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ABSTRACT 
 
The study reported a reading assessment investigation among selected primary school pupils 
with reading difficulties with focus on predisposing factors of reading difficulties in pupils and 
possible remediation strategies. The convergent parallel research design was adopted for the 
study and the purposive sampling technique was used in selecting participants in the study. The 
study investigated 30 primary school pupils of a public primary school in Ibadan, Nigeria. The 
analysis covered reading skills and abilities using a checklist and an interview. The result 
revealed inadequate vocabulary, lack of comprehension, inability to recognise words, poor 
nutrition, lack of access to reading materials, and lack of encouragement as some of the factors 
causing reading difficulties in the pupils. 
 
Keywords: Reading difficulties factors, remediation, Primary school pupils, Ibadan, Nigeria. 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The importance of reading to a child’s academic and life development cannot be 
overemphasized. Reading has been identified as a tool for learning all subjects in school and 
also the foundation for achieving success in school and life because it enhances the child’s 
mental ability to think creatively and critically (International Literacy Association, 2018). Without 
the ability to read effortlessly, pupils may have challenges in coping with academic activities 
which may invariably lead to the pupils recording low achievement in their academics. 
Consequently, this could also lead to frustration and eventual dropping out of school. Castillo 
(2018) and Gangi (2018) attributed the inability of primary school pupils to read effortlessly to 
deficiencies in basic reading skills such as print awareness, letter knowledge, phonemic 
awareness, narrative, fluency, and comprehension. According to Cassel (2011) and Pannell 
(2012), this is because the skills form the foundation of reading ability and without them, 
reading will be a tedious or near-impossible task for a pupil. The observation that some primary 
school pupils in Nigeria encounter great difficulties in reading and therefore are unable to learn 
necessitated the investigation into the topic.  
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The study brought to fore the possible factors contributing to these problems in the pupils and 
gave recommendations on how the difficulties can be overcome. 
  
1.1 Statement of the problem 
Studies (Cheraa, 2013; Mwoma, 2017) have shown that some primary school pupils encounter 
difficulties in reading thereby finding it difficult to read to understand and make meaning from 
what is read. Many of such pupils find it hard to learn other subjects since reading is central to 
all learning and in some cases such pupils drop out of school because of inability to cope 
effectively. The alarming rate at which pupils drop out of school as a result of their inability to 
cope arising from reading difficulties and other related factors has been a source of concern to 
stakeholders in education because of its ultimate negative implication on social development. 
The need to investigate the factors contributing to reading difficulties in children with a view to 
suggest possible solutions necessitated this research. It was based on the assumption that if 
the problem is known, proffering solution would be possible if the right step was taken.  
 
1.2 Objectives of the study 
The objectives of the study are to: 

1. investigate factors that contribute to reading difficulties in primary school pupils. 
2. suggest possible ways of addressing the problem.    

 
1.3 Research question 
The study provided answers to the following research questions: 

1. what are the factors that contributed to reading difficulty in primary school pupils? 
2. What are the possible ways of addressing the problem? 

  
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1 Reading difficulties in pupils 
Reading difficulties in pupils have been found to occur due to inadequacy of early reading skills 
and abilities which are pertinent to success in reading (Castillo, 2018; Abu-Ubaida Aminu, 
Aishatu and Abubakar, 2017). Becoming a successful reader depends on the pupil’s ability in 
the seven components of reading including; print awareness, alphabet knowledge, phonological 
awareness, vocabulary development, word recognition and analysis, narrative and 
comprehension skills (Wheater, 2011). Children are likely to experience difficulties in reading 
when these skills are missing because the skills are the foundation on which pupils would build 
their later reading skills. When these foundations are weak at the beginning for a child, there is 
a high probability that the child would experience difficulties in reading because the skills are 
the basic requirements for a successful reading development.  
 
It is not surprising that Korb and Selzing-Musa (2012) averred that deficiency in any of these 
components could result in the pupils’ experiencing difficulties in reading. The difficulties are 
borne out of the inability of the children to blend sounds to form words, pronounce words, 
identify words, and many others resulting from the absence of early reading skills. Therefore, a 
conscious effort is required on the part of parents to enhance the development of these skills 
in the children. The International Literacy Association (2019) submitted that the development 
of these skills could be enhanced by motivation, interest, culture, prior knowledge, 
socioeconomic status, and experience of the pupils.  
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Thus, parents as the first teachers of children should consciously pay attention to all the 
motivating factors to foster in their children the foundational skills at their impressionable ages 
to prevent them from encountering difficulties in reading at a later time. Inadequate phonemic 
awareness is one of the factors that could pose a challenge to pupils’ achievement of success 
in reading. Lai, Tsai, and Yu, (2009); Pannell, (2012) and Booker (2013) asserted that phonemic 
awareness skill is crucial to reading as it enables pupils to identify and manipulate individual 
sounds in words for correct and accurate pronunciation. Phonemic awareness is crucial because 
it is the unit of sounds that correspond with letters of the alphabet. A pupil needs phonemic 
awareness skill to break a part of the sound in a word and/or blend sounds in a word together 
to decode the meaning. This assertion corroborated Booker (2013) submission that reading 
difficulties arise from pupils’ inability to break down speech into the smallest units of sound for 
easy spelling and decoding of words. Thus, the inadequacy of phonemic awareness in a child 
makes it difficult for the child to identify, spell, and decode words in a sentence (Turan and 
Akoğlu, 2014).      
 
Likewise, lack of phonological awareness could lead to pupils having problems in acquiring 
alphabetic coding skills and difficulty in word recognition (Hougen, 2016). The implication is that 
deficiency in phonemic awareness would make it difficult for a pupil to identify and pronounce 
words correctly. Likewise, without phonemic awareness, a child is likely to find it difficult to 
associate letters with their corresponding sounds, and this could ultimately make decoding of 
letters tasking and almost impossible. However, this does not imply that pupils with such 
difficulties cannot be helped, the deficiency can be remediated using instructions in phonics 
and phonemic awareness. The pupils can be helped with the appropriate activities such as 
singing rhymes, reciting poems, repeating sounds at the beginning and end of words, and 
combining sounds to form words (Lai, Tsai, and Yu, 2009).  
 
Nevertheless, McIver (2016) averred that pupils will benefit more from phonics instruction when 
they have prior knowledge of phonemic awareness skill. Going by the submission of the National 
Institute for Literacy (2007), remediation could also be done by taking the children through 
instructions in the identification of rhyming words, blending of isolated sounds to form words 
and segmentation of a word into its sounds. It can be deduced from the various submissions 
that without remediation, the pupils may continue to find reading activities difficult and 
uninteresting. Children must be equipped with these early reading skills through various early 
reading activities so that difficulties will not even arise at all not to talk of seeking remediation 
for the difficulties since prevention is said to be better than cure.  
 
Difficulties in reading can also be traced to the inability to read fluently because attention is 
concentrated on decoding words rather than comprehension. Fluency which is a critical factor 
in successful reading has been described as the ability to read with appropriate speed, accuracy, 
proper intonation, and proper expression (Elhassan, Crewther and Bavin, 2017; Capellini and 
Giseli, 2018). Fluency implies that the children can automatically identify and decode 
effortlessly familiar words and quickly identify unfamiliar words in a text for easy comprehension 
of the content (Korb and Selzing-Musa, 2012). Familiarity with words could be developed 
through constant exposure to different words and conscious efforts on the part of the children 
to find the meaning of new and difficult words in a given text. Parents and teachers could also 
be of great help to children in developing a bank of words by exposing them to different texts, 
bringing out difficult words from such text and teaching them the meaning of such words, and 
helping them to commit the words to memory.  
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With fluency skills, the pupils’ attention when reading will be on making meaning out of the text, 
but without it, the readers’ focus will be on decoding the words in the text and this will make 
comprehension difficult (Myers, 2015). Comprehension is the main purpose of reading, 
because, without it, information in the text may be impossible to retrieve. So, if comprehension 
is not achieved in reading, the sole purpose of reading is defeated. Thus, children need to have 
adequate words in their word bank to make automatic recognition of words possible and 
decoding easy to achieve fluency effortlessly. It is not surprising then that Álvarez-Cañizo, 
Suárez-Coalla, and Cuetos, (2015) asserted that automatic word recognition and decoding are 
non-negotiable factors in achieving fluency in reading; and without fluency in reading, 
comprehension will not be achieved. Fluency is particularly important in reading because 
research has established that difficulties in reading fluency correlates to poor performance in 
all school subjects such that pupils who have difficulties in reading fluently perform poorly in 
school (Capellini and Giseli, 2018).                                                                          
 
Furthermore, there are indications that word recognition and analysis on one hand and 
comprehension or structuring of textual understanding, on the other hand, are very important 
factors in reading fluency. Kodan (2017) gave credence to this assertion as the researcher 
affirmed that reading difficulty arises when a reader finds it difficult to concentrate on word 
recognition and analysis simultaneously. The implication is that when a reader has to first focus 
on word recognition before focusing on deriving meaning from the text it would be difficult to 
draw meaning from the text. When this is the case, the reader would have lost track of what was 
read because he would have to struggle with word recognition before working at deriving 
meaning from the text. This does not imply that reading difficulty is caused by the inability to 
recognise and analyse words simultaneously, as Myers (2015) noted, apart from the difficulty 
in decoding, fluency and comprehension will also be difficult when pupils are not interested in 
the book that is being read.          
   
In the case of lack of interest in reading, difficulty probably arises because pupils are not likely 
to pay adequate attention when they do not find the book being read interesting, and without 
adequate attention, they are not likely to get any meaning from the text. Therefore, teachers, 
parents, or whoever is coordinating reading with pupils must allow them to choose the book they 
would like to read. When this is done, the pupils are likely to pay enough attention to the text to 
extract meaning from the text. From the previous research evidence (Myers, 2015), it could be 
asserted that reading comprehension is achieved only when pupils extract and construct 
meaning simultaneously during interaction with written text. Some indications showed that 
reading difficulty cannot be avoided by a pupil when he cannot carry out the two tasks of 
extracting and constructing meaning from a text simultaneously. A pupil’s inability to carry out 
the two tasks at the same time could be due to a lack of adequate words (vocabulary) in his 
memory. Thus, even when the book being read is interesting, the pupil may still find it difficult 
to comprehend. Thus, comprehension in reading may not be a factor of interest in a book, but a 
factor of ability or inability to decode words automatically.      
   
Meanwhile, for fluency and comprehension to be effortless, vocabulary is a crucial factor 
because lack of vocabulary is the main cause of difficulties pupils have with comprehension in 
reading (Zhang and Anual, 2008). Empirical evidence and observations have also revealed that 
inadequate knowledge of words used in everyday activities, register words, and specialised 
words are major causes of difficulties in reading among pupils. This assertion was corroborated 
by the Texas Education Agency (2002) which affirmed that the knowledge of general vocabulary, 
specialised vocabulary, and technical vocabulary prepare the pupils adequately for fluency and 
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comprehension in reading, thereby eliminating difficulties in constructing meaning from texts. 
Similarly, Zhang (2008) averred that deficiency in vocabulary usually leads to the inability to 
decode words which could then results in impaired comprehension.  
 
Meanwhile the ability of a child to read and understand the written text is the main goal of 
reading. Thus, when inadequate vocabulary makes it difficult for a pupil to derive meaning from 
the text, reading then becomes a tedious task which could ultimately result in frustration and 
may become repelling to the reader (Schwanenflugel and Knapp, 2016). Comprehension is 
measured by the child’s ability to re-tell what was read and answer specific questions relating 
to the text read. Therefore, the inability to do any of this indicates a lack of comprehension and 
when children have difficulties in comprehension, their academic performance is always very 
poor (Pagan, 2010).    
 
2.2 Factors associated with reading difficulties                    
Studies into reading have revealed that reading difficulties cannot be attributed to a single factor 
because reading ability is a complex one. Mule (2014) for instance averred that reading 
difficulties can rarely be attributed to only one factor. Oftentimes, several factors jointly 
contribute to the inability of a pupil to read effectively, although, it may not be easy to identify 
which factor is responsible for a certain difficulty or the other. Therefore, it is important to state 
that the factors identified as associated with reading difficulties can best be described as 
predisposing factors. The factors are broadly categorised into environmental/sociological, 
biological, and psychological. Environmental or sociological factors include those that relate to 
the home, school, social, and cultural environment of the pupil (Jennings, Caldwell, and Lerner, 
2014). The home environment plays a critical role in the reading development of the child, 
beginning from exposure to reading activities that would impart the acquisition of skills needed 
for reading development.      
 
More importantly, the home as the first social environment of the pupils plays a crucial role in 
their early exposure to reading activities within the social context. This exposure could come in 
engaging the child in different reading-related activities such as parents’ constantly engaging in 
reading to serve as role models for the child to emulate. This is particularly important because 
children have been found to imitate actions they observed in adults, and as they do so, they 
internalise and adopt the imitated activity as a norm and culture which they need to imbibe. This 
is like the enculturation process which is the process through which children are inducted into 
the social culture of their immediate community described by Okafor and Malizu (2013). Besides 
parents reading regularly to serve as role models to their children, they could also foster the 
culture of reading in them through regular exposure to books by surrounding their children with 
books through a library in the home.      
 
Moreover, the culture of reading could also be fostered in children by taking them on a regular 
visit to a library, reading bedtime stories to them, taking them to a bookshop for book shopping, 
giving them storybooks as a gift, and other reading-related activities. Through these various 
reading activities which adults engage children in, they provide the children with what Lev 
Vygotsky called scaffold in his socio-cultural theory of reading. Following the socio-cultural theory 
of learning by Lev Vygotsky, reading is fostered in the pupils with the help of a more 
knowledgeable adult through interaction and engaging the pupils in reading (Arshad and Chen, 
2009). The scaffold provided by adults in the home propels the child to the level where the child 
becomes an independent reader.  
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As Topçiu and Myftiu (2015) explained, pupils receive knowledge through interaction with 
adults, the child then assimilates the knowledge and thereafter add values to it which then 
results in the child’s independence in the reading task. One of the scaffolds that could be 
provided for pupils to propel them to read is access to books in the home. The provision of 
access to books and parental involvement in the reading activities of the children helps in 
developing a love for reading in the individuals (Mwoma, 2017).  Consequently, the love for 
reading will motivate the children to read more, and as they read more, they will read better and 
because they read better, they will be interested in reading more (European Literacy Policy 
Network, 2016). Therefore, regular reading would make any child to have a bank of vocabulary 
which he can draw from during reading to help in the comprehension of the text. Besides, 
children learn to speak by being in an environment where speech is part of everyday life, so also, 
children are likely to learn to read if reading is made part of everyday life in the child’s social 
environment. 
 
Closely related to the earlier mentioned is the socio-economic background of the child. 
Observations have revealed that children from poor economic backgrounds who neither have 
access to books in the home nor parents who could motivate them to read are more likely to 
have limited vocabulary; because such children do not enjoy the necessary assistance and 
support required for reading development. Also, a child from an environment where the standard 
of English in the environment is poor may have difficulty with fluency which is the ability to read 
words in a connected text in appropriate intonation and rate with accuracy. Moreover, poor 
language development has been associated with the social and cultural environment, and this 
also impacts the ability of the child to comprehend written text. Therefore, a child from an 
environment where the standard of English is low will find it difficult to achieve comprehension 
when reading due to inadequate vocabulary and lack of fluency in reading (Genesee, Savage, 
Erdos and Haigh, 2012). Thus, the Matthew effect in reading comes to play.    
  
According to Suggate (2013), Stanovich in 1986 derived the Matthew Effect in reading from a 
Bible illustration in the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, chapter 25 verse 29 which states 
that “for unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from him 
that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath”. When applied to reading, Matthew 
effect is the idea that children with lesser reading skills will continue to lag because they will not 
be adequately involved in reading, and the more this goes on, the poorer they will get in reading. 
By implication, when a child is rich in reading skills, the child would find reading easy and 
enjoyable and would likely read more, but when the reverse is the case, the child will likely 
continue to withdraw from reading if he does not possess adequate reading skills that would 
make reading enjoyable; and the farther the child moves away from reading, the poorer the child 
is likely to be.  
 
The school environment is another aspect of the environmental or sociological factor which 
contributes to reading difficulties in pupils. The school environment plays a critical role in 
children’s reading ability because their reading achievement is influenced by the way schools 
harness their cultural/linguistic background, family expectations, socioeconomic status, and 
personal experience to provide effective instruction and support through teachers who have a 
deep understanding of pupils and effective reading instruction within a well-structured and 
coordinated school setting (International Literacy Association, 2019). Teachers as the 
facilitators of learning in school, therefore, have a crucial role to play in the pupils’ reading 
development.  
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However, problems may arise if the teachers are not well-groomed in reading instructions 
because they may not be able to impact reading instruction effectively on the pupils. Thus, the 
need to have teachers who are well trained in reading development to teach pupils especially at 
the primary school level because the children are at their impressionable ages at the time. 
                                   
According to Abu-Ubaida, Aminu, Aishatu, and Abubakar (2017), it is the teachers’ responsibility 
to teach pupils to become efficient readers. However, the teacher may lag in this responsibility 
if not equipped with adequate knowledge and capability to do so, and when this happens the 
pupils would likely experience difficulties in reading (Dawkins, 2017). Similarly, there could be 
problems if reading difficulties in pupils persists where the teacher is well trained but the pupils 
are not improving. This is because the teacher could get tired, unimpressed, and finally give up 
on the pupils. Meanwhile, neglecting a child because of reading difficulty would likely worsen 
the child’s situation. For instance, the teacher may write off a child after several attempts to get 
the child to read effectively has failed. Such an act of neglect in school would likely worsen the 
child’s situation and eventually make him give up on attempting reading especially in class. 
Thus, the school environment could either aid the child’s reading ability or worsen it. Since 
improvement in reading comes with constantly engaging in reading, shying away from reading 
would only aggravate the child’s reading difficulty.        
 
Jennings, Caldwell, and Lerner (2014) averred that environmental, physiological and biological 
factors could also predispose children to difficulties in reading. Some of the biological factors 
that could predispose pupils to reading difficulties include vision impairment, hearing 
impairment, speech problems, and general health and nutrition problems. Vision impairment 
refers to a low vision which could be due to hyperopia (far-sightedness), myopia (near-
sightedness), strabismus (poor binocular coordination caused by muscle imbalance preventing 
the eyes from focusing on a single point). Others include poor fusion, retinopathy of prematurity 
(underdevelopment of the retina blood vessel leading to the formation of scar tissue in the 
retina), Nystagmus (involuntary movement of the eye leading to fatigue when carrying out visual 
tasks), retinitis pigmentosa (degeneration of retina cells leading to night blindness and extreme 
sensitivity to light), and optic atrophy (degeneration of optic nerve fibers leading to inability to 
transmit accurate visual images from the retina to the brain) (Carney, Engbretson, Scammell 
and Sheppard, 2003).          
    
Vision impairment in children could constitute a major impediment not only to reading but also 
to academic success generally because reading is at the centre of learning and thus a major 
predictor of success in educational achievement (Atowa, Hansraj and Wajuihian, 2019). Pupils 
with vision impairment especially those suffering from far-sightedness encounter difficulties in 
reading because of the inability to decode letters (Thurston, 2014). Unfortunately, teachers fail 
to realise that the reading difficulties which some pupils have is associated with vision 
impairment, hence, the problem may not be discovered early to advise the pupils to seek 
medical attention for correction. Therefore, close behavioural observation of the pupils is 
required for the teacher to discover if the reading problem which the pupils have is associated 
with vision impairment. Some behaviour that pupils may display to indicate vision impairment 
could include, lack of eye fixation when reading or when the teacher is talking directly to the 
pupil, poor eye movement during reading, holding book closer to the eye, or holding book farther 
from the eye when reading and closing the eye when reading. Whenever any of these is observed 
in a pupil, the teacher may have to call the attention of the pupil’s parent to the condition so 
that the child can be taken for medical attention without delay.      
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Unfortunately, studies have revealed that many of the pupils who suffer from vision impairment 
without receiving medical attention are from a low-income background and have associated 
visual impairment with poor academic performance (Atowa, Hansraj, and Wajuihian, 2019). This 
could be a reason for poor academic performance observed among pupils from a low-income 
background. In a developing country like Nigeria, oftentimes pupils who have reading difficulties 
are seen as not intelligent or dull of learning. Thus, instead of seeking ways to help the children 
to get better, they are usually beaten and disgraced among their peers because they are 
assumed to be lazy. Most often, such action makes the child to degenerate in their reading 
development and learning as a whole. In some other cases, even when the child has been 
identified to have vision impairment, they may not be taken for medical attention because of 
the parent's inability to pay the medical fee that would be involved. Observation even shows that 
sometimes the parents of such child in their bid to help the child’s sight use different 
unimaginable items on the child’s eye which most often make some of the children lose their 
sight completely.  
 
Hearing impairment and speech problems have also been identified as biological factors that 
could cause reading difficulties in children.  World Health Organisation (WHO, 2021) described 
hearing impairment as the inability to hear clearly in one or both hears as a result of genetic 
factors, intrauterine infection, lack of oxygen at birth, severe jaundice in the neonatal period, 
low birth weight, and perinatal morbidity and management. The inability to hear often limits the 
language development of the child, thus putting the child in a disadvantaged position in reading 
because the child would lack prior knowledge of the language upon which he is expected to 
build the reading ability. Therefore, for the child to read effectively without difficulty, 
Charlesworth et al. (2006) averred that the child should have adequate language base and 
ability to connect the prior experience with the language to printed text to be able to make 
meaning from the text.         
 
Moreover, the child needs to be able to articulate speech sound correctly to make meaning from 
written text. Unfortunately, children with hearing impairment often find it difficult to accomplish 
such tasks which established the close interrelatedness between speech problems and hearing 
impairment especially as anecdotal evidence shows that children develop their vocabulary 
through constant exposure to language. Thus, when there is limited vocabulary as is the case in 
hearing-impaired children, comprehension will be difficult thereby resulting in reading difficulties 
(Agunda, 2016).   On the other hand, Jennings, Caldwell, and Lerner (2014) asserted that 
speech problems may not necessarily cause reading difficulty, even though a higher occurrence 
of speech problems is noted among pupils with low achievement in reading. They noted that 
hearing impairment may be the cause of speech problems and therefore advised that a hearing 
acuity test be carried out on pupils with speech problems to identify the cause of the reading 
difficulties. It is of utmost importance to assess not only the pupil’s hearing acuity but also the 
speech ability since language development required for vocabulary acquisition needed for 
reading development begins with speech ability. Thus, when it comes to reading ability, speech 
ability and hearing acuity may be inseparable.       
     
Furthermore, a report by the National Research Council (1998) indicated that genetic factors 
have also been found to be a possible cause of reading difficulties among pupils. By implication, 
a child may have reading difficulties resulting from the inheritance of a gene or genes. Also, the 
general health and nutrition of the pupils could be another biological factor that could cause 
reading difficulties. Several studies have concluded that nutrition has a significant effect on 
brain functioning.  
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For instance, Stuber (2014) reported that food rich in protein, carbohydrates, and glucose 
enhance cognition, concentration, and energy level of pupils; while food high in trans and 
saturated fat harms the brain. Ross (2010) discussed the importance of various classes of food 
on pupils’ brain functioning. The report showed that a low level of iron in pupils leads to a short 
attention span, low zinc results in reduced ability to remember, and inadequate protein makes 
pupils lethargic, withdrawn, and passive. In the submission of Long (2007), it was averred that 
hunger and malnutrition make it difficult for pupils to learn as a result of poor concentration, 
apathy, irritability, lack of energy, and motivation to learn.                                        
   
Apart from the effect of nutrition on brain functioning, it is natural for an individual who is hungry 
to be concerned more about how to get food to eat than any other activity. Children especially 
may find it difficult to get involved in any activity when they are hungry and this may have a 
negative psychological effect on them as they may feel out of place among their peers. The 
physical effect of hunger on children will likely affect their ability to concentrate on reading as 
they may be weak, tired, and even suffer discomfort to their stomach. More so, Stuber (2014) 
affirmed that poor nutrition leads to stomach disturbance and headache and makes pupils 
susceptible to illness, while good nutrition, especially breakfast may enhance pupils’ 
psychological wellbeing, reduces aggression, and improve their cognition, concentration, and 
energy level. Unfortunately, observations revealed that some pupils especially in developing 
countries like Nigeria go to school without eating breakfast almost every day.   
 
Meanwhile, studies have shown that adequate diet is crucial to pupils’ growth, development, 
and functioning (Ross, 2010). The need for pupils to have adequate dietary despite 
inadequacies of such in their homes necessitated the school feeding programme by the 
government of some countries to cater for pupils’ breakfast or lunch to keep them in a physical 
and psychological condition conducive for reading and learning. There are also psychological 
factors causing reading difficulty in children including, low intelligence quotient, lack of 
attention, and emotional problems. If these problems are left unresolved, the pupils may lag 
further behind their peers in reading development and learning since reading is needed to 
accomplish the learning task. Therefore, teachers need to be vigilant and observant in the 
classroom to detect pupils who may have difficulty in reading and provide the necessary support 
to help them out of the problem. 
 
2.3. Theoretical underpinning 
The study was based on the metacognitive theory of reading by Flavell in 1971. The theory held 
that reading is an interaction between the reader and the written text and that comprehension 
in reading is achieved when the reader brings prior knowledge and experiences into the reading 
task. The theory assumed that as the reader reads, he engages in thinking about what he reads, 
and makes a hypothesis that is either accepted or rejected. The reader also makes a new 
hypothesis directed at deriving meaning from the written text. The theory asserted that the 
reader will experience difficulty to derive meaning from the written text when he lacks prior 
knowledge of the content of the text. The reading process is in three stages which are, before 
reading, while reading and after reading. Before reading, the reader identifies the purpose of 
reading and the type of text to be read. While reading, the reader identifies the features of the 
text such as, the topic sentence and author's purpose for writing; and after reading, the reader 
summarises the text and draws an inference from what was read. Failure of the reader to 
complete these three stages could result in the inability to comprehend the text and the purpose 
of reading is defeated. The theory as applied in this study provided insight into the predisposing 
conditions that lead to reading difficulties in children. Based on the theory, it could be 
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established that many of the pupils assessed lacked prior knowledge of the contents of the text 
as well as the ability to identify the features of the text read as they demonstrated inadequate 
vocabulary. As such, the pupils had difficulties in making meaning of the written text and in 
blending letters to form words. The pupils’ inadequate vocabulary could be responsible for the 
problem encountered in ‘during reading’ activities leading to failure to comprehend and make 
meaning out of the text read. 
  
3. METHODOLOGY 
 
Research design: The convergent parallel research design was adopted for the study. 
 
The population of the study: The study was conducted on 33 primary four and primary five pupils 
of Abadina Community Primary School, Ibadan, Oyo State, Nigeria. 
 
Sampling technique and sample: The study employed purposive sampling technique to select 
all the pupils identified with reading difficulties in the selected school. 
 
Research instrument: A checklist of reading difficulties was used to assess the pupils to find out 
the areas of their difficulties in reading. The checklist is divided into seven parts which assessed 
the following: readability, word analysis, eye movement, attention/comprehension, phrase 
reading, general reading habit, and summary. An interview session was held with the pupils to 
extract additional information. 
 
Procedures: Close observation of the pupils’ during reading was employed to discover where 
their difficulties in reading lies. Through reading narrative text appropriate for the ages and 
classes of the pupils, word recognition and analysis ability, the readability error, vocabulary, 
visual, speech, and auditory perception of the pupils were examined. The books used for the 
exercise were selected from the Model School Library and Resource Centre of the Department 
of School Library and Media Technology, University of Ibadan, Nigeria. The pupils picked the 
book of their choice out of the literature selected for the exercise. They read portions of the book 
individually, and their reading behaviour was closely monitored and recorded in the checklist. 
Thereafter the respondents were asked a few questions about their home background. 
  
Method of data analysis: Descriptive statistics of frequency count and percentages were 
employed to analyse the data. 
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4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
 
Table 1 shows the factors observed to have contributed to reading difficulties of the selected 
pupils. The finding revealed that more than one factor contributed to the reading difficulties in 
each of the pupils. All the pupils examined showed difficulties in more than one area which 
agrees with Mule (2014) that reading difficulties can rarely be attributed to only one factor. 
   

 
 

 

 
Table 2: Reading Difficulties Risk Factors  
 
Difficulty risk factors            Number of pupils with the difficulty          Percentage (%) 
 
Inadequate comprehension    33     100.0 
Inadequate vocabulary    32     96.9 
Inability to recognise words    25     75.7 
Inability to blend sounds to form words               25     75.7 
Inability to pronounce words    24     72.7 
Frustration at reading     17     51.5 
Inadequate concentration   15     45.4 
Poor attention span                14     42.4 
Defective speech    14     42.4 
Poor nutrition     12     36.3 
Failure to attempt difficult words   8     24.2 
Inability to spell words                 5     15.1 
Visual defects                  5     15.1 
Abnormal eye movement                1                   3.0 
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Table 2 shows the reading difficulties factors on which the children were examined during 
reading. From the total of 33 pupils selected and examined, findings indicated that all the pupils 
(100.0%) have difficulty in reading comprehension, 32 pupils representing (96.9%) have an 
inadequate vocabulary, and 25 pupils representing (75.7%) have difficulty in recognising words 
and in blending sounds to form words. Other prevalent reading difficulties found include inability 
to pronounce words in 24 pupils representing (72.7%), frustration at reading in 17 pupils 
representing (51.5%), and inadequate concentration in 15 pupils representing (45.4%). This 
finding supported the earlier report of the International Literacy Association (ILA) (2019) which 
indicated that despite the ability of some pupils to decode words accurately and quickly, they 
may still have difficulties in reading comprehension.  
 
The difficulty could be due to inadequate vocabulary because a child may be able to decode a 
word but may not know the meaning. The finding revealed further that 25 (75.7%) pupils had 
difficulties in word recognition. This result supported Kodan (2017) who reported that reading 
difficulty arises when a reader cannot recognise words and derive meaning from the text 
simultaneously since making meaning is the purpose of reading, and failure to do so implies 
that the purpose of reading has not been achieved.    
 
The finding further revealed that pupils had difficulty in spelling, pronunciation, and decoding. 
This result corroborated Booker (2013) who reported that pupils who cannot spell and decode 
words encounter difficulties in reading. The results also supported findings from Álvarez-Cañizo, 
Suárez-Coalla, and Cuetos, (2015) study which established that difficulty in word recognition 
and decoding will results in reading difficulty because both are crucial to achieving fluency in 
reading. The comprehension difficulty that the pupils encountered resulted from their inability 
to decode words at sight, so they first struggled with decoding many words before trying to 
pronounce them. Therefore, fluency in reading is essential because, without it, comprehension 
will be difficult to achieve. Findings from the study also revealed that inadequate vocabulary is 
a major factor responsible for pupils’ difficulty in reading.  
 
The result indicated that 32 pupils representing (96.9%) lack adequate vocabulary which is 
crucial to making meaning from a text. The results affirmed the earlier finding from Zhang and 
Annual (2008) study which reported that deficiency in vocabulary usually results in the inability 
to decode words and ultimately results in impaired comprehension. Unfortunately, without 
comprehension, the purpose of reading which is to derive meaning cannot be achieved. 
Meanwhile, the findings of the study revealed that many of the pupils assessed showed the 
inability to decode words which is an indication that the pupils are not familiar with the words 
probably because they did not have adequate exposure to different words for them to have 
enough vocabulary stored in their memory.      
                         
In addition, the finding showed that 15 pupils representing 45.5% lacked adequate 
concentration. The lack of concentration in the pupils showed their frustration in reading and 
made reading repelling to them. Thus, the pupils could not concentrate on reading again 
because they have lost interest therein. The finding supported Schwanenflugel and Knapp 
(2016) who reported that reading becomes a tedious task, results in frustration and may 
become repelling to the readers when they have difficulties in reading. The study revealed 
further that 12 (36.0%) pupils have poor nutrition as they hardly had breakfast before school 
every day and as a result, the pupils find it hard to concentrate in class because they suffer 
stomach discomfort or headache as a result of hunger.  



Proceedings of the LASUSTECH 30th iSTEAMS Multidisciplinary Innovations Conference, 2022 
Series 30 Vol 2 - ISBN- 978-978-57388-7-2 

 
 

165 
 

The finding of this study further supported Stuber (2014) who reported that poor nutrition leads 
to stomach ache, headache and makes pupils susceptible to illness; but good nutrition, 
especially breakfast enhances pupils’ psychological well-being, reduce aggression and improve 
pupils’ cognition, concentration, and energy level. It also affirmed Long (2007), Ross (2010), 
and Stuber (2014) findings which reported that adequate dietary is crucial to pupils’ growth, 
development, physical and brain functioning. The 36.3% pupils who had problems with nutrition 
were passive during the reading, and some of them complained of stomach upset and 
headache. Unfortunately, many pupils find it difficult to pay attention because of discomforts 
resulting from hunger every day. The result of the study further revealed that many of the pupils 
who had nutrition deficiencies are from the low economic background. The finding indicated that 
the pupils may not have had prior exposure to reading at the pre-school stage, and did not have 
basic early reading skills that could have aided them in the acquisition of vocabulary. Moreover, 
the study showed that 14(42.4%) pupils had defective speech, while 5(15.1%) had visual 
defects. The finding implied that the reading difficulty of the pupils could be traced to 
environmental factors more than any other factors. 
 
5. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
 
The study showed that the reading difficulties of the pupils are majorly associated with 
environmental factors than any other. The reason is that many of the pupils’ reading difficulties 
resulted from poor cognitive ability due to lack of reading skills. The problems displayed by the 
pupils include the inability to recognise words, spell, pronounce words correctly, attempt difficult 
words, blend sounds to form words, inadequate vocabulary, and comprehension. These are all 
skills that must be fostered in children either in the home or school environment. The study also 
established that frustration at reading due to difficulties could make pupils lose concentration 
and give up reading. The finding further revealed that poor nutrition is a major factor that 
contributed to reading difficulties in the pupils.  
 
6. CONCLUSION    
 
Pupils' environmental background has a great effect on their reading ability as revealed in the 
study. It was shown in the results of the study that the cognitive ability and skills required for 
reading are not fostered in children in their home and school environment. Unfortunately, the 
failure of both home and school environments to achieve success fostering reading skills in the 
pupils created reading difficulties for the pupils. Therefore, there is a need to embark on policies, 
programmes, and actions that would promote a friendly environment where children can thrive 
in pre-reading skills. By so doing, they would have been adequately prepared for the reading 
activity ahead of them such that when they start formal schooling, reading will not be 
problematic to them. Poverty is a major reason why some pupils go to school without breakfast. 
Therefore, the problem of poverty must be addressed by the government and other 
stakeholders.   
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7. Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations are provided based on the findings of this study: 

1. Children should be exposed to reading at home by parents and guardians to teach them 
basic reading skills before they start primary school. 

2. Parents should be involved in reading activities of the pupils.  
3. Government should provide free eye examinations and care for pupils in primary and 

secondary schools.  
4. Government should provide free adult literacy programmes so that parents who are not 

literate could seize the opportunity to be able to read to their children as a means of 
equipping them with early reading skills.  

5. Government should embark on poverty eradication programmes so that parents would 
be able to afford good nutrition for their children.  

6. School feeding programme should be implemented faithfully for pupils to get nutritious 
meals at school to make up for any deficient feeding in the pupils’ homes and the 
programme should be for all primary school pupils.  

7. Teachers should not give up on any pupil who is having reading difficulty, rather, they 
should encourage them and help them in every way possible. 
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