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Key vocabulary

Phonics – method of initial reading instruction whereby pupils are 
taught the relationship between spelling and sound explicitly (e.g. S 
-/s/; SH -/tS/).  

Oral language – knowledge of spoken words and their meanings

Working memory – capacity limited memory store

Executive skills – mental processes that help us plan, focus 
attention, remember instructions, and juggle tasks



Reading is a learned skill

• Unlike spoken language, we do not 
have an inborn capacity for reading.

• Brain regions used for other things 
are recycled during the process of 
reading acquisition.

• Learning to read does not come 
naturally; it requires instruction and 
practice. 



Jess decided to cut and run.  She couldn’t 
face what might happen next.  

A task of immense complexity

Psychological science has yielded a strong understanding of how 
children learn to read.

The vast majority of children will learn to read with the right 
instruction.



Oral language

Meaning Spelling

Sound

• Background knowledge; knowledge of words and sounds
• Oral language ability -> reading comprehension
• Shared storybook reading very important 
• Enormous variation in language ability at school entry
• Learning to read in a second language poses additional challenges
• Progress at all abilities levels can be accelerated by strong teaching and assessment



Instruction

Meaning Spelling

Sound

Highly arbitrary
TEN, HEN, PEN

• Memorising every word individually is not possible
• Spelling-sound knowledge provides hook into oral language
• Spelling-sound knowledge allows generalisation (e.g. DEN)
• Vast majority of children require explicit phonics instruction to develop this knowledge
• Oral language + phonics knowledge = 99% variation in reading comprehension, age 7
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Practice

Meaning Spelling

Sound

• Spelling-sound translation is slow; need to 
make direct link between spelling and 
meaning. 

• Achieved through practice; children use 
phonics ability to ‘self-teach’ through 
independent reading. 

• Reading for pleasure is important.  Reading 
well causes more frequent reading, not the 
reverse.

• Fluency in reading words releases working 
memory for higher-level comprehension.



Reading comprehension

“Deep in the forest a call was sounding, and as often as he heard this call, 
mysteriously thrilling and luring, he felt compelled to turn his back upon 
the fire and the beaten earth around it, and to plunge into the forest, and 
on and on, he knew not where or why; nor did he wonder where or why, 
the call sounding imperiously, deep in the forest.”  The Call of the Wild

• Oral language is the foundation
• Text more complex than spoken language at more advanced reading levels (note 

importance of shared reading); some instructional strategies to build on oral language
• Learning to read helps improve language and knowledge of the world (“reading to learn”)



Assessment

• Measure where a child started and how much they’ve learned
• Identify children in need of intervention
• Help teachers to improve their own practice

England Reading Assessment Framework

• Early years foundation stage assessment (age 4/5; oral language)
• Phonics screen (age 5/6)
• Reading comprehension (age 6/7)
• Reading comprehension (age 10/11)



Assessment Examples

Phonics Screen (age 5/6)
20 simple words, 20 simple nonwords



Assessment Examples

Reading Comprehension (age 6/7)



Assessment Examples

Reading Comprehension (age 10/11)
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• Short reading aloud test (20 words; 20 
nonwords) at the end of Year 1 (age 5/6)

• Identifies children in need of additional 
support; tested again in Year 2.

• Poor performance in 2012; dramatic 
annual improvements since then. 

• Driven improvements on later tests of 
reading comprehension, particularly for 
children at risk of reading failure

• 21% increase in performance between 
2012 and 2015 in England’s 10 most 
deprived counties; “the great equaliser”

• Teachers report that the test has 
enhanced their own practice
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Summary

Meaning Spelling

Sound

Oral language Instruction

Practice

Foundations for every child to become a skilled, confident reader

This is a tractable problem, no matter what the context, and no 
matter what the language. 



Thank you! 


