervention participants in forming an impression of letter clusters and 

in the hope of “automatising” words for prose reading.  Interestingly, Student C

 

was the 

strongest in all areas except in the spelling of words.  Her difficulties were in translating 

the sounds to letters. Her attempts were often marred by jumbled order, substituting or 

omitting letters.   This task was the most challenging because different words were used 

each day. Students with short term memory processing difficulties would find this 

challenging.    Student B

 

performed the best but had similar errors to those of Student C.  

Student A

 

struggled with this exercise and rushing her written attempts did not help her.   

She often included letters that were not part of the word and was also afflicted with 

reversals.  For all three, lesson ten had the most variety in word endings which could 

explain their low results.      

Teaching Sessions – Observations 

Generally throughout the ten sessions Student A

 

was the most distracted and this 

influenced her ability to focus and take in new information.  Student A’s reading 

problems appeared to manifest themselves in stress-related behaviour and distraction 

from instruction.  She had the most difficulty expressing new learning in a clear manner, 

often not expressing anything coherent.   For example in lesson three, in answer to the 

question:  What have you learnt about syllables in words?  Student A

 

replied “a word” 

whereas Student B

 

and Student C

 

were able to elaborate and provide an appropriate 

answer to the question.  Often Student A

 

would confuse short and long vowel sounds 

even though it was consistently reinforced that the target words had short vowel sounds.   

Student A

 

lost interest and had difficulty concentrating, especially by the time of lesson 

8; when asked about her apparent lack of interest, she complained about the repetition of 

the sessions.  Students B & C

 

on the other hand were feeling positive because they were 

able to deal confidently with tasks given and were keen to learn more.  Of the target 

words used, all three did not know the meanings of profit, attic, horrid, linen which was 
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explained in the teaching session.   As previously noted, Student A

 
had difficulty 

segmenting words into sounds.  The intervention students generally were able to state at 

the beginning of the lesson what they were learning and the importance of what they 

were learning.  Students B & C

 
said they used the strategies of syllabification and 

experimenting with stress when reading at home.   

Discussion 

The aim of this study was an attempt at determining whether teaching stress patterns to 

students with reading difficulties would improve accuracy.   Benefits were assessed by 

comparing their performance with one another on the pre and post-tests, as well as 

making comparisons with the control group students who did not receive the treatment.  

Findings were positive. The phonological training in applying stress patterns, combined 

with Cambourne’s teaching and learning sequence, enhanced the participants’ ability to 

read two-syllable words accurately.  The overall trend showed that the intervention 

group outperformed the control group in all areas. The performance of Students B & C

 

strongly supported the hypothesis, whereas Student A

 

did, but to a lesser extent. Two 

questions arose for consideration. (1) What made the participants’ performance superior 

to the control group?  (2) Why did Students B & C

 

do better than Student A

 

in light of 

relatively similar results on the pre-tests?     

The author had not previously taught any of the participants chosen.  There was a change 

in confidence with the intervention group as time progressed, resulting in positive rapport 

and the development of trust.  This was distinctly different with the control group.  Even 

though there was a positive attitude taken by the control group students, essentially they 

were called out of their room twice for assessments as opposed to skill development 

sessions which were undertaken with the intervention group. It may be concluded that the 

quality of relationship between participants and researcher was a factor that impacted on 

results.  Changes in results could be attributed to confidence levels, that is, knowing the 

teacher better, feeling more relaxed, and an increase in self-efficacy.    
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Bhattacharya & Ehri (2004) noted in their study that “the decoding process requires that 

readers apply their knowledge of grapho-phonemic and grapho-syllabic correspondence 

to transform and blend spelling of words into pronunciations” (p. 344).   In the present 

study the phonological aspects in the treatment took into account grapho-phonemic and 

grapho-syllabic correspondence, with Students B & C

 
being more successful in their 

ability to recognise and read common syllables with short vowel sounds and then blend 

these into the two-syllable words, eg.  com, mon = common,   but, ter = butter.  This may 

have helped the participants pay more attention to the words presented and not only focus 

on the initial and final sounds as was the case in the pre-test trial.  Duncan and Seymour 

(2003) found that stress assignment and vowel reduction is a learnt outcome of training.  

The conclusions of the present study would concur with this finding (p. 12).    Students B 

& C

 

appeared to understand the strategy value and were able to articulate its worth on a 

number of occasions, whereas Student A thought it was ‘a bit boring’ and repetitious.  

Duncan and Seymour (2003), found that the words read more accurately were those 

where stress was used on the first syllable and syllable stress was preserved in 

approximately 60% of cases (p. 12).  This was found also to be the case in the present 

study, especially when looking at the post-test results of the word reading tests.  The 

control group were unable to meet these achievements.   The intervention group were 

able to remember how to read more words, due to the stress being either fixed on the first 

syllable or evenly placed.    

Another reason for these positive results was that some words were already familiar in 

print to the participants, although they had difficulty spelling them; but they were able to 

read the words they knew automatically. Notwithstanding that all participants’ 

performance in spelling produced the weakest results in the study, exposure to the 

process of matching spellings with pronunciations may have increased orthographic 

knowledge of words when read.  In most cases the target words were chosen with the 

second syllable comprised of repeated letter cluster patterns.  Having more than one word 

with the same letter cluster prompted pronunciation and correct de-stressing of the vowel.  

The spelling component may have had some benefit for the students’ memory where the 

spelling of words with a particular de-stressed vowel was concerned.  However, it is 
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difficult to say how much of an influence this actually would have been.   There is 

possibly an orthographic processing difficulty whereby the students found forming an 

impression of the letter cluster patterns in memory a challenging task (Munro, 2002, p. 

4).     

Oral language.   While oral language development impacted on all intervention students’ 

performance, it was particularly noticeable in Student A.  Student A’s difficulties in oral 

language were shown by a consistent inability to express her ideas clearly and convey 

meaning in her articulation.  This resulted in her becoming frustrated and flustered when 

asked questions.  Student A

 

may have been overloaded by the change of target words in 

each lesson and by the requirement to learn how to say the de-stressed syllables. She had 

difficulty segmenting and blending simultaneously.  Difficulties were also evident in oral 

comprehension, eg. following verbal instructions, she often tried answering the question 

before hearing the direction posed to the group.  She had a tendency of not waiting her 

turn.  Teacher language also had an impact. It had to be carefully thought out to explain 

the stress factors in multi-syllabic words and the “schwa” as well as defining other 

important terms.  At the outset, examples were overused to ensure that these students 

understood the instruction.  Initially the intervention students asked many times ‘What do 

you mean?’  In light of the above, it may be beneficial to assess Student’s A phonological 

knowledge in greater detail.   

Implications – This study suggests that even small investments can reap benefits.  The 

work supports the idea of teaching stress patterns to students in the middle primary years 

to assist them pronounce multi-syllabic words accurately and suggests this may have 

positive impacts on their reading generally, such as for example in comprehension.   The 

teaching sequence whereby attention is given to segmenting and blending words, writing, 

and reading words in prose may assist in students’ decoding new words and remembering 

the spelling of words and how this correlates with pronunciation.  In short, it appears that 

phonologically-based intervention is essential for students with reading difficulties.    

Limitations – Some limitations applying to this study should be noted.  Notwithstanding 

that gains were made, the intervention programme comprised only 10 sessions which is a 
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relatively short span for the development of a study such as this. While Gonzalez, Espinel 

& Rosquete (2002, p. 340) point out the issue of efficacy of reading intervention 

programs, this study was looking only at short term gains, and not long term effects.  This 

situation raises question of whether the students will use the strategies taught when they 

are no longer required to attend the sessions. Also to be considered was the small sample 

size for the intervention and control groups.   

Due to the lack of commercial tests for the word reading component of this study, there 

were no norms by which to compare and measure results. The assessments devised for 

this study may not have been the optimum designs as there were limitations imposed by 

trying to control some wildcard factors that might or might not influence the results.   For 

example, the author could not know for certain whether accurate reading of all words was 

due to past exposure or applying the appropriate stress patterns learnt.  Occasionally 

when reading the subtle misspellings of two-syllable real words, the real words were read 

but with incorrect stress (eg. reading ‘buf-fon’ for ‘but-ton’).  Students were asked to 

learn phonological and phonemic properties for each 2 syllable word, “its letter cluster-

sound mapping and its orthographic properties” which proved to be more demanding than 

initially realised and needed more than 10 teaching sessions  (Munro, 1998A, p. 5).   

Confounding variables were also at work and may have impacted on the results. These 

included: switching rooms regularly, as unfortunately there was not the luxury of the one 

meeting place.  Changing rooms prevents consistency.  A weekend passed before giving 

the intervention students the post-test.  They essentially had no revision.  Intervention 

students were very excitable in the first two teaching sessions.  This caused difficulties in 

their concentration and attention to the tasks, especially with Student A.  The author was 

not the intervention students’ classroom teacher who could have cued them in and 

reminded them to use the strategies they had been learning throughout the day. The 

researcher had to rely on informing the classroom teacher of current developments.  

Future Research.  Frequent teaching of reading in middle years focuses on 

strengthening reading comprehension skills without giving attention to word level 

concerns. Word level concerns appear to be more of a focus in the Prep to Year Two 



 
31

classes. This has been the case with the current participants reading program to date.  

Year 3 and 4 teachers need to consider teaching stress patterns if students have 

difficulties with multi-syllabic words.  In regards to further research, this study supports 

Duncan and Seymour’s (2003) proposal that more needs to be done in areas of “stress 

placement, orthography of the syllable boundary and morphological structure.…”  It 

would also be of interest to see whether applying stress patterns could improve 

comprehension.   The availability of a larger cohort would also be advantageous in more 

effectively conducting a study in this area.                         
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Appendix 1 

Oral Survey (Pre-Test)  

Name: _________ 

Date:   _________   

a) What do you do when you come to an unknown word in reading?     

b)  What is a syllable?         A vowel?           A consonant?     

c)  How do you break up words into syllables? 
     Give an example using these drums to tap out the syllables in 

some known words eg. your name, month of the year      

d)  How can the strategy of breaking words up into syllables help during 
reading?   

e) Some two syllable words need the reader to apply stress patterns to 
say the word correctly.  A reader may need to give the two syllables in 
a word equal stress so that the vowels in each syllable can be heard 
clearly or say the second syllable quicker than the first.  What do you 
think that means?    
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Appendix 2 

Oral Post -Test Survey 

Name: _________                                    Date:   _________  

a) What is a syllable?    

b) Each syllable must have a _______________   

c) What are the vowels?               What are the consonants?   

d) How do we break up words into syllables?    

e) How can breaking up words into syllables help us in reading?   

f) How many syllables in these words and prove it: blackboard, picture, your  
    name, month,  school name    

g) Say the word, segment it into sounds and then say the word again with  
    correct stress 
    hurry       h u rr y                  bucket        b u ck e t  
    simply     s i m p l y              carrot         c a rr o t  
    clever      c l e v er                brother       b r o th  er     

h) How can knowing about stress patterns help us read 2/3/4 syllable words?   

i)  In the word “manner” what part do we stress and what part do we de- 
     stress?       How did you know?  

j) In the word “damage” what part do we stress and what part do we de-   
     stress?   How did you know?  

k)  Listen to these words and tell me the correct way to say them.  Why?  
bon net            clev er           cat tle            hap pen         fin ish  

l) How do we say the second syllable when it is de stressed?   
      
m)  How is this different from stressing the first syllable?   

n)   Show me with “hammer”  

o)   What strategy have you learnt that can you try next time you are stuck on a word?  
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Appendix 3 

Cambourne’s (1988) theory of learning incorporated into the teaching procedure over the 
ten sessions.     

Immersion provide opportunities to play with stress patterns and engage 
with known words via oral language experiences  

Model (explicit 
teaching & 
learning) 

introduce strategy and explicitly state importance and how it 
can help with reading and writing.  Through planned sessions 
and using words from list, model how to say words with equal 
stress and ask does that sound right?   

Student 
Demonstration 

allow student to demonstrate their understanding of applying 
stress patterns and explain what they are doing and why  

Expectation explicitly inform students of expectation in reading and or 
writing eg. “I want you to …”  

Use allow for adequate time and regular opportunity to use the skill 
for increased proficiency during the lesson.  

Feedback Provide encouragement and feedback, in explicit terms, when 
correctly using the strategy   

Responsibility Risk-taking: explicitly state & encourage the challenge of 
independently trying stress patterns on two-syllable words when 
reading at home and in classroom.   
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Appendix 4 - Teaching Sequence  

Session outline – adapted from Munro’s teaching sequence on Phonological Awareness- 
Modifying Stress Patterns (2003).    

In each session students were given a different set of target words to focus on. The teaching and 
learning process encompassed the following elements:  immersion, modelling (explicit teaching 
& learning) student demonstration, expectation, use, feedback and responsibility.  

Below are two examples of the teaching sequence adopted (1) for compounds words (equal 
stress) and (2) 2- syllable words with the second syllable de-stressed with both syllables 
containing short vowel sounds.     

Activity Task description - Compound words equal stress        Time  

 

Clarify terms    
Students will learn – what is a syllable and clearly 
differentiate the difference between vowels & consonants 
using chart.     

Explain how syllables help with reading unknown words.  

   5mins 

 

Rhyming activities   
Introduce compound words. Say each compound word 
noting how the syllables are joined. Students repeat words 
and identify the separate words they hear.   
Name other words that have that word in it. eg. outside, 
inside.  How do these words differ from one-syllable 
words?   

   7 mins 

Segmentation & 
Blending  
Task 

Say target word and then break up into two syllables.   
Repeat the two syllables that make up the target word, 
focussing on the equal stress of both 
Say the first syllable; student says the second and then 
student says the whole word. 
Student says the first, teacher says the second and students 
blend both with equal stress on the vowel sounds 
Students practice with 4 words each  

    10 mins 

Reading target 
words  

Students read the words presented on flashcards breaking 
up into syllables and then saying the word correctly  

     5 mins 

Writing target 
word  

Students will write the target words they hear       8mins 

Text reading Students will read new passage with target words and will 
be cued into story eg. This is a story about …   

       
      3 mins 

Reflective Students will take turns to share what they have learnt          2 mins 
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Activity   Task description  -2 syllable words with short vowel 
sounds, de-stressing the second syllable 

      Time 

Text reading  Students re-read passage from previous session  
(Cue students in before reading)  

     3mins 

Clarify terms  Explicitly explain that the words to be used from now will 
have the vowel in the first syllable stressed (ie. like in the 
examples of compounds words) and in the second syllable 
the vowel will be de-stressed.  It will be said quicker.     
All words contain short vowel sounds.  Revised short v 
long vowel sounds.    

     8 mins 

 

Rhyming activities   
Introduce a new set of 2 syllable words.  Say the 2 syllable 
words (4 at a time) ask students to suggest other words 
that have a similar rhyming pattern.    
Students repeat words and identify the separate words they 
hear.   

      2 mins 

Segmentation Task  Say one of the target words and then the syllables.  
Segment each syllable into sounds using the three box 
sequence.  Students are given 2 words each to try to do the 
same.   

    10 mins 

Blending  
Task 

Say the two syllables that make up a target word with 
stress on the 2 syllables.  Join them and say: “if I join 
them as they are it doesn’t sound like a word if I say the 
second part quicker it will make a word you know 
Say the blended syllables with the second syllable de-
stressed and then say the word.  Have the students practise 
on 3 words each before beginning with target words. 
Demonstrate the difference when the stress is applied 
incorrectly and ask which one sounds better why?  
Stress the importance of de-stressing the vowel in the 
second syllable.   

    10 mins 

Reading target 
words  

Students read the words presented on flashcards 
Reminding them to say the second syllable quickly (de-
stressing it) 
Present the words in random order.  If an error occurs read 
the word for the student then present the next word from 
the same rime unit.  

    5 mins 

Writing target 
word 

Read target word and say each syllable (de-stressing the 
second syllable) tell students they will have to write it so it 
says ______ .  Students will write the target words they 
hear.    Present words in a random order  

      5 mins 

Reflective Reflect on the value of syllabifying & how this assists 
with reading 
Students share what they have learnt and record learning 
in a journal. 

     2 mins 

Text reading Students will read new passage with target words and will 
be cued into story.  Teacher takes a running record to 
monitor accuracy 

     5 mins 
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Appendix 5 
Information reference charts     

Each syllable is one “beat” of a word.  
You can tap or clap out the beats in words  

   

Every syllable contains a vowel sound  

   

Vowel:  a, e, i, o, u and sometimes y  

   

Consonants : b, c, d, f, g, h, j, k, l, m, n, p, q, r, s, t, v, w, x, y & z,  

   

A syllable is stressed if it sounds longer and louder than the other 
syllable in a word  

  

A syllable is de-stressed if it sounds shorter and quicker.   
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Appendix 6 – Word Reading (Pre-Test)    

How would you read these 2 syllable words? 
bookcase  flashlight  outside  somehow 
almost   Sunday  cannot   outline 
today   sidewalk  schoolroom  tonight   

copy   many   oven   ever    
study   heavy    hobby   hurry  
dozen   lemon   medal   metal  
solid   often   apron   anger  
attic   ferry   empty   silly   
signal   common  jacket   ladder  
cotton   barrel   manner  rascal  
matter   suffer   castle   gentle   
button   hammer  public   single   
settle   jungle   modern  handle   
polish   punish   pigeon   damage 
savage   figure   prison   clever   
cherry   injure   scatter   blossom   
blanket   distant   pattern  bandage  
measure  climate  chicken  country  
scramble   practice  question   capture    

Subtle misspellings of real 2 syllable words  

doben   gemon   mefal   somid   
ofren   aprot   ander   masser  
juffer   nastle   geptle   buppon  
blamket   dishant  bangage  beasure  
clifate   chithen          
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