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Abstract

The Malaysian Education Blueprint is aimed to make sure that every child
can master all the skills including listening, speaking, reading and writing.
Hence, the English Language syllabus is designed to mould the pupils to be-
come a skilful learner at an early age. One of the skills that they have acquired
as early as in Standard 1 is the reading skills. There are varieties of strategies
that can be used by the teachers to help the learners’ performance in master-
ing reading skills. One of them is through the multi-sensory approach where
it involves the learners’ senses throughout the activities done in the class-
room. Therefore, this paper discusses how multi-sensory approach can be
used as a strategy to improve learners’ reading skills by improving their word
recognition. It aims to explore past studies on the effective use of visual,
auditory and tactile aids in the classroom as well as the learners’ kinaesthetic
experiences in improving their word recognition.
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1. Introduction

It is a priority to the government in getting Malaysians to master the English

language as the language played an important role in nation-building (Shah,
Othman, & Senom, 2017; Thirusanku & Yunus, 2014; Hashim & Isa, 2012). In

line with this, initial steps need to be taken especially for primary education

where English teachers need to enhance the learners’ English skills (Abdullah,
Yunus, & Hashim, 2019; Zulkiflei, Yunus, & Hashim, 2017). One of the four

skills in the English language that learners have to master is reading skills. Word

recognition is an extremely important skill that the children need before they
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will be ready to grasp the concept of reading. This is in line with one of the Year
2 learning standard where learners should be able to read and apply word recog-
nition and word attack skills by matching words with spoken words. Without
the ability to recognize words, the reading process cannot proceed. The more
words children recognize, the easier it is for them to read. This proves how im-
portant word recognition is in reading.

However, it has been discovered that most of the grade 2 learners, especially in
the remote area were not able to complete the task given by the teacher due to
their lack of literacy skills in word recognition (Yunus, Salehi, & John, 2013). If
this problem is not solved at this early stage, it will probably triumph over to
secondary school (Don-Ezenne, 2014). Past literature has documented that,
learners were able to state the name of certain things but when they are shown
the written words; they were not able to read it correctly. If a printed word is not
in a reader’s meaning vocabulary, word-identification skills may allow access to
the word’s pronunciation, but not it’s meaning (Chard, 2000). This shows that
learners were unable to match the spoken words with the written words which
prove that they have problems in word recognition. Hence, teachers need to
tackle this issue by deciding which strategies are the most suitable to be used to
overcome this issue. There are a lot of strategies and techniques that have been
used to help those learners including multisensory approach. This approach is
hoped to help those learners who are struggling in reading by engaging in the

activities that involve their visual, auditory, kinaesthetic and tactile.

2. Multi-Sensory Approach

The Department for Education and Skills (DfES) (2004) defines multi-sensory
as: “using visual, auditory and kinaesthetic modalities, sometimes at the same
time” (Obaid, 2013). This implies that multi-sensory approach is the use of
strategies involving human senses including visual (what we see), auditory (what
we hear), kinaesthetic and tactile (what we do or feel) to enhance learning. All
these strategies can help to retain information in learners’ brain for the long
term in its real sense through seeing, hearing, touching and feeling. This ap-
proach encourages learners to learn from their experiences by using more than
one sense.

According to Maheshwari (2016), the process of using these strategies oc-
curred naturally and it starts even before birth. The infants usually learn about
their surrounding through observing, listening including putting everything
within reach into their mouths. When they grew up as toddlers, they tend to
touch or grab everything they see around them, when they reached the pre-
schoolers’ age, they will ask about their surroundings even sometimes it seems
like millions of questions. Based on this, we rarely have to teach them how to do
these things since they are learning in a very natural way. This will enable the
teachers to use the same energy and strategy to proceed with the process in their

classrooms.
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When teachers use this approach to teach the learners, they will indirectly en-
courage the learners to gather information about a task. When they have gone
through the learning experience by doing various kind of activities, this will help
them to gather the information and store it in their brain better compared to
using only hearing and seeing senses as it gives more ways to remember the in-
put and more ways to recall it in their learning later. Not only that, but it also
aids learners to link the information to ideas they already know and understand
from conducting different types of activities. This is because the learners are
taught by including all the senses into the learning process which activate dif-
ferent parts of the brain simultaneously and indirectly enhance the memory and
the learning of written language.

Apart from the effectiveness of the strategies itself, using the multi-sensory
approach in the learning process can provide a fun learning experience to the
learners. This is due to various materials used during the learning process to in-
culcate all the senses through the activities. From this, learners will not be get-
ting bored since they are moving around and use the function of their senses in-
stead of only learning through chalk and talk. Due to this, it will help to increase
their understanding and strengthening their skills since not only they use the

five senses but they can learn in a non-threatening environment as well.

3. Multi-Sensory Approach in Learning

Literacy skills have been a major part in English language teaching especially
when it involves reading activities. In relation, there are several stages of reading
involving word recognition, comprehension, fluency, and motivation (Don-
Ezenne, 2014). Word recognition is the fundamental basis in the earliest stage of
reading which students need to master before proceeding to the next stages. Ac-
cording to Don-Ezenne (2014) in his study, word recognition requires learners
to identify the words in print to construct understanding and making meaning
so that reading is automatic and accurate. Therefore, teachers need to overcome
any problems related to the word recognition as it is the most important element
when teaching reading as well as literacy skills.

Teachers believe that not all learners can master the word recognition at the
same pace. Some learners found it difficult to identify even a letter especially for
those who are mild intellectually disabled as teaching them is more complicated
than teaching it to the normal one (Mohammadein, 2016). In accordance, there
are many researchers conducted to find out what is the most suitable technique
to help the learners in improving word recognition which one of it is a mul-
tisensory approach. Moustafa & Ghani (2016) in his study stated that this ap-
proach is to teach learners to read through the use of different senses while Davis
(2011) believes that learners can learn better by remembering the letters if they
are allowed to see, pronounce and write the letters.

Throughout this approach, learners are given treatment using various kind of
activities involving their senses such as auditory, kinaesthetic, visual and tactile.

Philips & Feng (2012) stated that when learners are able to move in some ways
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and interact and converse with others in addition to seeing a demonstration or
model of a task or concept, they are more likely to achieve (Platt, 2015). By using
this approach, it is believed that it can help to improve learners’ word recogni-
tion as they will be enjoying such activities where the teacher provides them with
a fun learning environment. This is proven in a study conducted by Philips &
Feng (2012) where they stated that participants were engaged and liked the
process. When learners are able to construct meaning, they next can proceed to
spelling stage by using this approach as it is believed that using multisensory ac-
tivities had a positive impact on learners for practicing learning their spelling
words (Jasmine & Conolly, 2015). Therefore, it was proven by previous re-
searches that multi-sensory approach is able to help the learners in terms of in-

creasing their reading skills.

4. Effective Use of Visual Aids in the Classroom

There are a lot of examples of activities that can be conducted using visual for
improving learners’ word recognition. One of the examples is teachers can use
flashcard with pictures by reading and looking at the pictures repeatedly. Teach-
ers need to encourage the learners to say the words aloud and pointing out at the
pictures at the same time in repetition so that it will help to strengthen their
memory for later learning process since the brain can register 36,000 visual im-
ages per hour (Wilmes et al., 2008).

Secondly, another example of visual activities that can be done with the slow
learners is the use of printable books where learners can read the short books
emphasizing on the sight words, word families as well as short or long vowels.
From this activity, teachers can ask the learners to underline the focus words
with colourful markers based on the preference such as all the short “a” words,
etc. Third example activity is to have the learners watch what they look like
when saying letters in the mirror. Make sure to have them see the shape of their
mouths while pronouncing each word for example when they make the sound of
the letter “O”. Also, teachers can ask them to see the position of their tongues
especially when they make the sound “sh” and “th”. This will make them keep
practicing the correct pronunciation of the words by having that visual in the
mirror which then will be stored in their brain. Hence, they will quickly remem-
ber how to read when they come across the same pronunciation which helps
them to improve their word recognition.

Hence, visual activities implemented in the classroom is able to do more than
simply enrich learning. Visual stimulation is essential to learning because it is
necessary for understanding. Imagery is what helps the learners to comprehend
and remember the material. While it may be possible to recite abstract concepts,

they are not truly understood until imagery is evoked (Ewy, 2003).

5. Effective Use of Auditory Aids in the Classroom

The most used activity when it comes to auditory is the use of songs. According
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to Johnson & Edelson (2003), Music is believed to enhance spatial-temporal
reasoning, which is necessary for concepts such as proportional reasoning and
geometry. This implies that the use of songs is effective to be inculcated in the
learning process which is improving the words recognition. Teachers might
want to introduce the songs to the learners first before they learn the words.
Through the songs, learners can pronounce it several times and have it listened
by themselves until they can pronounce it correctly before starting the lesson
specifically and explaining the meaning of the words.

Secondly, teachers can conduct the reading aloud activities. Learners can do
this activity with the teachers or pair up with their friends. When they do this
with the teachers, they can immediately be corrected if there are any mistakes
made while pronouncing the words. Teachers also need to teach the learners on
how to listen to the words pronounce by themselves attentively. After they can
pronounce it perfectly, they can do the practice with their friends and listen to
each other. When they are able to correct their friends, it will increase their con-
fidence and motivate them to learn more in a fun way. Next activity that can be
applied with the learners in the classroom is phonemic awareness. This is verbal
and auditory activity which prepare the learners for reading print. They will get
to learn on how to segment and blend the sounds and listen to themselves. This
can be conducted by playing around in many ways such as throwing balls for
each letter sound, jump or clap. This kind of activities are more likely to be like-
able by the learners as they get to move around instead of sitting still on their
chairs listening to the teachers.

Therefore, auditory activities are believed to engage the whole brain as it can
assist the learners in memorizing the words through listening. This ensures that
the students are engaging their brains to their fullest capabilities, which increases
the likelihood of remembering the material (Jensen, 1998; Wilmes et al., 2008).

6. Effective Use of Tactile Aids in the Classroom

Tactile learning includes feeling and touch. Teachers use anything textured or
raised to help with tactile learning such as coins, sand, dice, and clay. This
learning techniques often engages fine motor skills so it may challenge children
who struggle with this (Maheshwari, 2016).

There are a few tactile activities that can be conducted with the learners. One
of them is to use playdough. Learners can create words or letters by shaping the
playdough according to the shape of the letters. Teachers can give papers with
outlined words and learners will follow the shape of the letters on the paper with
the playdough. When doing this, learners not only can see the letters that they
have shaped by themselves but also know how to write it later.

Another suggested activity that can be implemented is through the Montessori
technique which is sandpaper letters. In this activity, learners will trace letters
made of sandpaper by using their fingers. When doing this, they will be able to

retain a tactile memory of the feel of the letters. Apart from using sandpaper let-
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ters, learners can also write the words on air, using salt or shaving cream, and
many more depends on the creativity of the teachers. From this, learners will
learn best by enjoying what they did with their friends. Third example activity
that can be done is to do hidden sight word painting. Before asking the learners
to write the words on the paper, teachers can ask them to paint over the words
using watercolour. As they paint the sight words will appear and they can have a
contest to see who could paint over all the sight words and read them all first
correctly. By enjoying this activity, the learners will try their best to paint the
words and read them correctly to win the contest.

Thus, as suggested by Wesson (2002) in Maheshwari (2016), learners learn
best when they use their senses to study new objects in order to understand them
better.

7. Effective Use of Kinaesthetic Experiences in the
Classroom

Researchers discovered that the part of the brain that processes movement is the
same part that processes learning. Thus, movement is believed to stimulate
learning (Stoffers, 2011). Various of kinaesthetic activities have been done in
previous studies to improve the learners’ word recognition. One of them is sight
word jump where teachers paste the words high on the wall. Then, the learners
need to jump for the words when it is called out by the teacher. This activity
needs to be done one by one for the learners because if they are to do it along
with their friends, they might tend to follow their friends’ answers and got it
right without even thinking. When they do it alone by themselves make sure that
it is okay for them to take time to think of which words were called out by the
teacher which is to make sure that the learning process occurs.

Another kinaesthetic activity that is interesting for the learners is sight word
towers. In this activity, teachers need to write the words on the paper cups and
have the learners to read it. If the learners can read the words correctly, they can
add another cup to their tower until it is high. They will need to take down one
cup if they pronounce the words incorrectly. This will make the learners com-
pete on who will be getting the highest tower cup in a short amount of time
which might be the learners’ favourite activity. Apart from that, learners can also
have a race car blending. This is a phonemic awareness activity where the learn-
ers use a toy car to drive across the letters written spaced across a racetrack to
make a word. As they drive across it, they will have to sound out the letters. If
they were to drive slowly, they will have to sound out the letters slowly and seg-
ment them into words. If they drive the toy car faster, they will need to say the
words clearly, loudly and quickly. Such fun activity can provide a fun learning
environment to the learners which help to motivate them in their learning proc-
ess.

Based on all the activities suggested, it can be seen that the learners can move
around which created a fun learning environment for them. By doing this, it aids

the learners to remember better as Students who learn kinaesthetically will be
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able to remember the movements of the body and use this as a bridge to make

connections to the information learned (Skoning, 2010).

8. Conclusion

The multisensory approach enables to help learners with learning difficulties in
one or more areas including reading, spelling, writing, math, listening compre-
hension and expressive language. This can help the learners to use their personal
areas of strength as their preferred strategies to help them learn. They will be
able to range from simple to complex, depending on the needs of the learners
and the task at hand. When the learners know what suits them the most in their
learning, it will help to motivate them to keep practicing to improve their word
recognition. This will slowly aid to boost their confidence level as well as im-
proving their reading skills.

As for the teachers, according to an article in UK Essays, “research shows that
by using varying teaching strategies teachers can address all sensory preference
and increases learning regardless of the individual student’s primary preference
(Thomas, Cox & Kojima, 2000)”. This postulated that by using the multi-sensory
approach to improve learners’ word recognition teachers can use various kind of
strategies using senses and one of them might suit the learners’ preference.
When this happens, teachers will be able to engage with the learners’ learning
and sustain their attention. By utilizing various strategies teachers can address
mixed efficiencies of those learners as well as the dominant and secondary pref-
erences of others. This will help to reinforce strong preferences and strengthen
the weaker ones.

All in all, teachers and researchers have agreed that the multisensory approach
is a powerful tool to reinforce learners’ learning which includes word recogni-
tion. This can be seen in three ways which it helps learners to get the informa-
tion across, process the information and helps them to easily grasp the informa-
tion that they have already learned. By using various kinds of strategies through

senses it simply opens up more doorways into the brain.
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