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Abstract: The present study was an attempt to explore the effect of teaching segmental 

and suprasegmental features on reading comprehension of Iranian EFL learners. The total 

participants of the study were 136 EFL learners who were studying English at Afarinesh 

language institute in Garmsar, Iran. In order to homogenize the participants, KET was 

administrated. Accordingly, 90 elementary learners were selected to participate in this 

study. The learners were divided into three groups (i.e., two experimental groups and one 

control group). Then, the Nelson reading test as pretest was administrated to the three 

groups at the same time. Next, the learners were taught 10 New Interchange 1 reading 

passages as the treatment. After that, the experimental and control groups were given 

another Nelson reading test as posttest. At last, ANCOVA was run to analyze the data. 

Obtained results revealed that teaching segmental and suprasegmental features enhanced 

reading comprehension of Iranian EFL learners. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 Two aspects of phonology that have recently received more attention are segmental 

features (phonological awareness) and suprasegmental features (prosody). Because of the 

importance of these phonological features in teaching English, they may have positive effects 

on Iranian EFL learners' reading comprehension. 

 

1.1. Reading Skill 

 Reading is a procedure that needs much work if language learners want to understand 

the text. A large amount of research has been devoted to understanding the processes that 

contribute to reading comprehension. Many researchers have discussed that reading is the 

most important academic language skill for second language students (Grabe & Stoller, 

2001). During the history of English language teaching (ELT), reading skill has been viewed 

as challenging ability to academic success for EFL/ESL learners (Bernhardt, 1991; Carrell, 

1988; Urquhart, 1998). After several years of study, researchers in the field of reading have 

come to an agreement that reading skill is an interactive process including many 

complementary levels of analysis. An understanding of particular component in a text 

depends, not only on correct recognition of the vocabularies, but also on the knowledge of 

grammar, analyzing the association between these components and other parts of the text, 

semantic, and world knowledge (Grabe, 2002; Stanovich, 1980; Urquhart, 1998). 
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 In the present research, the attempt is to investigate the effect of two important 

aspects of teaching pronunciation such as teaching segmental and suprasegmental features on 

reading comprehension of Iranian EFL learners. As a simple definition or view of reading 

skill, Gough and Tumner's (1986) stated that reading comprehension could be illustrated by 

two aspects. They are language comprehension and word decoding. In this view, these factors 

(i.e., language comprehension and word decoding) are considered as restrictive features in 

reading comprehension. For that reason, if the young learner's decoding will not be done 

automatically, the learner fails to understand the text and comprehension process does not 

take place. In other words, when decoding process moves toward complete automaticity so, 

reading comprehension should equal comprehension of spoken language (Hoover & Gough, 

1990). 

 

1.2. Segmental and Suprasegmental Features 

 Segmental features can be defined as an awareness of how articulators are as means of 

production of segmental features (consonants and vowels). According to Bryant (1990, p.52), 

segmental was assessed by rhyme detection, alliteration detection, and the segmental features 

involved consonant and vowels. Segmental features defined by Byrne (1990, p.812) as an 

awareness of how the articulators (the tongue, the lips, the vocal cards) are as means in 

production of segmental features (vowels and consonants). 

 In general, suprasegmental features or prosodic features can be defined as a speech 

feature such as stress, tone, or word juncture that accompanies or is added over consonants 

and vowels.  These features are not limited to single sounds but often extend over syllables, 

words, or phrases.  Byrne (1990, p.812) defined suprasegmental features as an awareness of 

how rising versus falling intonations express meaning within discourse. Baker (2002, p.36) 

defined one point to consider regarding reading prosody (suprasegmental) is that the 

understanding of prosodic features in spoken language itself may be under development to 

some extent at the age when most children are learning to read prosodically. 

 

1.3. Statement of the Problem  

Teachers must have working knowledge of the relevant pronunciation features that they 

are presenting, and be able to present this knowledge. This knowledge is involved in the 

production of segmental features and how suprasegmental features express meaning within 

discourse (Cele-Murcia, 1996). Therefore, lack of this knowledge can create problems in 

teaching segmental and suprasegmental features in reading classes.  

Also, learners are not aware of factors that influence their acquisition of new language 

features. This includes the role that first language transfer (both negative and positive) may 

play (Cele-Murcia, Brinton & Goodwin, 1996). 

Based on the importance of reading comprehension in second/foreign language learning, 

numerous studies investigated the effects of different strategies and techniques on developing 

reading ability of language learners. However, to the beat researcher's knowledge, no 

research study explored the impact of teaching segmental and suprasegmental features on 

improving reading ability of Iranian EFL learners.  
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1.4. Research Hypotheses 

A. There is no statistically significant difference between the reading comprehension of 

Iranian EFL Elementary learners who are taught segmental features and that of those 

who are not. 

B. There is no statistically significant difference between the reading comprehension of 

Iranian EFL Elementary learners who are taught suprasegmental features and that of 

those who are not. 

 

2. METHOD 

2.1. Participants 

 A total number of 136 English female learners in pre-intermediate level from English 

classes at Afarinesh language institute of Garmsar, Iran, were selected in the present study.  

The ages of the participants varied from of 11 to 13. It is often impossible for us to assign 

students randomly to language classes. The learners were placed in 3 classes on the basis of 

some criterion like scores on a placement test (KET). The participants were assigned into 3 

groups, one control group, and two experimental groups. The control group consisted of 30 

students which received the general procedure and tasks used in reading classes. The first 

experimental group (segmental group) included 30 students received phonological awareness 

tasks such as rhyme detection, alliteration detection, oral segmentation tasks and the other 

experimental group (suprasegmental group) received word-level prosodic sensitivity task, 

phrasal and sentence level prosodic sensitivity task.  

 

2.2. Instruments 

 In order to determine the homogeneity of the participants in term of their proficiency, 

Key English Test (KET) by council of Europe (1990) was used. KET incorporates all four 

language skills.  

 As a pretest, Nelson-Denny reading comprehension test was used. For the purpose of 

the treatment, 10 reading passages from New Interchange1 (i.e., the teaching material) were 

selected to teach. As a posttest, Nelson-Denny reading comprehension test was administrated. 

 

2.3. Procedure      

 In the first stage, a KET was administrated to be sure of homogeneity of participants 

in term of language proficiency level. The test is made up of three test papers, which 

incorporate all four language skills (i.e., reading, writing, listening and speaking).  

 In the second stage, in order to investigate the effect of the phonological features on 

the EFL learners' reading comprehension, the above-mentioned reading pretest was 

administrated. The Nelson–Denny test included two subtests and yields four scores. The test 

consisted of 50 multiple-choice items and test takes had 45 minutes to fill them out.  

 In the third stage, the researcher provided the learners in two experimental groups 

(segmental and suprasegmental groups) with the predesigned instructional sessions. The 

whole instruction for both experimental groups took place in 10 sessions and each session 
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lasted for 90 minutes. More specifically, segmental group received segmental tasks 

(phonological awareness) through reading comprehension, while suprasegmental group 

received suprasegmental tasks (prosodic) through reading comprehension.  

 In the fourth stage, having finished the instructional period, the three groups (the 

segmental and suprasegmental and control groups) took part in the posttest, and finally the 

scores were collected and analyzed.  

 In the  fifth stage, in order to compare the mean scores of the groups and to 

investigate the effect of two types of phonological features i.e., segmental and 

suprasegmental features on reading comprehension of the Iranian EFL learners, ANCOVA 

test was run.  

 

3. RESULTS 

3.1. Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1: Descriptive Data of the Pre-Test and Post-Test Scores of Segmental, Suprasegmental and Control 

Groups 

Max MIN SD M N GROUPS 

48 22 6.712 39.30 30 Seg Pre 

49 30 5.536 42.20 30 Seg Pos 

48 21 6.339 38.87 30 Sup Pre 

50 31 5.173 41.83 30 Sup Pos 

48 19 6.542 38.03 30 Con Pre 

49 21 7.540 38.20 30 Con Pos 

           

Based on the results from table 1, the mean score of segmental group increased significantly in 

posttest in comparison with pretest stage. Moreover, the mean score of suprasegmental group 

increased in posttest than pre-test stage too. On the other hand, there was no significant 

difference between the mean score of the posttest and pretest of the control group.  

 

Table 2:  Normality Test of the First Hypothesis Scores 

 Kolmogorov-Smirnov Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df p 

Pretest 0.133 58 0.186 0.948 58 0.146 

Posttest 0.145 58 0.111 0.983 58 0.892 

     

 Based on the obtained results from table 2, the level of significance of the pretest and 

posttest are greater than the error value 0.05 (p > 0.05). Therefore, the scores have normal 

distribution. 
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Table 3: One Way ANCOVA Results on Mean Scores of Post-Test Scores of Two Groups with Pre-Test 

Control 

Source Type III Sum 

of Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F p. Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 1851.404a 2 925.702 56.970 0.000 0.667 

Intercept 147.821 1 147.821 9.097 0.004 0.138 

pretest 1611.404 1 1611.404 99.169 0.000 0.635 

group 133.072 1 133.072 8.190 0.006 0.126 

Error 926.196 57 16.249    

Total 99740.000 60     

Corrected Total 2777.600 59     

          

 Regarding the results from table 3, there was a significant difference between 

segmental and control groups (F = 99.169 & p=0.000). Thus, the first hypothesis was rejected 

and there was statistically significant difference between the reading comprehension of 

Iranian EFL Elementary learners who are taught segmental features and that of those who are 

not.  

Table 4: Normality Test of the Second Hypothesis Scores 

 Kolmogorov-Smirnov Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df p. Statistic df p. 

Pretest 0.964 58 0.392 0.981 58 0.859 

Posttest 0.961 58 0.334 0.932 58 0.055 

 

       Based on the results from table 4, as the level of significance of the pretest and posttest 

scores were greater than the error value 0.05 (p > 0.05), therefore, the obtained scores had 

normal distribution. 

 

Table 5: One Way ANCOVA Results on Mean Scores of Post-Test Scores of Two Groups with Pre-Test 

Control 

Source Type III Sum 

of Squares 

df Mean Square F p Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 939.883a 2 469.942 15.915 0.000 0.358 

Intercept 552.266 1 552.266 18.703 0.000 0.247 

pretest 741.867 1 741.867 25.124 0.000 0.306 

group 150.144 1 150.144 5.085 0.028 0.082 

Error 1683.100 57 29.528    

Total 98703.000 60     

Corrected Total 2622.983 59     
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 With respect to the results from table 5, there was a significant difference o between 

suprasegmental and control groups (F=25.124 & p=0.000). Thus, the second hypothesis was 

rejected and there was statistically significant difference between the reading comprehension 

of Iranian EFL Elementary learners who are taught suprasegmental features and that of those 

who are not. 

 

4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

 The purpose of the present study was to explore the effect of teaching segmental and 

suprasegmental futures on reading comprehension of Iranian EFL learners. Obtained results 

revealed that teaching segmental and suprasegmental features enhanced reading 

comprehension of Iranian EFL learners. 

 Although there have been lots of studies conducted on reading comprehension, there 

seems lack of research on the phonological knowledge in reading comprehension. The 

findings of the present study are in line with Bradley and Bryant (1978) and Kamil, 

Mosenthal, Pearson and Barr (2000) who stated that phonological knowledge plays a crucial 

role in language learners’ reading development. The researchers investigated the role of 

phonological knowledge in developing their learners' reading ability. They found that the 

students who received phonological awareness (segmental and suprasegmental features) did 

improve in reading comprehension. 

         Similarly, the findings of the current research match with Kuhn and Stahl (2003) who 

investigated the effect of segmental and suprasegmental features teaching on reading 

comprehension. The concluded that development of suprasegmental features teaching may 

assist reading ability of EFL learners.  

 

4.1. Pedagogical Implications 

 There is no doubt that teaching phonology is difficult for language teachers because 

learners do not use English language outside of the classroom, in other words, the learners are 

unable to use language communicatively. The current study focused on the learners’ reading 

comprehension improvement by teaching segmental and suprasegmental features through 

reading classes, it helped the learners to improve their knowledge pronunciation correctly.  

 As a final outcome of the study, it was proved that segmental and suprasegmental 

features had a significant role in reading development and this study provides further 

evidence of the importance of segmental & suprasegmental features in children’s reading 

comprehension. 

 The findings of study may offer effective implications in training TEFL teachers 

which they explore the relationship between teaching of segmental and suprasegmental 

features and reading development in a better way.  This study is significant endeavor in 

helping learners can show their decoding ability to read the text with an adequate reading 

rate. 
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