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Abstract
Reading is a foundational skill in primary education, yet many students in Sri Lanka continue to experience difficulties in Sinhala literacy. This study examined current reading instruction practices and the major reading gaps observed among primary learners. A descriptive mixed-methods design was used. Survey data were collected from 104 teachers across all nine provinces, and qualitative insights were gathered through interviews and classroom observations in low-responding provinces. The integration of these data sources strengthened the reliability of the findings.
Results show that reading instruction is dominated by textbook use, repetition, and whole-class reading. Phonics instruction is applied inconsistently, while the use of storybooks, supplementary materials, and digital or assistive tools remains low. Teachers identified several persistent learner difficulties. These include slow reading, hesitation with diacritic-based akshara, weak syllable blending, and limited comprehension. Observations confirmed these patterns, with many students struggling to decode complex letter forms and sustain fluent reading.
The findings reveal a clear misalignment between recommended literacy practices and the instructional realities of primary classrooms. Structural challenges—including limited resources, insufficient training, and restricted instructional time—contribute to these gaps. The study highlights the urgent need for improved teacher preparation, increased access to reading materials, and systematic approaches to Sinhala reading instruction. Strengthening early literacy practices is essential for supporting equitable learning outcomes in Sri Lanka.
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Introduction 
Reading is a central literacy skill in primary education and it  forms the basis for later academic success. Early reading development requires the coordination of visual and auditory processes to build accurate decoding and fluent word recognition (Lachmann, 2018). When children do not master these early skills, their learning progress in all subjects is affected. International research shows that low capabilities in phonemic awareness, decoding, fluency, and comprehension are among the most common difficulties encountered in primary classrooms (National Reading Panel, 2000). These challenges can be increased by socio-cultural and instructional factors, including limited exposure to language, inconsistent teaching methods, and insufficient access to learning materials (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).
Sinhala reading is an additional layer of complexity. The script includes a wide range of akshara forms and diacritical variations that many young learners find difficult to contrall. Recent assessments in Sri Lanka indicate that letter identification and the recognition of letters with diacritical marks remain major gaps among primary students, highlighting  the importance of strong foundational instruction (Ministry of Education, 2023). Teachers play a main role in addressing these gaps, yet classroom practices vary widely across provinces, school types, and teaching contexts.
Considering  how teachers currently teach reading, and the difficulties they observe among their students, is essential for improving literacy outcomes. Teacher surveys provide valuable insight into the methods used, the resources available, and the challenges faced in day-to-day classroom practice. Therefore, this study investigates current reading instruction practices in Sri Lankan primary classrooms and identifies the perceived gaps in Sinhala reading skills among the students in Primary classrooms. The findings aim to guide efforts to strengthen early literacy instruction methods and suggest for  future interventions.

Literature Review
Early Reading Development and Instructional Challenges
Reading is a fundamental skill that forms the foundation of academic learning in primary education. Early reading development depends on the ability  of skills such as phonemic awareness, decoding, fluency, and comprehension (National Reading Panel, 2000). When these foundational skills are weak, children face continuous difficulties that limit progress in all subject areas. Research also shows that reading difficulties are often shaped by instructional quality, socio-cultural factors, and exposure to a language-rich environment(Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). In Sri Lanka, these challenges are increased by classroom limitations, varying teaching methods, and uneven access to resources.
Global benchmarks emphasise the necessity  of early literacy improvement. Gove and Cvelich (2011) highlight that children should be able to read with understanding by the end of Grade 2, regardless of language or context. Yet national assessments in Sri Lanka show significant gaps in letter identification and decoding, particularly among Grade 3 learners (Ministry of Education, 2023). These findings underline the importance of examining how teachers currently teach reading and how these practices influence literacy outcomes.

 Common Reading Difficulties Among Sinhala-Speaking Students
Many reading difficulties in Sinhala emerge at the earliest stages of literacy.  students in Primary classrooms often struggle with identifying letters, recognising akshara, constructing syllables, and moving from simple decoding to fluent reading. These early difficulties slow the development of reading fluency and limit later comprehension (Agbofa, 2023).
 Letter and Syllable Recognition Challenges
Letter and syllable recognition are crucial for early reading capability, especially in a morpho-syllabic script like Sinhala. Wijayathilake et al. (2018) examined how different instructional approaches influence phoneme awareness and reading performance. Their study with Grade 4 and 5 students found that explicit instruction in phoneme–akshara relationships significantly improved letter recognition and word reading accuracy. The findings showed that akshara knowledge and accurate decoding predicted phoneme awareness, but phoneme awareness alone did not predict reading outcomes when reversed. This indicates that Sinhala reading requires structured, explicit teaching methods, rather than global or whole-word approaches commonly used in classrooms.
Similarly, Spencer et al. (2013) identified key predictors of word-reading ability among Grade 3 students, including phoneme awareness, phonological memory, and rapid naming. Struggling readers could decode only short words and showed difficulty with longer or phonologically complex forms. These findings reinforce that Sinhala reading development is highly sensitive to decoding instruction and that early gaps in phonological skills can gather into larger literacy barriers.
 Difficulties with Sinhala Diacritics
Sinhala includes 19 diacritics that modify vowel length, nasalization, and consonant sound. These diacritics introduce significant complexity for early learners. Sumanasena et al. (2025), in a large-scale cross-sectional study of 4,847 Grade 1–2 students, found that 13.2% of children could not recognise any akshara with diacritics. Moreover, many students struggled to produce akshara containing long vowels or multiple modifiers. Students who found diacritic-based letters difficulty performed poorly in word and sentence reading tasks.
Linguistic analysis supports these findings. Wasala and Gamage (2015) showed that Sinhala includes 20 vowels, 40 consonants, and 17 vowel diacritics, along with the hal lakuna. Their corpus-based analysis demonstrated how diacritics significantly alter pronunciation and meaning, noting that even automated systems achieve only 98% accuracy in letter-to-sound conversions due to diacritic complexity. For children, these layers of variation increase cognitive load and produce frequent mispronunciations. Together, these studies highlight that diacritic knowledge  is a major barrier to Sinhala literacy acquisition.

The Interconnected Nature of Sinhala Reading Challenges
Reading difficulties rarely occur in isolation. They form a chain that moves from decoding errors to disrupted fluency and then to reduced comprehension. Kulasekara et al. (2025), in a study of dyslexic Sinhala readers, found that 67% struggled with diacritics, frequently omitting or substituting them. These errors prevented accurate word formation and resulted in slow, effortful reading. Even after targeted intervention, students showed improvement in accuracy but continued to read more slowly than their peers. The study also revealed that decoding problems directly hinder sentence-level comprehension, as students could not maintain meaning when each word required significant effort to decode.
These findings mirror broader literacy research, which shows that decoding and fluency form the base of the reading process, and weaknesses in these areas restrict comprehension (Karanja, 2021). In Sinhala, where decoding requires mastery of a large akshara inventory and complex modifier patterns, these challenges are particularly prominent.

Gaps in Classroom Reading Practices
While student difficulties are well documented, less is known about how teachers actually teach reading in classrooms across Sri Lanka. Many teachers rely on traditional methods such as textbook reading, memorization, and group repetition, which may not align with evidence-based instructional practices. The variability in teaching strategies and limited use of structured phonics or diacritic-focused instruction create gaps between student needs and classroom support.A teacher survey is therefore essential for understanding current practices, identifying gaps, and highlighting areas for improvement in early literacy instruction.

Objective
 1.To identify the current teaching and learning methods used for Sinhala reading instruction in primary classrooms.
 2.To examine the existing gaps and difficulties in Sinhala reading skills among primary students, as perceived by teachers.

Methodology 
This study adopted a descriptive mixed-methods design to examine current reading instruction practices and to identify gaps in Sinhala literacy among primary students in Sri Lanka. A mixed-methods approach was selected because reading instruction is a complex process influenced by teacher practices, classroom conditions, and learner characteristics. Quantitative and qualitative data were therefore needed to capture both the breadth and depth of the issue. The design also allowed for data triangulation, which enhanced the credibility, accuracy, and trustworthiness of the findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
Participants and Sampling
A total of 104 primary teachers participated in the survey. Teachers represented schools from all nine provinces in Sri Lanka, ensuring broad regional coverage and variation in school contexts. Participants were taught in a range of school types, including 1AB, 1C, Type 2, and Type 3 schools, reflecting the diversity of the national education system. Survey participation was voluntary. Teachers responded to a Google Form that was shared through zonal education networks, school WhatsApp groups, and professional teacher forums.
Data Collection Methods
Three complementary data collection methods were used a structured survey, semi-structured interviews, and classroom observations.
Survey Questionnaire
The main instrument was a Google Form containing closed-ended questions on teaching methods, materials used, reading activities, observed student reading difficulties, and classroom challenges. The questionnaire was developed based on curriculum guidelines(Teachers guides grade 1,2,and 3 ), previous literacy research, and expert validation. It allowed for the efficient collection of descriptive data from a large group of teachers across provinces. Responses were downloaded and analyzed using SPSS.
Semi-Structured Interviews
To obtain deeper insight into the issues highlighted in the survey, semi-structured interviews were conducted with teachers from the four provinces that recorded the lowest number of survey responses: Northern, Eastern, Uva, and North Central. Three teachers were purposively selected from each province, giving a total of twelve interviews. This approach allowed the study to capture diverse perspectives from underrepresented regions and to balance gaps in the quantitative dataset.
The interview protocol focused on how teachers introduce Sinhala reading, the challenges they encounter, the strategies used to support struggling readers, and the contextual factors that shape classroom practices. Interviews provided rich descriptions of instructional routines, resource availability, and learners’ reading behaviours. All interviews were recorded with consent, and field notes were taken during and after each session. Transcripts were coded thematically to identify patterns related to teaching methods and student reading difficulties.

Classroom Observations
Classroom observations were conducted in three additional provinces with low survey representation North Western, Sabaragamuwa, and Southern provinces. One primary school from each province was purposively selected, and a full Sinhala reading lesson was observed in each school. Observations served to validate the teaching practices self-reported by survey participants and to document actual classroom conditions that influence reading instruction.
Observation checklist
A structured observation checklist, developed from the survey variables, was used to record teaching strategies, reading activities, use of materials, and student engagement. Particular attention was given to how teachers introduced akshara, used phonics, supported struggling readers, and allocated time for fluency and comprehension activities. Observations also captured contextual constraints such as class size, availability of reading materials, and the presence or absence of digital or assistive tools. Observation notes were summarised and integrated with interview and survey findings to strengthen data triangulation.
Data Analysis
Survey data were analysed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies and percentages. Tables and Conjecture s were generated to highlight national patterns in reading instruction. Qualitative data from interviews and observations were analysed through thematic coding, allowing identification of recurring themes and verification of survey trends. Cross-comparison of the three data sources ensured triangulation, strengthening internal validity by confirming consistency across findings.
Ethical Considerations
Participation was voluntary, and teachers provided informed consent before responding to the survey or interviews. No identifiable personal information was collected. Schools and participants were anonymized to ensure confidentiality. Ethical guidelines for educational research were followed throughout the study.
Rationale for Mixed-Methods and Triangulation
Combining surveys, interviews, and observations provided a holistic understanding of reading instruction in primary classrooms. Each method captured different dimensions of the issue. Surveys identified broad trends. Interviews revealed underlying reasons. Observations validated actual classroom practice. Together, these methods produced a comprehensive and credible account of Sinhala reading instruction in Sri Lanka.
 Results
Table 1
Distribution of Teachers by Province 

	Province
	Frequency (N)
	Percentage (%)

	Central
	31
	29.8

	Western
	24
	23.1

	North Western
	11
	10.6

	Sabaragamuwa
	10
	9.6

	Southern
	10
	9.6

	North Central
	7
	6.7

	Uva
	5
	4.8

	Eastern
	3
	2.9

	Northern
	2
	1.9

	Total
	104
	100.0


Note. Data extracted from the teacher survey

Table 2
Distribution of Teachers by School Type 
	School Type
	Frequency (N)
	Percentage (%)

	1AB
	35
	33.7

	1C
	26
	25.0

	Type 2
	20
	19.3

	Type 3
	23
	22.1

	Total
	104
	100.0


Note. School type reflects MOE school classification system.

Table 3
Distribution of Teachers by Years of Teaching Experience 
	Years of Experience
	Frequency (N)
	Percentage (%)

	0–5 years
	60
	57.7

	6–10 years
	17
	16.3

	11–15 years
	9
	8.7

	16+ years
	18
	17.3

	Total
	104
	100.0


Note. Teaching experience includes total years teaching at primary level.
The sample consisted of 104 primary teachers representing all nine provinces of Sri Lanka. The largest groups were from the Central (29.8%) and Western Provinces (23.1%), with smaller proportions from North Western, Southern, Sabaragamuwa, North Central, Uva, Eastern, and Northern provinces. Most teachers worked in 1AB (33.7%) and 1C (25.0%) schools, while 22.1% were from Type 3 and 19.3% from Type 2 schools. More than half of the respondents were relatively young teachers , with 51.9% between 21–30 years and 36.5% between 31–40 years. A majority had 0–5 years of experience (57.7%), suggesting that many participants were early-career teachers.
According to objective 1 
To identify the current teaching and learning methods used for Sinhala reading instruction
Table 4
Reading Instruction Methods Used by Teachers (N = 104)
	Reading Instruction Method
	Frequency (N)
	Percentage (%)

	Reading from the textbook
	71
	68.3

	Phonics-based teaching
	47
	45.2

	Individual reading practice
	26
	25.0

	Use of storybooks
	25
	24.0

	Repetition of letters/words
	24
	23.1

	Group reading activities
	21
	20.2

	Role play or dramatization
	19
	18.3

	Digital or technology-based tools
	9
	8.7


Note. Multiple responses were allowed
Table 4 shows the most frequently used method for Sinhala reading instruction was reading from the textbook (68.3%). Less than half of the teachers reported using phonics-based teaching (45.2%), even though Sinhala requires explicit attention to sound–symbol relationships. Other methods, such as individual reading (25.0%), storybooks (24.0%), repetition-based memorisation (23.1%), group reading (20.2%), and role play (18.3%), were used by only about one-fifth to one-quarter of teachers. Only 8.7% reported using digital tools or apps for reading instruction. 

These results suggest that reading instruction in many primary classrooms is still dominated by textbook-centred and teacher-led practices, with limited emphasis on systematic phonics, independent reading, or interactive methods. The  low use of digital tools indicates that technology-supported reading is still not a common practice, despite global trends in digital literacy.
Table 5
Frequency of Key Reading Activities in Sinhala Reading Lessons (N = 104)
	
	Always (%)
	Often (%)
	Sometimes (%)
	Rarely (%)
	Never (%)

	Introduction of letters
	32.7
	29.8
	18.3
	15.4
	3.8

	Syllable/word-building tasks
	32.7
	30.8
	13.5
	17.3
	5.7

	Spelling/word construction
	21.2
	40.4
	22.1
	12.5
	3.8

	Reading with comprehension
	40.4
	29.8
	12.5
	13.5
	3.8

	Repeated reading for fluency
	40.4
	29.8
	11.5
	14.5
	3.8

	Fluency practice (rate/accuracy)
	29.8
	27.9
	19.2
	20.2
	2.9

	Silent reading
	27.9
	21.2
	26.9
	17.3
	6.7

	Group/pair reading
	21.2
	39.4
	21.2
	14.4
	3.8


Note. Percentages are based on teacher self-reports of activity frequency in Sinhala reading lessons.
Table 5 indicates that many teachers reported regular use of key reading activities. For example, 62.5% indicated that they “always” or “often” introduce letters (akshara), and 63.5% reported using syllable or word-building activities frequently. Spelling and word construction were also widely emphasised, with 61.6% using these activities “always” or “often.” 
Encouragingly, 70.2% of teachers reported “always” or “often” using reading with comprehension, and a similar proportion used repeated reading activities, which are important for developing fluency. However, fluency-specific practice still showed variation, with 22.9% of teachers using it only “sometimes” or “rarely.” Silent reading and group/pair reading revealed even more mixed patterns, with substantial proportions of teachers indicating “sometimes” or “rarely.”
These findings show that many teachers incorporate effective elements of reading instruction, such as comprehension questions, word building, and repeated reading. However, the inconsistency in fluency practice, silent reading, and group reading suggests that not all students have regular opportunities for independent or collaborative reading, which may limit fluency and motivation.

Figure1 
Learning Materials Used for Sinhala Reading Instruction 
	

Note. Learning Materials Used for Sinhala Reading Instruction reported by teachers 

	


Figure 1 shows that most teachers relied on the recommended textbook (65.4%) and workbooks or worksheets (51.0%) as their primary reading materials. Fewer than one-quarter reported using storybooks (23.1%), and very small proportions used multimedia resources (14.4%), flashcards or posters (11.5%), or digital/assistive tools (9.6%). 
This indicates that exposure to diverse and engaging reading materials is limited in many primary classrooms. The low use of storybooks and multimedia may restrict opportunities for students to develop rich vocabulary, comprehension strategies, and a positive attitude towards reading. The minimal presence of digital or assistive tools also suggests that technology has not yet been fully integrated into Sinhala reading instruction, even though such tools could support learners with decoding and fluency difficulties.
According to  Objective 2
To examine the existing gaps and difficulties in Sinhala reading skills among primary students, as perceived by teachers
Figure 2
 Reading Difficulties Reported by Teachers 
	
	
	


Note.Student’s Reading Difficulties Reported by Teachers 
	
	


Figure 2 shows that teachers identified reading fluency as the most common difficulty among students, with 41.3% reporting slow or hesitant reading. Lack of motivation or interest in reading was also widely noted (33.7%), suggesting that many learners do not engage actively with print. Difficulties with letter and akshara identification (29.8%), as well as comprehension challenges (29.8%),further indicate that a substantial number of students struggle with both decoding and meaning-making. 
One quarter of teachers reported problems with sound–symbol relationships (24.0%), which is consistent with research showing that Sinhala learners often face challenges with phonological processing and diacritics. Only a small proportion highlighted limited vocabulary (8.7%), implying that early reading gaps in this context are more strongly related to decoding and fluency than to language exposure alone.
When these patterns are considered alongside the instructional data, they suggest a mismatch between existing classroom practices and students’ needs. Limited use of structured phonics, inconsistent fluency practice, and low exposure to varied reading materials may be contributing to the lack of  fluency and decoding difficulties reported by teachers.
Qualitative Findings from Northern, Eastern, Uva, and North Central Provinces
Semi-structured interviews with 12 teachers (three per province) and supplementary classroom observations provided richer insight into local instructional practices and reading gaps. These four provinces were selected due to their low representation in the survey dataset and the need to capture teacher perspectives from relatively under-resourced areas. The findings are presented in relation to the two research objectives.
Objective 1-Current Teaching and Learning Methods Used for Sinhala Reading Instruction
 Northern Province
Teachers in the Northern Province described reading instruction  highly depend on  textbooks. All three teachers noted that structured phonics activities were used only occasionally.
TeacherNP1
“We mainly follow the textbook because we have limited materials. Sometimes I explain sounds, but we don’t have proper phonics books or resources.”
TeacherNP3
“Individual reading is difficult because I handle two grades together. Most lessons become whole-class reading.”
Moreover, in these classrooms,teachers confirmed that lessons focused on repeat reading, copying exercises, and teacher-led explanations, with no digital tools used.

Eastern Province
In Eastern Province, Teachers noted that language diversity in the classroom affected students’ learning. They explained that many children came from different home-language backgrounds, which created variations in their reading and comprehension skills.

TeacherEP2
“Some children speak Tamil at home. They know the Sinhala letters, but blending and reading sentences take more time.”
Reading instruction relied heavily on repetition and drilling, although one teacher attempted small-group reading.
TeacherEP1
“I try to use storybooks when possible, but we have very few in Sinhala. Most are old or torn.”
Moreover ,these teachers stressed that  showed limited reading materials, absence of posters/flashcards, and emphasis on accuracy over comprehension.

 Uva Province
In Uva province teachers reported multi-grade classrooms and large class sizes, affecting the depth of reading instruction.
TeacherUP1
“I handle Grades 2 and 3 together. So I introduce letters quickly and move on. Weak readers don’t always catch up.”
TeacherUP3
“We don’t have multimedia facilities. All reading exercises are from the book or blackboard.”
However ,teachers confirmed that classroom observations showed most instruction involved syllable-level drills, with little time allocated for fluency or comprehension activities.

 North Central Province
In the North Central Province, teachers observed that students generally enjoy reading. However, they also explained that opportunities to use structured reading methods are still limited, which affects how consistently students develop their skills.
TeacherNCP1
“We sometimes use phonics, but not systematically. The training we got was many years ago.”
TeacherNCP3
“There are no digital devices in our primary section. Even storybooks are few. The textbook is our main tool.”
Thus, teachers mentioned that that teachers encourage participation, but lessons still rely on copying and whole-class oral reading, with minimal individualised support.
According to Objective 2 
Existing Gaps and Difficulties in Sinhala Reading Skills Among Primary Students
 Northern Province
Teachers in Northern Province consistently reported difficulties with diacritics, blending, and fluency among these students.
TeacherNP2
“Students can read basic letters, but as soon as a pillam appears, they hesitate.”
TeacherNP3
“Fluency is low. Even in Grade 4, some read word-by-word.”
Furhermore, teachers stressed that lessons showed children struggling with long-vowel diacritics (e.g., "ා", "ී") and confusion between similar akshara.
Eastern Province
Teachers of Eastern Province described wide variation in reading ability, with many students lacking early foundational skills.
TeacherEP3
“Letter recognition is there, but syllable blending is very weak. They read each letter separately.”
TeacherEP1
“They can read sentences, but when I ask ‘What does it mean?’ they stay quiet.”
Further these teachers  noted slow decoding and frequent pauses during diacritic-heavy words.

Uva Province
Teachers of Uva Province  emphasised fluency problems and low motivation.
TeacherUP2
“Children read slowly. They get tired quickly because reading feels difficult.”
TeacherUP3
“Some students avoid reading. They say ‘Miss, it is hard.’”
Moreover ,these teachers confirmed that students skipping or guessing words with “kombuwa” and “alapilla,”  decoding difficulties.

North Central Province
In North Central Province ,teachers observed difficulty moving from letter recognition to meaningful reading.
TeacherNCP2
“They know the letters, but reading sentences with flow is difficult. They stop after every word.”
TeacherNCP1
“Diacritics are the biggest barrier. Children confuse short and long vowels.”
Comprehension questions revealed literal understanding but weak inferential skills.
To strengthen the validity of the survey findings, classroom observations were conducted in three provinces with low survey participation: North Western, Sabaragamuwa, and Southern. These observations were designed to examine actual teaching practices and student reading behaviours in real classroom settings. The observation checklist reflected the two research objectives and the major themes emerging from the quantitative data. The selected schools represented a mix of rural and semi-urban contexts, and each observation session included a full reading lesson. Table 6 presents a summary of the key instructional patterns and student difficulties noted across the three provinces.

Table 6
Observation Findings for Three Provinces
	Province
	Objective 1- Teaching Practices Observed
	Objective 2- Student Reading Difficulties Observed

	North Western
	Textbook-led teaching; limited phonics; some group reading; no digital tools; few storybooks.
	Slow reading, hesitation with diacritics, weak blending, low comprehension.

	Sabaragamuwa
	Textbook-only instruction; strong reliance on repetition; no supplementary materials; minimal phonics.
	Very slow decoding; confusion with vowel-length diacritics; low motivation; weak comprehension.

	Southern Province
	More varied methods; some phonics; occasional storybook use; flashcards available; no digital use.
	Diacritic confusion; slow fluency; difficulty answering comprehension questions; some akshara confusion.


Note.Teaching and Learning Methods
The observation data strongly support the survey and interview findings. Across the three provinces, reading instruction continued to be depend heavily on  textbook,even when other materials were available. Teachers in all  schools relied on whole-class reading and repetition-based practice, while the use of structured phonics remained limited and inconsistent. The Southern Province displayed some diversity in teaching methods, including occasional use of storybooks and flashcards, although these practices were not sustained across lessons.Digital and assistive technologies were not used in any observed classrooms, despite being included in the national curriculum guidelines. This aligns with the quantitative results indicating very low integration of technology in reading instruction. Overall, the observed practices reflect a narrow instructional approach focused on accuracy and syllabus completion rather than comprehensive literacy development.
Student Reading Difficulties
The patterns observed in the classrooms closely mirror the reading difficulties reported by teachers in the survey. Students in all three provinces struggled notably with diacritic-based akshara, especially long-vowel forms and combinations requiring two or more modifiers. Slow and hesitant reading was evident across all lessons, confirming the widespread fluency difficulties identified in the quantitative results. In some classrooms, students paused frequently, guessed words, or skipped letters altogether.
Blending weaknesses were consistently noted, particularly in North Western and Sabaragamuwa Provinces, where students often read one letter at a time without forming smooth syllables. Comprehension challenges were also visible, especially in tasks requiring inference or meaning-making beyond literal recall. Students were able to read short sentences but were unable to explain what the sentences meant.
The difficulties observed  confirm that the core challenges in Sinhala literacy are rooted in decoding and fluency, which then extend into comprehension. 
Discussion
This study examined current reading instruction practices and identified gaps in Sinhala literacy through a mixed-methods approach involving surveys, interviews, and classroom observations. The discussion integrates these findings and situates them within the broader literature on early reading development and Sinhala language learning.
The first objective explored how teachers introduce and develop Sinhala reading skills in primary classrooms. Acrossthe  provinces, instruction remained largely textbook-centered, with limited use of storybooks, digital tools, or diverse reading materials. Phonics practices appeared in some classrooms but were not used systematically. These patterns reflect wider issues in Sri Lankan primary education, where instructional routines often prioritise accuracy, copying, and syllabus completion over active engagement and skill-based literacy development.Observations showed minimal opportunities for independent or collaborative reading, which restricts fluency building and comprehension skills.
The second objective focused on identifying reading difficulties among students. Teachers consistently reported that fluency, diacritics, and syllable blending were the most resolve challenges. These findings were confirmed during classroom observations. Moreover ,students hesitated on akshara with vowel modifiers, misread long–short vowel contrasts, and rarely demonstrated smooth, continuous reading. Further,these results align with Sinhala literacy research showing that diacritic processing and akshara complexity introduce unique cognitive demands for early readers (Sumanasena et al., 2025). Low motivation further compounded these difficulties, especially among struggling readers.
Triangulation across provinces strengthened these interpretations. Although instructional environment differed slightly, the core instructional pattern of textbook dominance, limited materials, and inconsistent phonics, and the core student difficulty profile of diacritic errors, slow reading, and weak comprehension, remained consistent. These patterns suggest that Sinhala reading gaps are not limited to individual classrooms or regions but reflect system-level instructional limitations. Teachers frequently mentioned constraints such as limited time, large classes, and insufficient training. These challenges mirror known barriers in resource-constrained education systems globally and highlight the importance of structural support for literacy development.
Overall, the findings suggest that current instructional practices do not adequately meet the literacy needs of primary students. The alignment between quantitative and qualitative strands increases confidence in these conclusions and provides a strong foundation for policy and instructional intervention.
Conclusion
This study provides a comprehensive picture of Sinhala reading instruction and the associated learning difficulties observed in Sri Lankan primary classrooms. Teachers rely heavily on the textbook and have limited access to supplementary resources, multimedia tools, and child-friendly reading materials. Phonics, though essential for Sinhala decoding, is applied inconsistently. These instructional limitations contribute to purposeful learner difficulties, particularly in decoding diacritic-based akshara, blending syllables, and reading fluently.
Students across provinces demonstrated similar patterns of struggle, suggesting that gaps in literacy are systemic rather than classroom-specific. Slow reading, hesitation, and weak comprehension highlight the need for more structured, multi-component reading instruction. Teacher interviews and observations further showed that instructional time, large classes, and a lack of professional development restrict teachers’ ability to support struggling readers.
Addressing these challenges requires a multi-level strategy. Primary teachers need targeted training in structured literacy approaches, especially phonics and fluency development. Schools require access to diverse reading materials, including storybooks, simple multimedia tools Digital and assistive technology integrated tools(audio/video-assisted digital tools ). Instructional time allocations should be reviewed to allow more consistent practice. At the policy level, greater support for early-grade literacy initiatives is essential to ensure equitable reading outcomes across provinces.
The study highlights the importance of strengthening Sinhala reading instruction through evidence-based practices and improved resource provision. Enhancing foundational reading skills in early grades will have lasting benefits for students’ academic development and literacy confidence.
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Materials Used for Sinhala Reading  

Percentage (%)	Textbook	Worksheets / Workbooks	Storybooks	Multimedia / Audio resources	65.400000000000006	51	23.1	14.4	Learning Materials


percentage




Student Reading Difficulties 

Percentage (%)	Slow reading / poor fluency	Lack of motivation or interest in reading	Difficulty identifying letters / akshara	Difficulty with reading comprehension	Difficulty understanding sound–symbol relations	Limited vocabulary	41.3	33.700000000000003	29.8	29.8	24	8.6999999999999993	 Reading Difficulties 


percentage 







