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Extended summary1

Background. In this paper, we will observe phonological abilities in the context of the 
Wagner-Torgesen model of phonological processing which perceives phonological processing 
as a multidimensional capability. According to this model, phonological ability includes three 
independent, but correlative components: phonological awareness, phonological memory and 
rapid naming (rapid word recognition). Therefore, this study is based on theoretical and em-
pirical understanding of phonemic awareness in Serbian speaking children with and without 
specific language impairment (SLI). 

Phonemic awareness represents the basis of phonological, and indirectly orthographic 
decoding, i.e. formation of phonological representations, because of which it strongly influenc-
es the initial stages of acquiring reading skills. In languages with regular orthography, phono-
logical structure of the printed word is easily accessible, using a simple form of converting the 
grapheme into a phoneme. In contrast, in iregular orthography, such as in English or Hebrew, 
readers are forced to process the printed word by using larger phonological units. Therefore, 
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there are also references to orthographic complexity affecting the connection between reading 
and phonological awareness.

Unlike the deep orthography of the English language, Serbian language with direct and 
unambiguous correspondence of graphemes and phonemes, where each letter corresponds to 
only one sound (a total of 30 characters and the same number of phonemes, of which there are 
five vowels). Furthermore, phonology does not vary depending on the context and morphol-
ogy, which positions the Serbian language among the languages with shallow orthography.

Bearing in mind that this type of research in Serbian language has not been conducted so 
far, we believe that the results of the research will contribute to our knowledge about the defi-
cits of the phonemic awareness, namely, phonemic analysis (spelling) and phonemic synthesis 
(blending) in Serbian speaking children with SLI. We begin from an assumption that Serbian 
speaking children with SLI will have lower phonemic awareness in comparison to children 
with TLD. The second assumption is that higher achievements on phonemic analysis will be 
associated with higher achievements on phonemic synthesis in both groups.

The aim of this paper is to compare the phonemic awareness in children with SLI and 
children with typical language development (TLD) at the age of 5.11 to 7 years. 

Methods and Procedures. This cross-sectional study included 120 participants, both 
genders, aged from 5 years 11 months to 7 years. The sample was divided into two groups: SLI 
group and TLD group. SLI group included 40 participants with SLI (8 girls and 32 boys), with 
a mean age of 77.9 months (SD = 4.47 months). The children were recruited from the Institute 
for Psychophysiological Disorders and Speech Pathology „Prof. dr Cvetko Brajovic“ in Bel-
grade, Serbia. The subtest for evaluation of phonemic awareness from The Test for Evaluating 
Reading and Writing Pre-Skills – PredČiP (Kuvač Kraljević & Lenček, 2012) was used. 

Results. Statistically significant differences were confirmed on both tasks of phonemic 
awareness (p < .001). Half of children of the SLI group had borderline or poor achievement, 
generally lower then children with TLD. 

The relationship between phonemic analysis and phonemic synthesis was investigated 
using Spearman rank order correlation in each group separately. There was a strong, positive 
correlation between the two variables in the SLI group (ρ = 0.719, p < .001), as well as in the 
TLD group (ρ = 0.514, p < .001), showing that high levels of phonemic analysis were associated 
with higher levels of phonemic synthesis.

Conclusions and Implications. Bearing in mind that Serbian language has regular or-
thography and clear morphological specificity, compared to most world languages, it is ex-
pected that Serbian-speaking children would master phonological awareness tasks more easily. 
Consequently, we believe that early detection of phonological disorders is particularly impor-
tant for the Serbian-speaking children. Having in mind that literature data indicate that chil-
dren who, prior to starting school, are diagnosed with SLI, later encounter interference with 
reading and writing we suggest implementation of a specific preventive program for develop-
ing phonological skills, or training of phonemic awareness, in all children.

Keywords: phonological ability, phonemic awareness, specific language impairment, 
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