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This booklet was developed for teachers by researchers at the Centre for Evaluation
and Monitoring (CEM) at Durham University as part of a research project funded by
the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF). It contains information and strategies
for improving reading and spelling, appropriate for use with all children in Key Stage
2 which have been shown in research studies to be effective. You may like to discuss
and share the information provided within this booklet with other teachers in your
school. We hope that the booklet will be a useful resource for facilitating discussion
in continuing professional development (CPD) sessions.
The booklet contains practical techniques to improve reading comprehension and
spelling which you can use regularly with all your class with a small amount of
planning. The techniques are explained in quite a simple way without elaborate detail
leaving it to you to bring them to life in practice within your classroom situation thus
combining research-based advice with your professional practice. They should just
take a few minutes of planning to incorporate into lessons.
Throughout the booklet, you will see lightbulbs that indicate sections
where there are techniques for you to use in the classroom. Each
individual technique is highlighted by an orange bar. Definitions of the
words highlighted in orange can be found in the Glossary on page xxx.
Towards the end of the booklet, the theory behind the process of learning to read
and why some children experience reading difficulties is summarised. This is to help
with understanding why the suggested techniques are important, thus relating theory
and practice.
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Improving Reading
From birth, we start to acquire language and begin to understand the meaning of the spoken word.
Vocabulary is important from the word go and continues to develop into adulthood. As children develop,
their language skills expand from spoken to written communication and they learn to read and write.
Learning to read begins by learning some letters of the alphabet and recognising a few simple words
(letter and word recognition). However, simply recognising words is not an efficient way to become a
fluent reader and so we generally also teach phonics methods which provide children with the means to
understand words that they don’t immediately recognise. Thus, children become able to read words using
both recognition and decoding strategies. To begin with, recognising and decoding words takes up all of
a child’s brain processing capacity but as they become more fluent, the brain has some spare capacity to
process the meaning of what is being read; comprehension. Although children need to be able to read
some words before they can begin to understand their meaning, they do not need to have reached a high
level of fluency. There is some overlap between learning to recognise and decode words, and comprehend
the meaning of text.
For children who have difficulties decoding text, instructional programmes that are phonics based and
include training in phonological awareness have been found to be particularly effective2. For a definition of
phonological awareness and more information about how it is related to dyslexia, see the ‘Understanding
Reading Difficulties’ section, page XXX of this booklet.
The National Curriculum expectation is that by the time a child reaches Year 5, s/he should be able to: read
both out loud and silently from age-appropriate texts, write short stories and spell words they have learnt
in previous years1. In Years 5 and 6, pupils are expected to tackle a wide range of reading materials and at
this stage, with focus on reading for meaning.
This section of the booklet describes some techniques that have been found to be effective for teaching
different aspects of reading and spelling. They are grouped accordingly. We advise that you use these
strategies frequently within your own classroom as teaching methods with all children, not just those with
reading difficulties. The descriptions of the techniques are brief and, with your knowledge of your class
and professional expertise, you are best placed to bring them to life in a practical way. The purpose of
this booklet is to remind you of the techniques and perhaps to introduce you to some that you have not
considered using before. This section will focus on techniques aimed at improving reading comprehension
and spelling.
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Vocabulary knowledge
Vocabulary is an important component of literacy
and tasks that directly work towards increasing
Tier 3: Words that are associated with
specific topics/domains, e.g. filibuster,
a child’s understanding and use of new
patheon, epidermis.
words can enhance reading comprehension3.
Beck and colleagues4 suggested that an
individual’s vocabulary should span a ‘threeTier 2: Words that are characteristic of
tiers framework’ – (depicted in Diagram 1) and
written text, are found infrequently but are
useful and can have a powerful impact on
highlighted the importance of teaching tier 2
verbal functioning, e.g. contradict,
circumstances, precede, retrospect.
words in the classroom (the authors provide an
example of how to identify tier 2 words in texts
Tier 1: Words that are used frequently in
in Chapter 2 of their book4). The model is a nice
daily conversations, rarely requiring
instructional attention to their meaning in
illustration of the increasing sophistication and
the classroom, e.g. dog, cat, boy, run,
talk.
specialisation of vocabulary as you move up
through the tiers. In Key Stage 2, most children
will have reached tier 1, although it is useful
Diagram 1: Model of Beck and colleagues ‘three-tiers framework’
to consider children who are learning English
of vocabulary knowledge12
as an additional language. The aim is then to
expand children’s general vocabulary at tier 2. Studying particular topics within the curriculum offers an
opportunity to enhance more specialised vocabulary at tier 3 however at this stage it is also important
to bear in mind a child’s level of background knowledge. Imagine reading a very complex paper about
molecular genetics. Could you understand it? Working on background knowledge will go ‘hand-in-hand’
with expanding vocabulary particularly at tier 3. As explained earlier, children’s background knowledge
needs to be considered when working on their vocabulary. Simple teaching strategies to increase children’s
background knowledge include (1) spending time with your class building up their background knowledge
on a subject before asking them to read a text independently, and (2) encouraging the children to have a
group discussion about the topic, without the teacher.
Do note that Beck and colleagues highlighted the importance of teaching new words by using context. That
is, teaching words and associating them with a personal context is much more effective in comparison to
simply teaching word definitions or asking pupils to lookup the meaning of words in a dictionary.
Vocabulary is an important component of literacy and directly increasing a child’s understanding and use
of new words can enhance reading comprehension5. Findings from research suggests that large individual
differences in vocabulary size exist early in school6, particularly among learners from different ability or socio
economic groups7.
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IMPLEMENTING IN THE CLASSROOM
Trivial Pursuit:
Children should work in pairs and together develop a set of questions (and answers) related to a particular
topic to build up their background knowledge. Each pair then swap their set of questions with another
pair of children, and then play the game. This way, the children learn about the definitions in their own set
of questions, as they have to provide the answers, and they get to see another set of questions, perhaps
containing different words and information to the ones that they thought of.

Semantic Mapping Technique:
The Semantic Mapping Technique is an effective strategy for enhancing vocabulary development by
encouraging children to derive meaning from written text8. An example of the Semantic Mapping Technique
is provided in Diagram 2. Here, a target word highlighted in a piece of written text forms the focus of a map
and related words located within the text are written in boxes connected to it. Children should work in small
groups (maximum of six) to discuss and develop the word map.

Interviewed

Written context
George was travelling to work
in his car. He worked as a
journalist for a newspaper.

Stories

Journalist

Newspaper

He interviewed people and
wrote stories about things that
happened in his town.
Writing

Diagram 2: Using the Semantic Mapping Technique (a blank printable version of this diagram can be found at the back
of the booklet)
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In addition to the Semantic Mapping Technique, the ‘York Reading for Meaning’ project, described later in
the booklet (on page XXX), incorporated several different vocabulary activities (described fully in their book
‘Developing Reading Comprehension’9) within their sessions. These are now briefly described.

Teach the ‘Word of the Day’:
1. Tell the children the Word of the Day.
2. Write the word on the board and circle it.
3. Encourage the children to repeat the word.
4. Ask the children if anyone has heard the word before, and discuss the content of the word, e.g. What
might the word mean? When might we use the word?
5. Provide the definition.
6. Give your own experiences of the word, and ask the children to talk about their own.

Mind Mapping:
Mind maps are a useful and effective way of providing context for a new word, which helps to foster the
child’s understanding of it. An example of a mind map is shown in Diagram 3. Following on from the ‘Word
of the Day’ activities detailed above, encourage your pupils to help you create a mind map of the new word
on the white board, using sentences and drawings, or encourage them to draw one of their own.
“I was quite ambitious when I
thought I could complete my
homework in time to go
swimming”

Be the BEST
“I think an Olympic athlete
must have had that ambition
since they were young.”

Ambition
My ambition is
to be a doctor.

In your career or job

His greatest ambition was to
reach the top of mount Everest

Diagram 3: An example of a Mind Map9
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Memory Aids:
Memory aids draw upon a child’s imagination to aid the recall of new words. An example is provided in
Diagram 4. This activity could be incorporated into the ‘Word of the Day’ and ‘Mind Mapping’ activities
detailed on page 13. Encourage pupils to develop a memory aid for the ‘Word of the Day’.

Diagram 4: An example of a Memory Aid
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Pictures and Photographs:
Picture prompts are helpful contextual cues that support word learning. Pictures, from a number of contexts,
help to stimulate discussion and increase the likelihood that one of the pictures will prompt the child to
reflect on their own experiences of the word. Diagram 5 details a picture prompt card for the word admire.

Admire
What do you admire?

Diagram 5: An example of a Pictures and Photographs prompt9
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Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategies
Thinking about your own thinking
Proficient readers use both cognitive and metacognitive strategies in the process of text
comprehension. Cognitive strategies are activities such as re-reading difficult phrases or paragraphs,
utilising background knowledge and adjusting reading speed when a difficult word or phrase is
encountered. Metacognitive strategies include self-monitoring activities, which means having an
awareness of the skills, strategies and resources necessary to succeed, and self-regulation strategies,
which control those skills, strategies and resources so that effective performance is achieved. One key
element of using metacognitive strategies includes the reader deciding whether or not s/he understands
about what s/he is reading and the subsequent decision about the use of particular strategies.
Metacognitive strategies are useful for children to monitor and evaluate their comprehension, with some
studies suggesting that they can help teachers identify successful readers from less successful ones10.
Metacognitive strategies are valuable when developing reading comprehension in an array of areas,
including (but not limited to) knowledge of text structures and understanding non-fiction text.

IMPLEMENTING IN THE CLASSROOM
For the following suggestions to be successful, the teacher will need to describe the reason for each part of
the strategy to the child at the start and then demonstrate the strategy. The child then practices the strategy
with the teacher until they fully understand what is expected. The teacher continues to support the child
and provide feedback about the way that the child is implementing a strategy and the child’s understanding
of the text itself. Although these strategies have been shown to be effective when the teacher provides
specific guidance, it does not necessarily mean that children will employ them on their own. They may well
need reminders.
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TELLS Advanced Organiser:
Through early experiences, children naturally develop a sense of how stories are typically structured. They
will be able to tell from the structure of the first paragraph or two that a passage is likely to be a story and
they can then predict how the structure will unfold. Much of this knowledge will be acquired by listening
to others reading stories to them before they begin to learn to read for themselves. When the knowledge
of narrative text structure is familiar, children are then aware of what features are likely to be useful for
understanding a story. Diagram 6 shows the steps in the ‘TELLS’ advanced organiser11 which is a useful
strategy.

T
E
L
L
S

Think about the story

Examine and skim the story for clues about its content

Look for important words

Look for words that you don’t understand

Study the story setting and decide whether it is fact or fiction

Diagram 6: The ‘TELLS’ Advanced Organiser (a printable version of this diagram can be found at the back of the booklet).

When the children get used to using an advanced organiser like TELLS above, the benefits extend to
listening comprehension as well as reading comprehension.
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Story Maps:
A story map uses a graphic organiser to help children learn and comprehend different elements of a book
or story. By encouraging children to identify and record the setting (character, time and place), problem,
goal, action and outcome, it enables them to learn detail. Research has found the use of story maps to be
an effective means of increasing narrative text comprehension (see Duke and Pearson10 for a summary).
There are many different types of story maps that vary in complexity. Below are two examples (Diagram 7),
which require pupils to write notes in each section.
Main
character

Beginning

Middle

Problem

Setting

Title and
author

End

Solution

Supporting
characters

Diagram 7: Example story maps. (a printable version of this diagram can be found at the back of the booklet)
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The ‘MULTIPASS’ Strategy for Non-Fiction Text:
Non-fiction text can sometimes be challenging. Any prior knowledge that a child has, which is relevant to
the text, will make it easier to understand. Metacognitive strategies seem to be effective for understanding.
The MULTIPASS strategy12 shown in Diagram 8 requires the child to read a passage three times:
1. During the first time through, advise the children that they should become familiar with the main ideas and
the organisation of the text by reading the title, the introductory paragraph and the subtitles. Encourage
your pupils to look at the illustrations and diagrams, read the summary paragraph and then make notes
of the information acquired from all of these processes. Before reading the text for the second time,
encourage the pupils to formulate questions about the text.
2. Second time through – find the specific information to answer the questions.
3. Third time through – the pupils test themselves by checking that they can answer their earlier questions
immediately.

a
b
c
d
e

Identify why the passage is being studied.

Find the main ideas and underline them.

Think of a question for each main idea.

Answer these questions.

Review the questions and answers to see what information they provide.

Diagram 8: The MULTIPASS Strategy for Non-Fiction Text (a printable version of this diagram can be found at the back
of the booklet).

TOP TIP: Clarke and colleagues14 recognised that people’s thought processes differ and
suggested providing children with a variety of metacognitive strategies so that they could
draw upon the ones they find most useful.
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Cross-Age Peer Tutoring: The ‘Paired Reading Technique’
Thinking about your own thinking
What is that noise? It is like a buzz. Let us go investigate. Down the corridors of the school we go.
Getting nearer. It does indeed sound like a beehive. But louder! By the classroom door now – and what
do we find? Instead of the regular similar-age children, there is a mix of older and younger pupils, a
couple of years between them. They are all matched up in pairs, older with younger. Each pair has their
own book, each quite different to any other pair in the class. And each pair is reading – sometimes one
out loud, sometimes both. That is where the buzz is coming from! How is the teacher coping with this
chaos? Actually, where is the teacher? Oh, there she is – down low with a pair. Coaching I guess – then
she moves on to another pair. Seems unflustered. But there is more buzz than just one classroom –
sure enough, the next classroom is at it as well. And the next! So many children reading at the same
time, in an interactive way, without the expense of additional resources. And it seems relatively easy to
implement, although a bit of work is needed to get differently aged classes together. This is cross-age
peer tutoring’13.
Cross-age peer tutoring is a specific form of peer learning, and generally involves two pupils, of different
ages, working as a pair in the roles of tutor and tutee. There are different forms of peer tutoring, such
as pairing children of the same age with differing abilities; however studies suggest that cross-age peer
tutoring produces the greatest academic benefit14,15. For example, the Fife Peer Learning Project14 found
that cross-age tutoring in reading, in which pupils in Years 5 and 6 tutored children two years younger in
Years 3 and 4 respectively made a significant impact on the reading comprehension of both older and
younger pupils. The benefits of cross-age peer tutoring are also reported to extend beyond academic
gains, to include improvements in attitudes16 and self-esteem17,18. In addition, if a child has problems with
attention or task persistence, working alongside another child will help. The input from the other child will
help to maintain focus. This is especially useful for children with behavioural characteristics of attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).
The Fife Peer Learning Project, described above, found one session of cross-age peer tutoring per week,
for two terms to be sufficient to increase reading attainment among participating children. The Paired
Reading Technique is described below. Full details can be found in a paper written by the researchers of
the Fife Peer Learning Project, Peter Tymms and colleagues14.
Matching pairs: A two-year age gap is most appropriate. Order the children in both the older and younger
classes from highest to lowest in reading attainment. The top-attaining child in the older class should be
paired with the top-attaining child in the younger class; the second top-attaining child in the older class
should be paired with the second top-attaining child in the younger class, and so on. Tutor-tutee pairs
should remain together for the duration of the school year; changes to pairs can be made if it is clear the
children will not form an effective working partnership with one another but it is good to give each pair a
chance to settle and get to know and trust each other rather than making frequent changes.
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Deciding the difficulty level of a book: The pair should choose a book of interest. To check that it is of
appropriate difficulty (just above the independent reading level of the younger child), the tutee closes his/
her eyes and places their outstretched hand on the pages of the open book, opens their eyes and reads
the words that appear at the end of their finger-tips. Do this four times, on four different pages. If the tutee
can read between 13-19 words, the book is at the right level of readability. You can double check the level
of difficulty by monitoring the progress of the pairs.

The process: The tutor and tutee start by reading together, the tutee should be advised to signal to the tutor
when they are ready to read alone. Upon an error, the tutor allows the tutee 4-5 seconds to self-correct, if
unsuccessful, the tutee is to be corrected by the tutor. The tutee repeats the error word correctly, and the
pair read together again until the tutee signals to read alone; this cyclical process is shown in Diagram 9.

Tutor and tutee
read together

Tutee repeats the
error word correctly

Tutee signals
to read alone

Tutor corrects
error

Tutee makes
an error

Tutee unable to
self-correct within
5 seconds

Diagram 9: The cyclical process of the Paired Reading Technique (A printable
version of this diagram can be found at the back of the booklet)
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The pairs continue to read in this way for
about 20 minutes. The older child should
be monitoring the reading of the younger
child and at the same time be thinking of
questions to ask the younger child
towards the end of the session. After
15–20 minutes, the reading stops and
the older pupil asks the younger pupil
questions about what they have just
read. Frequent praise and support from
the tutor throughout the session are a
critical part of the process. It is also useful
to encourage the younger pupil to give
feedback to their tutor about how they
have found the session.
You will need to prepare the tutors in
advance. Talk to them beforehand about
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how it will help their reading and that of the younger child. Stress the responsibility of their role and let them
know what is expected of them. It is a good idea to set up some practice sessions for the tutors. Since
praise is so important, ask the tutors to think of different ways of praising their tutees in advance of the
sessions. They could make reminder cards and prompts for themselves. The questions are also important
so talk to them about different kinds of questions they might think to ask such as about the characters’
feelings and questions that require the younger child to make inferences. Give examples. You should also
talk to the tutees beforehand so that they too know what to expect. Reports from the Fife project were very
positive – tutors, tutees and teachers enjoyed the process but it does take time to bed in and organisation
to make it run smoothly. A plentiful supply of books of a range of difficulties needs to be available and if
these are grouped by difficulty, it will make the process of choosing a book simpler!
Keith Topping and colleagues’ article ‘Peer tutoring and reading in Scotland’13 provides further detail on the
Paired Reading Technique.

Spelling
Charles Read19 and Edmund Henderson20 were first to report that children develop spelling skills in stages,
as detailed in Diagram 10.
Nonphonetic
stage

Represents
young
children's first
efforts to
understand
that letters
represent
speech
sounds.

Semiphonetic
stage

Children start
to use letters
to represent
words or
syllables. For
example,
'lkrnhs'
meaning 'we
like our new
house.

Phonetic
stage

Children begin
to include
basic vowel
phonemes.
For example,
'we went ona
nachr trail',
meaning 'we
went on a
nature trail'.

Within word
and pattern

Children
acquire more
extensive
vocabulary,
devote more
time to
attentional
resources to
more
advanced
spelling
patterns.

Syllable
juncture
stage

Derivational
constancy
stage

Children begin
to think
beyond single
syllables and
start to look
across
syllables.
When adding
'ed' or 'ing'
to syllables,
children will
begin to use
the rules
required.

Children
encounter an
increasing
number of
polysyllabic
words and
start to learn
that
derivationally
connected
words share
spelling
patterns
despite
variation in
pronunciation,
e.g. medicine
and medical.

Diagram 10: A Framework for Spelling Development

Through their work with children, Read and Henderson began to understand that children who were
taught to spell new words by applying the knowledge of letter-sound relationships and vowel patterns,
and analysing the smaller units within those words, were more successful than children who were taught
to memorise whole words. The phonological approach to spelling seems to be a necessary step towards
mastery. Children should be encouraged to develop these skills of analysis when learning to spell words
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of increasing difficulty. If longer and unfamiliar words are tackled phonetically, most parts are likely to be
correct and attention can be focused on particular parts, and the common rules that they follow.
Spelling instruction should include identifying which stage a child is at, and build upon a child’s word
knowledge, enabling them to move to the next stage. Learning spelling at the appropriate developmental
level helps children to make sense of the conventions of various patterns. Teaching beyond that level leads
to the mechanical memorisation of words, which is an inefficient process and often results in only temporary
learning.

IMPLEMENTING IN THE CLASSROOM
Cued Spelling:
The Centre of Peer Learning at Dundee University has developed a programme called Cued Spelling. Here
children can work in pairs, or with an adult. Information and downloadable resources are available from:
www.dundee.ac.uk/eswce/research/resources/thinkingreadingwriting/#d.en.158378
The Cued Spelling method is also detailed in Keith Topping’s paper, ‘Cued Spelling: A powerful technique
for parent and peer tutoring’21.
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UNDERSTANDING
THE READING
PROCESS
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Understanding the Reading
Learning to read is a complex process and the theoretical understanding of that process has been hotly
debated and continues to evolve. The ‘simple view of reading’22 is one theory that helps to explain the skills
and processes required to comprehend written text. The model proposed that reading comprehension is
underpinned by two skills: decoding and listening comprehension. The decoding process begins as children
learn some letters of the alphabet and recognise a few simple words (letter and word recognition). However,
simply recognising words is not an efficient way to become a fluent reader and so we generally also teach
phonics methods which provide children with the means to understand words that they don’t immediately
know. Thus, children become able to read words using both recognition and decoding strategies.
To begin with, recognising and decoding words takes up all of a child’s brain processing capacity but as
these skills become more fluent, the brain has some spare capacity to process the meaning of what is
being read; the comprehension of text. Although children need to be able to read some words before they
can begin to understand their meaning, they do not need to have reached a high level of fluency. There is
some overlap between learning to recognise and decode words, and comprehend the meaning of text.
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Process
Keith Stanovich23 proposed that the overlapping process of becoming fluent in decoding and recognising
words as well as comprehending the meaning of text is an ‘interactive-compensatory’ process. That is, the
amount of processing allocated to word decoding and comprehension is variable and dependent on the
difficulty of the text and the ability of the reader. When good readers read a simple passage, the process
of word recognition is an automatic and unconscious action that requires little effort, leaving plenty of the
brain’s processing capacity for the higher level task of interpreting the meaning of text. The process is
‘compensatory’ because more processing capacity can be allocated to decoding when required.
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UNDERSTANDING
READING
DIFFICULTIES
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Understanding
Reading Difficulties
Through research, we know a lot about the mental processes that occur when reading and writing, and
why some children have difficulties. Some children have other learning difficulties, the acquisition of literacy
being just one of them. Others experience specific difficulty in learning to read and write despite being
of at least average ability and having access to appropriate education. Below we explain the two most
common learning difficulties associated with reading; dyslexia and reading comprehension impairment.
Such problems are found at all levels of abilities and like many other developmental disorders (including, for
example, problems with mathematics), form a continuum of severity rather than falling into discrete groups.

Dyslexia
The defining characteristic of dyslexia is a problem with decoding words (and hence reading fluency), and
spelling. Children who have dyslexia also have problems with:
1.   Phonological awareness – This ability to discriminate between the individual sounds which make up
spoken words.
Children who experience difficulty in discriminating between the individual sounds within spoken words
also tend to have trouble decoding words,
and spelling.
2.   Verbal memory – This is the inability to recall
verbal information primarily over short periods
of time. The difficulty affects the ability to learn
letter sounds, numbers, symbols (such as +,-)
and other verbal labels (including the days of the
week, months of the year, and people’s names).
It can also be expected to have an impact on
remembering the spoken forms of printed words
and hence delay the development of a sight
vocabulary.

Language
learning
difficulties28

Developmental
Dyspraxia coordination
problems31

Dyslexia

Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD)29

3.   Verbal word processing speed – The speed with
which it is possible to recall names and lables.
Typically this is seen as a slowness in verbal
Symptoms of
Inattention
labelling recognising and decoding words24. Many
children with dyslexia experience difficulties with
all the above processes. However, in practice
Diagram 11: Examples of co-occurring disorders of dyslexia
the symptoms vary in severity: some children will
have all of the symptoms described above at a
severe level, others will experience milder difficulties25.
30

Visual problems are also associated with dyslexia. While this booklet focuses on phonological aspects
of dyslexia. Stein26 and Eden and colleagues27 provide further details on this.
It is also important to recognise that children with dyslexia often have other developmental difficulties.
Common examples of co-occurring disorders are detailed in Diagram 11.
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The Diagnosis of Dyslexia
Previously, a commonly used method for diagnosing dyslexia was to look for a discrepancy between a
child’s IQ score and his or her performance on standardised reading and spelling tests; this definition and
diagnosis measure is no longer in use. Some current practices of screening for dyslexia include assessments
of a wide range of skills such as visual and auditory perception, integration of different types of sensory
information and aspects of motor development. However, while such problems might be expected to affect
some aspects of learning, it is not proven that such difficulties are indicators of dyslexia per se.
One early pre-school indicator of dyslexia is a child’s inability to repeat words accurately after they have
been heard and to detect rhyming words, skills that are usually acquired at an early age. Later, while the
majority of children start to acquire reading fluency others are left behind in their ability to decode, spell, and
make sense of text and so on. It is useful to assess these key features directly. In the first instance, teachers
can check as to whether or not their pupils have good word recognition and decoding skills, whether there
are discrepancies between these or whether both are lower than expected. Then teachers can see whether
or not children have good word recognition and decoding skills, but poor reading comprehension skills.
This information can be used to decide how best to help improve a child’s reading ability. If a child has not
reached fluency in recognising and decoding words, strategies to improve these areas should be used
as well as strategies to improve comprehension. Stanovich’s9,23 model of the reading process, described
earlier in the booklet, explains why it is important to work particularly on word recognition and decoding to
move towards fluency.

Poor Comprehension
When a child has dyslexia, they may also find it difficult to comprehend text; a result of slow and inaccurate
word recognition and decoding. However, some children have good word recognition and decoding
skills yet still struggle to comprehend text. Children with such a profile are described as having a reading
comprehension impairment, and are also known as ‘poor comprehenders’. Being a poor comprehender
is very different to dyslexia. As noted earlier in this booklet, according to the ‘the simple view of reading’22,
reading comprehension depends critically upon two skills: decoding and listening (or language) with which
it is possible to recall names and labels.
Although children with reading comprehension impairment are not always well recognised by teachers,
data collected for the ‘York Assessment of Reading and Comprehension’ study32,33 highlighted that
approximately 5% of participating primary school children have such a profile34.
Clarke and colleagues9,35 conducted a study (referred to as the ‘York Reading for Meaning’ project) to
evaluate the efficacy of three interventions on reading comprehension in poor comprehenders aged 8-9
years old. Twenty UK primary schools were randomly allocated to one of four groups, three of which
included intervention programmes that contained different teaching components aimed at improving
reading comprehension. Schools which were allocated to the control group continued with ‘business
as usual’ for the duration of the trial. The intervention programmes were delivered consistently by the
same teaching assistant within each school via three 30-minute sessions per week, for 20 weeks. The
results supported the idea that weaknesses in oral language skills are a factor in reading comprehension
difficulties. The pupils in the oral language and combined programme made significant gains in vocabulary,
suggesting a crucial role for vocabulary knowledge in reading comprehension.
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Glossary
Comprehension – The ability to understand a passage
of text and answer questions from it; to read for meaning.
Control group – In a research trial, a control group is
a group of participants who continue using the most
common or ‘normal’ practice.
Decoding – To decipher or translate; in literacy this refers
to producing a sound for a word by deciphering it.
Intervention group – In a research trial, an intervention
group is a group of participants who research the
intervention being tested.
Metacognitive– Being aware of your own thought
processes and understanding how they work.
Phonemes – A sound made through speech that cannot
be broken down into smaller sounds but has the effect of
changing the meaning or a word, for example (p)at and
(b)at.
Polysyllabic – A word consisting of several syllables.
Randomly allocated – In a research trial (referred to as
a randomised controlled trial), participants are allocated
to a group at random in order to assess the effect of an
intervention.

Resources
Elliott, J.G. and Grigorenko, E.L. 2014. The Dyslexia
Debate. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Education Endowment Foundation, Toolkit: ‘Peer Tutoring’
http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/
toolkit/peer-tutoring/
Education
Endowment
Foundation
(EEF).
Meta-cognition
and
self-regulation.
http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.
uk/toolkit/meta-cognitive-and-self-regulationstrategies/
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Tutee repeats the
error word correctly

Tutor corrects
error

Tutor and tutee
read together

Tutee unable to
self-correct within
5 seconds

Tutee signals
to read alone

Tutee makes
an error
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T
E
L
L
S
Think about the story

Examine and skim the story for clues about its content

Look for important words

Look for words that you don’t understand

Study the story setting and decide whether it is fact or fiction
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Beginning

Middle

End
Problem

Solution
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Problem

Solution

Main
character

Title and
author

Setting

Supporting
characters

PAGE 40

IMPROVING READING: A GUIDE FOR TEACHERS

a
b
c
d
e

Identify why the passage is being studied.

Find the main ideas and underline them.

Think of a question for each main idea.

Answer these questions.

Review the questions and answers to see what information they provide.

PAGE 41

IMPROVING READING: A GUIDE FOR TEACHERS

We hope that you have found the information provided in this
booklet useful. Please take this knowledge forward and implement
within your classroom to improve literacy among your pupils.
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