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Endorsements for the first edition

The first edition which was self-published in 2014 won the United Kingdom
Literacy Association (UKLA) Academic Book Award 2015. The award was
judged by a panel tasked with identifying a book that would make a last-
ing, significant contribution to the teaching of English.

The following endorsements were written by professional colleagues who
read a pre-publication draft of the book. I am grateful to them for taking
the time to read and comment.

This book is a remarkable account of how we should approach teach-
ing ‘learning to be literate’ in an age when we are increasingly told by
government both what we should teach and how we should teach it. It
is a must read story of research and practice, drawing on a wonderful
wealth of experience in the development of reading. We are reminded
all too clearly in this approach to educational research of the teacher as
expert professional and of one who should aspire to be both a ‘reflec-
tive’ and ‘thinking’ practitioner. 

Professor Stephen Rayner, Dean of Education, 
Newman University, Birmingham

This exceptional book documents and critically analyses literacy educa-
tion over a period of fifty years. Margaret Clark continues in her
relentless quest to raise awareness of the changing nature and quality of
literacy research evidence, theory and practice. Her goal has ever been
to ensure that the best evidence underpins literacy education policy. She
rightly draws attention to the complexity of the orthographic, syntactic
and semantic processes a young reader must master in order to make
sense of written text, and the danger in any government policy that
stresses one best method. The author sets out to dispel ‘a few myths’.
In so doing, she assures her position among the most influential figures
in literacy research of her generation.

Carol Aubrey, Professor Emeritus, Warwick University

In the year of the United Kingdom Literacy Association’s Fiftieth
Anniversary this book presents readers with gifts of knowledge and
wisdom from one of the Association’s esteemed Past Presidents.

Professor Andrew Lambirth
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Margaret Clark’s studies over half a century, collected in this book,
provide vital illumination for classroom teachers and those who steer
the processes of education. A keen knowledge of how written and
spoken English work is brought together with close observation of chil-
dren in their homes and schools to show the centrality of meaning
making to the process of learning to read and write.

Henrietta Dombey, Professor Emeritus, University of Brighton, Past
Chair of NATE and a Past President of UKLA

This important book, which draws together Margaret Clark’s thinking,
is a reminder that rigorous research is essential for an informed view
about how best to support children’s literacy development. Despite the
complexity of learning to be literate, with customary clarity Clark
elegantly explores policy and practice, and children’s experience, strug-
gles and accomplishments.

Eve Bearne, a Past President of UKLA

This book gives a lucid and positive account of effective approaches to
early reading and provides a powerful critique of simplistic policy
development in the teaching of reading. Currently significant evidence
is being ignored at considerable financial cost, and worse, at the
expense of young children’s enjoyment of books and motivation to
read.

Wendy Scott, President of Association for Professional Development
in Early Years (TACTYC)

I found this book really interesting and an easy read. I would love to
share it with my staff. Some of the issues would come as a shock to
many teachers.

Michaela Long. Head Teacher, Christchurch C of E Primary School
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Learning to be Literate

Winner of the prestigious UK Literacy Association Academic Book Award
for 2015 in its original edition, this fully revised edition of Learning to be
Literate uniquely analyses research into literacy from the 1960s through to
2015 with some surprising conclusions. 

Margaret Clark explores the argument that young children growing up
in a literate environment are forming hypotheses about the print around
them, including environmental print, television, computer games and
mobile phones. In a class where no child can yet read there is a wide range
of understanding with regards to concepts of print and the critical features
of written language. While to any literate adult, the relationship between
spoken and written language may be obvious, young children have to be
helped to discover it.

This persuasive argument demonstrates the value of research in order to
make informed policy decisions about children’s literacy development.
Accessible and succinct, Professor Clark’s writing brings into sharp focus
the processes involved in becoming literate. The effect on practice of many
recent government policies she claims is in opposition to these insights. The
key five thematic sections are backed up with case studies throughout and
include:

• Insights from literacy research: 1960s to 1980s
• Young literacy learners: how we can help them
• Curriculum developments and literacy policies, 1988 to 1997: a

comparison between England and Scotland
• Synthetic phonics and literacy learning: government policy in England,

2006 to 2015
• Interpretations of literacy in the twenty-first century

Margaret M Clark OBE is Emeritus Professor of Education at the
University of Birmingham, and Visiting Professor at Newman University,
Birmingham, UK.
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Preface

Learning to be literate in the twenty-first century

Young children growing up in a literate environment are already on entry
to school forming hypotheses about the print around them. They interpret
environmental print and watch television; many will have played computer
games and may be able to manipulate a mobile phone. Most will have seen
writing and drawing on screen, although they may not yet appreciate the
distinctive functions of drawing and writing. There will be wide differences
between young children in their experience of stories read to them or told
to them before they start school. Many children are expected to learn to
read in other than their first language; therefore it would be simplistic to
regard print as merely a visual representation of their spoken language. In
a class where no child can yet read there will be a wide range of under-
standing of concepts of print and the critical features of written language.
To any literate adult the relationship between spoken and written language
may be obvious; young children have to be helped to discover it.

Learning to read in English

The English language is not one where there is a one-to-one visual repre-
sentation of all the sounds we speak. It is a more difficult code for young
children to break than languages with a shallow orthography.

Children need to appreciate the critical features of letters, words and
punctuation. I and a are letters and words; L and l represent the same letter;
the function of ! and ? differs from that of I; 2 and two are both numbers,
but one is also a word. Direction takes on a new significance in writing: D,
D and d are similar in ways that b, d and p are not.

Some words are easy to represent in writing such as cat and dog. Some
of the commonest words in written English are not phonically regular, and
may not be easily represented pictorially as they are not nouns, such as the
and said. Some words are easy to pronounce, while for others the context
determines how they are pronounced, such as read, bow and wind.
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The revised edition

The first edition of this book, self-published in 2014, won the UKLA
Academic Book Award 2015. With the exception of Chapters 1 and 21, the
book is based on adapted publications by the author, selected because of
their continuing relevance, or because insights from the research have been
ignored by policymakers. Part I refers to research prior to 1990, presented
at conferences in different countries. Part II illustrates ways in which
creative environments can stimulate young children learning to read. The
author/researcher becomes a practitioner, providing research-based insights.
Part III concerns literacy policies in England, Wales and Scotland as they
diverged further in the years since 1988.

Part IV concerns the impact of politics on literacy policy. In most of the
chapters in this part the focus is on England in the years 2006 to 2015
where synthetic phonics has become the required method of teaching read-
ing and a phonics check taken by all children in Year 1. In this revised
edition information on developments pre and post the general election in
May 2015 have been added. In Chapter 18, the debate includes evidence
from other countries on the impact of commercialism on the literacy poli-
cies advocated by politicians. Questions are raised as to whose evidence
should count in determining literacy policies.

In Part V Chapter 19 reveals the dangers of basing, or modifying literacy
policy as a result of comparisons in international surveys, even those as
large-scale and well-planned as PIRLS and PISA. The focus is on sampling
issues rather than on the results of a particular survey; thus the analysis has
wide implications. Chapter 20 is adapted from a seminar presentation in
Brussels in 2011, with a wide remit, including adult literacy and develop-
ments in Europe. In Chapter 21 insights on literacy from research are
supported with illustrations from children and adults. Finally, the influence
of orthographies on literacy development is considered.

Preface xiii
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1 Introduction

Rationale for the book

My publications on literacy over the years 1967 to 2015 have included
conference papers, articles, chapters in books, research reports and books,
either as author or editor. In making my choice of what to include in this
book I have selected those publications that still have relevance today, high-
lighting evidence from research or lessons we could have learnt, many
ignored by those making policy decisions. In some instances where I had
competing publications, I selected those that most succinctly focused on my
chosen themes. Where I do not hold the copyright I sought permission from
the copyright holder to publish adapted and edited versions of the previous
publications; this is indicated in the introduction to the various parts of the
book. Chapters 1 and 21 have been written specially for this book.

My interest in literacy developed during my time as a primary school
teacher, and later as a lecturer in a college of education. Having joined the
United Kingdom Reading Association in 1964 I founded the West of
Scotland Reading Association the following year. Together with members of
the newly founded local association I undertook a study in schools in the
Glasgow area of an experimental television series for backward readers,
following a presentation by the producer about the programme at our first
meeting. My first conference paper for the United Kingdom Reading
Association in 1966 was a report of that study. I decided not to include it
in this book, although it is an example of a collaborative study involving
members of a newly founded association, and some of the lessons we learnt
are still relevant. The published version is available in two UKRA publica-
tions in 1967 and 1972 (see publications on literacy list at the end of the
book).

I was president of UKRA in 1972 and have included a shortened version
of my presidential address (published in 1973). Between 1966 and 1991 I
gave papers on literacy at a number of UKRA annual conferences. I also
gave papers at conferences and seminars in a number of other countries,
most subsequently published. Among those I have selected to adapt for
inclusion here are those from Australia, Canada and Sweden.
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My first major research on reading was published in 1970, a community
study of children with reading difficulties. In 1976 my second major study
was published, a contrasting series of case studies of young children who
were already reading with understanding when they started school at 5
years of age. In 1979, on moving to Birmingham, I continued to lecture and
in parallel to undertake research, encouraging my students, many of them
practitioners, to undertake their own researches or collaborate in mine. As
a consequence of a request from a director of education in the early 1970s
to undertake research in his newly opened nursery schools, I became inter-
ested in the fascinating field of pre-school children’s differential awareness
of the elements of printed language. I was able to share insights from case
studies, my own and internationally known researchers, with my students.
I have included reference to these developments as currently there seems to
be insufficient recognition given to the wide differences in concepts of print
between children on entry to school, even where none of them can yet read.

Developing the book

Having made my selection, the original publications were either scanned, or
if possible, a word document was used. None of the chapters contain the
publication exactly as it appeared originally. Some have been shortened,
either because of the length of the original or because of overlap with other
chapters. Editorial changes have been made to achieve consistency in refer-
encing; in some instances wording has been improved. Changes have been
kept to a minimum, and where comments or references have been added
this is clearly indicated. Thus it is hoped that the book records changes in
emphasis in research over time, insights we could have gained and lessons
we should have learnt. Hopefully it might lay to rest some myths, including
those perpetuated by successive governments, where they fly in the face of
a wealth of research evidence.

Outline of the book

The book is in five parts and within each part and chapter the scene is set
briefly to enable readers, should they wish, to focus on specific chapters or
parts. Chapters 1 and 21 were written for the book and Chapters 14, 16,
17 and 18 have new material and are updated for this revised edition.

The four chapters in Part I are based on written versions of papers
presented either at conferences or seminars, with the theme ‘Insights from
Literacy Research from 1960s to 1980s’. Chapter 2 is a shortened version
of my presidential address from 1972. I have omitted my comparison of
standards of literacy between Scotland, where evidence was of rising stan-
dards, and England where at that time it was claimed they were falling, also
the discussion of a newly published Edinburgh Reading Test. Chapter 3 is a
shortened version of a paper I was invited to give in 1973 at a Social Science

2 Introduction
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Research Council seminar on ‘Problems of Language and Reading’ where
papers were also given by James Britton, Jerome Bruner, Michael Halliday
and H. H. Speitel. Among those present and taking part in the discussion
were leading researchers including Joan Tough, Margaret Donaldson,
Marie Clay, Jessie Reid, John Merritt and Basil Bernstein.

Chapter 4 compares the evidence from my community study of children
with reading difficulties and my case studies of children who could read
with understanding on entry to school at 5 years of age. This chapter is
based on a paper delivered in Australia in 1981. In Chapter 5 I consider
insights from a further analysis of my study of young fluent readers under-
taken for a seminar in Canada on literacy, convened by Frank Smith in
1983. In addition to Frank Smith, papers were given by Yetta Goodman,
Jerome Bruner, Glenda Bissex and Emelia Ferreiro, all participants took
part in the discussions. The papers were published in 1984 in Awakening to
Literacy edited by H. Goelman, A. Oberg and F. Smith.

In Part II attention turns to ways that research can provide insights for
practice, in short, ‘Young literacy learners: how we can help them’. Chapter
6 is based on a paper given in Lund in Sweden in 1987 on creative contexts
for literacy learning, at a conference on the Study of Child Language. It was
published in Children’s Creative Communication, Ragnhild Söderberg (ed.)
in 1988.

Chapter 7 is a tribute to Marie Clay whose research into the importance
of sensitive observation of young children’s early encounters with print and
her development of Reading Recovery I studied both from her publications
and during a visit to New Zealand. The remaining chapters in this part,
Chapters 8, 9 and 10 are based on my practical work with young children
published between 1994 and 2013. I worked as a volunteer in an inner city
school in Birmingham, gave workshops to groups of teachers and encour-
aged my students to collect examples of young children’s earliest encounters
with print. Illustrations from some of these children are to be found in
Chapter 8. The focus in Chapter 9 is on ways of helping children to learn the
hundred key words that account for about 50 per cent of the total words in
written English. This is based on an article published in Reading News.

Over the years 1986 to 1988 I worked with a colleague, Wendy
Dewhirst, as a consultant to a Granada television series, Time for a Story.
We gave advice on the programmes and developed teachers’ booklets with
suggestions for further activities based on the programmes. Twenty-eight
short stories were written by well-known children’s authors specifically for
the series, each the focus for one of the programmes for children aged 4 to
6 years of age. Little books with the stories and illustrations from the
programmes were published. I subsequently used recordings of some of
these programmes and also some of the story books to stimulate young chil-
dren’s writing. The reciprocal relationship between reading and writing is
the theme in Chapter 10, with examples of children’s writing and illustra-
tions based on these stories.

Introduction 3
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In Part III attention turns to developments in government policy on liter-
acy over the years 1988 to 1995, in England within the National
Curriculum and in Scotland, during the development of National
Guidelines. In Chapter 11, the National Curriculum and related assess-
ments following the Education Reform Act in 1988 in England and Wales
are discussed. It is based on extracts from a publication of mine in 1995
entitled, Language, Learning and the Urban Child. The developments in
Scotland over the same period were very different, with National Guidelines
5–14 based on reports of working parties with representatives of the teach-
ing profession, advisers and college lecturers playing an important role.
Chapter 12 is based on Chapter 3, ‘Developments in primary education in
Scotland’, in Education in Scotland: policy and practice from pre-school to
secondary, editors M. M. Clark and P. Munn (1997).That book traces
developments up to devolution in 1997. It can be seen that policies in
England and Scotland were already very different even before devolution.

In Part IV the theme of policy is continued, with the focus on politics,
following claims made by the government in England for one best method
for teaching reading to all children, namely synthetic phonics. These claims
can be traced back in England to the Rose Report of 2006. All six chapters
in this part are based on articles published in the Education Journal
between 2006 and 2015. Chapter 13, a critique of the Rose Report, and
Chapter 15, the development of the phonics check, are little changed from
the first edition of the book. Chapter 14, an analysis of research evidence
for claims for one best method of teaching reading, and Chapters 16, 17
and 18 have all been revised and updated. A phonics check was introduced
in 2012 which was administered to all children in Year 1 in England, aged
between five and a half and six and a half. This test of 40 words, half
pseudo words, had a pass mark of 32. Its development, results and effects
after the first year are discussed in Chapter 15. In Chapter 16 the results of
the research reports on the check from the National Foundation for
Educational Research three year research, commissioned by the Department
for Education, are analysed. The final report was published in June 2015
and its findings are also reported in this revised edition; the report covers
the years only to 2014. In Chapter 17 the results of the phonics check up to
2015 are reported. In Chapter 18 some of the costs of the phonics check
and of the commercial materials and training courses recommended by the
government are reported. This information was obtained by two enquiries
under the Freedom of Information Act. The discussion is widened to include
relevant evidence from two books critiquing government policies in the
United States. The first, added for this revised edition, published in 2002,
edited by R. L. Allington, critiques the evidence base for the National
Reading Panel, one of the reports cited by the DfE. The second, Whose
Knowledge Counts in Government Literacy Policies? K. S. Goodman, R. C.
Calfee and Y. M. Goodman (eds) (2014), critiques developments not only
in the United States, but also in England, Scotland, France and Germany. It
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appears that commercial interests are gaining an increasingly powerful
place in government policies in many parts of the world, including many
developing countries. A disquieting picture is painted of the power wielded
by large commercial organisations to influence government literacy policies,
often falsely claiming a research basis for the policy.

Part V has three chapters; Chapter 19 is an analysis of PIRLS, an inter-
national comparison between countries based on assessment of children
aged about 10 years in 35 countries. Studies such as PIRLS, and PISA on
15-year-olds, often gain publicity in the media and influence government
literacy policies, with politicians either preening themselves or impetuously
making major changes should their country’s ranking appear to be falling.
The chapter focuses on the sampling and limitations of international stud-
ies such as PIRLS, even when such studies are carefully planned and
rigorously executed. Since 2003 when these results were published there
have been further studies. However, there are still lessons from this analy-
sis, as some of the limitations identified are inevitable in such large scale
studies with data from many countries. Chapter 20 is based on a paper
delivered in Brussels, published in 2012 as Chapter 5, ‘Literacies in and for
a changing world’ in Improving the Quality of Childhood in Europe, edited
by C. Clouder, B. Heyes, M. Matthes and P. Sullivan. The discussion
includes developments in Europe and adult illiteracy.

In Chapter 21, the characteristics of written language, and in particular
the complexities of the English language are explored further. The focus in
this book has been mainly on learning to read and write in English, to
reflect the considerable amount of research on this subject. A recent publi-
cation on orthographies and literacy widens the topic to include other
languages and orthographies.
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Part I

Insights from literacy research
1960s to 1980s

The first two chapters are based on written versions of papers presented in
1972 and 1973; thus, the references are from researches published between
1960 and 1973; yet the issues discussed still have relevance today. Reference
was made at both presentations to my then ongoing study of children who
could read when they started school at 5 years of age, published in 1976 as
Young Fluent Readers: what can they teach us?

Chapter 2 is a shortened version of the presidential address delivered at
the 9th Conference of United Kingdom Reading Association in Glasgow in
1972 and published in the proceedings in 1973, Reading and Related Skills
(eds) M. M. Clark and A. Milne. It appears here with permission from
UKRA (now the United Kingdom Literacy Association), the copyright
holder.

Chapter 3 is a shortened version of a paper delivered at a Social Science
Research Council (SSRC) seminar in Edinburgh. Selected points from the
discussion are also included. Those delivering papers and taking part in the
discussions included key researchers into language and literacy. The semi-
nar papers and discussions were published in 1975 in Problems in
Language and Learning edited by R. Davies. This amended version of my
paper is published here with permission from the copyright holder ESRC.

The other two chapters are also based on written versions of oral presen-
tations. The first presentation was in Australia in 1981 and the second in
Canada in 1983. They draw on two of my researches, the first a commu-
nity study, Reading Difficulties in Schools published in 1970; the second,
case studies of children who could read with understanding when they
started school at 5 years old. This was published in 1976 as Young Fluent
Readers: what can they teach us?

Chapter 4 is an edited version of a paper in Reading, Writing and
Multiculturalism, 1982, D. Burns, A. Campbell and R. Jones (eds).
Adelaide: Australian Reading Association: 96–103, a written version of a
plenary session paper given at the Australian Reading Association
Conference in Canberra in 1981. There are comparisons of these studies in
other publications, in 1975, 1984 and 1989 (see reference list). I selected
this version from the Australian conference as it covers a wider range of
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issues. It provides a brief outline of the two studies and a discussion of the
lessons we can learn from a comparison of the relative strengths and weak-
nesses of the two groups. There is also a brief critique of the limitations of
educational research. This chapter is published with permission from the
copyright holder, the Australian Literacy Educators’ Association.

Chapter 5 includes further analysis of the study of young fluent readers,
prepared for a seminar in Canada in 1983 convened by Frank Smith. In
addition to Frank Smith, papers were given by a number of international
researchers, who took part in the discussions. These included Yetta
Goodman, Glenda Bissex, Jerome Bruner and Emelia Ferreiro. This adap-
tation is from Clark, M. M. (1984) ‘Literacy at home and at school’:
insights from a study of young fluent readers’, in H. Goelman, A. Oberg
and F. Smith (eds) Awakening to Literacy a University of Victoria sympo-
sium on children’s response to a literate environment – literacy before
schooling. It is used with permission from University of Victoria, Victoria,
British Columbia.

8 Insights from literacy research
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2 Reading and related skills
Lessons from the early 1970s

This is a shortened and edited version of my presidential address at the
United Kingdom Reading Association Conference in 1972, published in
1973 in Reading and Related Skills, M. M. Clark and A. Milne (eds).

Background

It is valuable to be aware of the outlook and the problems of those from
other countries and disciplines; otherwise we are in danger of failing to
appreciate the extensive educational possibilities which our own school
system denies us.

Different perspectives on reading

As teachers, we tend to look for solutions within the existing framework of
the classroom and school. In Britain, we assume children should begin
school at 5 years of age, or earlier, and stay until sixteen (or later). We
assume that they should be in school all day and that a shortened school
day is deprivation. Within schools one of our objectives is that all our chil-
dren will be reading by the age of seven, otherwise they will be at a
permanent disadvantage. To what extent is any disadvantage an inevitable
consequence, or merely the result of our particular school approach to
education and school organization, or our failure to cater for children’s
varied needs and individual rates of development? While seeking our short-
term solutions within the present educational system, we should look
beyond that in our evaluation of its long-term effectiveness.

We should look to other countries to see whether we are perhaps too
much concerned with amount of time spent in school and too little
concerned with the quality of the provision. We should look to other agen-
cies to see whether we perhaps overvalue the role of the teacher in
education and underestimate the crucial role played by many parents. We
may also overstress the part played by educationally accepted books and
materials in the teaching of reading and undervalue the potential of other
materials, including environmental print and the media in learning to read.
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If as college of education lecturers we meet only others with a similar
background, we may well seek to extend the initial training of teachers,
claiming that only then can the training be adequate in imparting all the
knowledge that the students require, forgetting, perhaps that some aspects
of competence can most successfully be taught in-service; some can be
taught in no other way. Perhaps we attempt to pack too much into pre-
service training. Were we, in teaching, dealing with a body of facts to be
acquired by the intending teacher and passed on to the expectant young
child, perhaps there might be justification for such a course. Colleges can
help by encouraging students towards a critical appraisal of new develop-
ments and an analysis of existing practices, rather than by encouraging
uncritical acceptance of an existing body of knowledge, no matter how
extensive.

As psychologists we need, at least as much as anyone, to discuss with
others developments in the teaching of reading. Psychologists, by the nature
of their professional involvement, tend to be preoccupied with failures.
Apart from studies of the relative effectiveness of various competing meth-
ods or media as the best approach to the initial teaching of reading,
psychological research has often concentrated on children who have failed
in reading, their intelligence, language and home background, or more
recently the school background. Other important factors contributing to
success in reading may then not have been appreciated.

As researchers we should consider the characteristics of successful read-
ers; they are worthy of investigation to illuminate our understanding of
reading as a form of communication. Such studies should, in addition, lead
us to a more accurate perception of the role of various deficits as causal
factors in reading failure. We may find indeed that some fluent readers are
highly successful in spite of such disabilities.

A topic that for many years attracted a great deal of attention was the
measurement of the percentages of non-readers at 7, 11 or 15 years of age,
with comparisons of these in different schools, areas or countries, or at
different times. These studies have aroused controversy as to whether the
percentages are different now from previously, with more failures, by some
blamed on progressive methods. This dichotomy of those who can and
those who cannot read has on occasion carried with it the implicit assump-
tion that teaching children to read is an all or none process; the concern of
the teachers in the early part of the school, with subsequent teachers mainly
involved in dealing with those with whom the initial teaching has failed.

Comparative studies of standards of reading in children aged 7 may be
more dangerous than valuable, when averages within an area or country are
treated in isolation, as so often happens. Does it matter if some children
cannot read at seven? Are they not reading because of a conscious policy to
delay reading instruction and extend the period of oral communication, or
are they failing in spite of a conscious policy of instruction? There is a place
and an important place for assessment in the teaching of reading, provided

10 Insights from literacy research
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it leads to monitoring of progress and action. Some teachers’ distrust of
tests is unfortunate but understandable. All children identified as failing at
7 years of age would not necessarily require specialist treatment but the
schools, with the aid of diagnostic tests could be alerted to their existence.
Their progress could then be monitored from an early age and modifica-
tions made to enable them to access the full curriculum.

The early start in the teaching of reading, the systematic instructional
techniques and the tendency towards a more phonically-based approach
could help children to perform well on a task which involves word identifi-
cation from a selection of alternatives. Such a test while designed for, and
indeed useful for, identifying children who have failed to make a start in
reading at the end of the infant stage, is scarcely adequate as a measure of
good reading. Learning to read should not be regarded as a hierarchy of
skills from lower to higher order, but as a developmental language process.
The approaches in the initial stages will colour the children’s motivation
and their perception of reading as a purposeful and valuable activity. On
completing their schooling children should not only be able to read with
comprehension for a variety of purposes, in a range of media, but also be
motivated to read.

Perhaps as educationists we are too ready to accept credit for the
successes and to attribute the failures to the parents. We can never know
how many of the children who read critically and purposefully after attend-
ing school would have read effectively had they been at home! The term
compensatory education is unfortunate in its implied condemnation of the
home. We perhaps overvalue the specialist and undervalue the contribution
of the parents. Parents are being made to feel less and less adequate, and in
some settings have little more than a peripheral role.

Children and beginning to read

Just as we are in danger of undervaluing the role of the parents, so also we
are in danger of failing to appreciate the characteristics which the child
brings to the reading task. To quote Smith (1971):

Two things are perhaps surprising about the skills and knowledge that
a child brings with him when he is about to learn to read: the sheer
quantity and complexity of his ability, and the small credit that is
usually given. (223)

Reading readiness as a concept with its emphasis on the inadequacies of the
child, tends to reassure insecure teachers that the failures were not theirs but
the child’s. There must be few characteristics measured in any test of read-
ing readiness which are absolute barriers to learning to read. Some may
make a particular technique or group situation inappropriate. The child
with poor auditory discrimination may find it more difficult to learn by a
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phonically-based approach, particularly if the classroom is noisy. Children
with poor visual discrimination may have their difficulties increased by a
look-say approach, particularly if the teacher’s writing is not clear. The
child with limited grasp of language may have problems if the teacher’s
explanations are predominantly verbal, or unnecessarily complex. Some
recent studies of children’s concept formation appeared to reinforce
assumptions about the children’s inadequacies. However, one must distin-
guish between a child’s ability to solve a problem and their ability to
verbalize a solution.

It is salutary to bear in mind there are children who might have failed
some tests of reading readiness, who may by 3 or 4 years of age already be
fluent readers. Readiness of the school for the child should now be given as
much attention as readiness of the child for the school. In a study of chil-
dren who were already fluent readers when they started school, I was
impressed by a number of aspects of their fluent reading. These might not
have occurred to me had I confined my attention only to children who had
learned to read in the school group situation. One aspect that worried me
considerably was the parents’ embarrassment that they had sent their child
to school able to read. Why should we make parents feel guilty if their child
comes to school able to read, and ashamed if they come not ready to read?

Not all children in my study were highly intelligent; not all their parents
were professionals. Indeed, not all had a range of interesting and stimulat-
ing children’s books for their first experiences of printed material and
certainly few had any structured reading scheme. Unlikely materials like car
numbers, the daily newspaper, the Radio Times, an old pack of lexicon
cards and even television advertisements acted as stimuli to these children,
and could do to other children. One important common factor for these
children seems to have been an interested adult. One characteristic of these
children was their awareness of what they could and could not do. This
study was later published as Young Fluent Readers: what can they teach us?
(Clark, 1976).

Children, when they start school, do not have to be taught language, but
the written representation of language. They do not have to be taught to
look, they have to be taught the significant characteristics of print. They
need to know enough, not all, about the letters. Fluent reading does not
necessitate a minute analysis of each aspect of each letter or word but only
sufficient to extract meaning from the printed page. Frank Smith’s insights
made an impact, and made many reappraise their ideas on the crucial
elements in reading instruction. As he stated in 1971 in Understanding
Reading:

A clearer understanding of what the skilled readers can do, and of what
the beginning reader is trying to do, is far more important for the read-
ing teacher than any revision of instructional materials. (230)

12 Insights from literacy research
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The ‘decoding’ that the skilled reader performs is not to transform
visual symbols into sound, which is a widely held conventional view of
what reading is about, but to transform the visual representation of
language into meaning. (222)

A large number of interrelated skills developed over a period of years are
necessary for reading. Ability to recall nonsense syllables does not differen-
tiate good and poor readers (Merritt, 1970). A willingness to make mistakes
may be part of the process of learning to read, and guessing may only be
bad for a child if it is based on wrong cues. It may be a stage in the devel-
opment of linguistic competence leading to fluent reading. The child has to
discover the distinctive features of print, of words and of letters. The
teacher must be aware of the significance of the various characteristics of
language and of print. For example a and I are both letters and words; I and
! may look similar, but have different functions in written language. When
we talk of two letters being ‘the same’ or ‘different’, we should take care to
explain what we mean: B and b are different, as are b and d. As Reid (1960)
indicated, many 5-year-old children have limited appreciation of the differ-
ence between a letter, a word and a number.

The child must learn by response and by feedback from the teacher or
another adult. This appears to have been one of the roles that the parents
played for the precocious readers referred to earlier. Many of these children
initiated the questioning; the parents confirmed the hunch or suggested an
alternative when the child could not otherwise make sense of the reading
material. Some studies of children’s concept formation seem to have rein-
forced feelings of the children’s inadequacies. One must, however,
distinguish between children’s ability to solve a problem from their ability
to verbalize the solution. Even many of the fluent readers in my study at 5
years of age could not verbalize the concepts, but they certainly had some
appreciation of their function. As pointed out by Brandis and Henderson
(1970), let us not underestimate children’s understanding because of their
inability to describe their solution.

Reading and writing, a reciprocal relationship

Just as purpose, and purpose seen by the child, is important as a motivating
force in learning to read, so purpose in writing is important in written
communication. This gives point to the teaching of handwriting and spelling
as aspects of written communication, as tools. Though spelling can be caught
by some, it can also be taught to the others, as stated by Peters (1967). This
is most effective when the instruction is systematically organised, taking into
account the linguistic probabilities of the English language, and, the child’s
needs within their written communication for the words being taught.

If we wish to develop literacy in all children, then we must proceed devel-
opmentally from oral communication for a purpose in a wide range of
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contexts to an integrated approach to reading and writing. If one considers
the extent to which children, even from so-called deprived homes, are
bombarded with speech, one appreciates that their difficulties may arise not
from lack of speech, but rather lack of communication. No language
programme will succeed in which the children are the passive recipients of
the teacher’s speech, no matter how stimulating and varied, unless this leads
in turn to wide and varied participation by the children themselves. As
Merritt (1970) stated:

What could be less motivating than the repeated setting down of the
obvious for the already well-informed... the critical feature in develop-
ing communication skills (is) the opportunity to communicate with an
army of different recipients on a variety of subjects in a variety of
contexts.

An educated person may be defined as one who has acquired the ability to
listen thoughtfully, to speak effectively, to read critically and to write
creatively. Are these realistic aims for the teaching of reading and the related
skills, if so for only a chosen few, or for all but a small minority? Our
professional competence will determine the answer.
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3 Language and reading
Insights from early research

This is an edited, shortened version of ‘Language and reading: research
trends’, Chapter 4 in Problems of Language and Learning, A. Davies (ed.)
1975, the written version of a paper I delivered at a seminar sponsored by
SSRC in Edinburgh in 1973.

Background

For many years research into learning to read concentrated mainly on nega-
tive aspects, levels of illiteracy, causes of failure and remedial techniques.
This was unfortunate, because of the wide range of aspects left unstudied,
and the danger of erroneous conclusions drawn from those with difficulties.
That emphasis could lead to a mistaken evaluation of the significance of
certain disabilities and to a limited conception of the skill defined as reading.

Readiness and reading

Disappointingly little of value has been uncovered by studies of reading
readiness based on tests (Downing and Thackray, 1971). As early as 1963
Krippner reported a case study of a young child, already a fluent reader at
an early age, who would have been declared unready to begin reading
tuition had he been subjected to the then current reading readiness tests.
There is probably no single aspect of most reading readiness tests that is an
absolute barrier to learning to read for all children under all conditions.
Many readiness tests have used perceptual tasks not involving the specific
characteristics of print, thus distracting attention away from, rather than
towards, the characteristics of written communication. Some tests of
phonemic discrimination were based on judgement of similarity or differ-
ence in pairs of simple words or nonsense syllables. Additional factors come
into play in more complex tests of auditory discrimination, where the child
must make a comparison of a pair of words, and decide whether they are
the same or different. In her study where the test involved judgement on
pairs of phonemes, Hardy found a high overall performance even in young
school beginners. An analysis of errors indicated that few phoneme pairs
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were contributing to the test difficulty (Hardy, 1973). She concluded that in
some popular tests of auditory discrimination, factors other than auditory
discrimination are being measured giving exaggerated estimates of auditory
discrimination difficulties. In the present writer’s study of young fluent
readers, who could already read when they started school at 5 years of age,
these children had no difficulty with a complex task of auditory discrimi-
nation (Clark, 1976, reference added for this publication).

Wilkinson (1971) considers that a systematic study of the relationship
between reading and pre-reading oracy is important. Using a language
involves knowing a great deal about what is likely to follow at any given
point, knowledge of sequential probabilities on all levels of language.
Greater understanding of the oral language development of children has
resulted from an analysis of their errors and self-corrections in speech. In
reading it is important that in children’s early oral reading, their errors and
self-corrections are monitored; also the types of errors under different initial
approaches to learning to read are analysed. The work of Clay on the devel-
opment of concepts of print in young children, and her research on the
reconstruction of sentences by young school beginners when faced with
tasks beyond their short-term memory are relevant to this aspect (see
Chapter 7 and Clay, 1972). More attention needs to be focused on whether
this discrepancy is most marked when the initial reading materials give few
linguistic cues.

The oral language of young children is, however, not the only relevant
aspect when analysing readiness for reading. Consideration must also be
given to the other aspects of language awareness, whether these can be
systematically taught, and which approaches are most successful.
Anticipation of the likely completion of a sentence or word is not depend-
ent only on comprehension but operates also below that level in the area
referred to as ‘intermediate reading skills’ (Merritt, 1970). Reading, for
Smith (1971) involves predicting one’s way through a passage of text, elim-
inating some alternatives in advance on the basis of knowledge of the
redundancy in language, acquiring just enough visual information to elimi-
nate the alternatives remaining. As in oral language, so also in reading,
anticipation plays an important part. Indeed Goodman has referred to read-
ing as a ‘psycholinguistic guessing game’ (1970).

If one approaches the teaching of reading from an analysis of the skills
and knowledge the child has already acquired when he begins learning to
read, and of the additional knowledge and skills required for fluent reading,
one may be led to the conclusion that some approaches to the teaching of
reading miss crucial features required for the development of such a skill.
Too much emphasis may be placed on training skills such as precise visual
scanning of letters or words, while the important features may indeed be
discrimination and anticipation rather than identification.

Children’s progress in learning to read may well be influenced not only
by the language of the reading materials, but also the language of reading

16 Insights from literacy research
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instruction employed by the teacher. The studies of Reid (1960) and
Downing (1969) showed limited grasp of the language of reading in the
spoken language of pre-school children. A distinction must be made,
however, between the language awareness required in order to learn the
significant characteristics of print, and the language sophistication required
to make sense of the sometimes complicated, and often imprecise, termi-
nology in some early reading instruction. What is important is precise
‘examples’ and ‘contrasts’, as these apply in print, evidence, rather than
instruction. The use of the words ‘same’ and ‘different’ may not be helpful
to young learners (Smith 1971). The, the and THE are different in some
ways, but do not have the same significance in written language as the
difference between d, p and b. Children usually learn to read in school and
therefore in a group situation where certain features are common.
Important variables may be overlooked, others erroneously thought to be
crucial. For this reason the present writer felt that a study of young children
who could read on entry to school might shed light on aspects in the devel-
opment of skilled reading that had not been appreciated (see Chapters 4 and
5). The readiness of the child is only one aspect; the preparedness of the
school to suit the instruction to the requirements of both task and child are
worthy of more detailed investigation.

Language studies and teaching reading

Word counts of children’s speech have on occasion been the basis for simpli-
fied content in children’s early reading materials. Some reading schemes
present frequent repetition of such words in simple sentence structures with
progressive introduction of new words assumed to be already in the child’s
speaking vocabulary. Restriction of the initial reading experiences of a child
to phonically regular words or word-like patterns enables a more system-
atic instruction in the structure and pattern of words to be developed. It
provides the child with an independent, if limited, code-breaking strategy.
Problems arise, however, in providing children with meaningful language in
their reading material when only regular words are used, and in simple
sentences. Many teachers use a combination of phonic and look-and-say
approaches, differing in their emphasis and in the extent to which they base
their phonics instruction on a systematic phonics programme or on inci-
dental guidance as required (see Chapters 15–18). Though research can
provide lists of words from children’s vocabularies for incorporation in
initial reading schemes there are still problems.

Awareness of the difficulties of deprived and immigrant children led
some teachers to develop their own reading materials based on the vocabu-
lary of their particular children. A Schools Council Research Project led to
the publication of Breakthrough to Literacy, based on language generated
by the children (Mackay et al., 1970). Teachers using such approaches were
referred to as ‘counsellors’ by Southgate and Roberts in Reading: which
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approach (1970). Teachers classified by these authors as ‘instructors’ are
those using programmes and reading schemes for their teaching of begin-
ning reading.

In some reading schemes the sentences are in reality only a structure into
which to slot the necessary frequent repetitions of the basic sight vocabulary.
Their limited sentence structure makes the stories less interesting than they
might have been. Research has shown also that a range of sentence structures
is used in the spoken language of pre-school children and a wide range of
grammatical structures, even by so-called ‘deprived’ children. The ‘un-
English’ structure of the stilted sentences in some reading schemes may lead
to unpredictability. The unnatural form may also prevent the child from
developing appropriate strategies for detecting the sequential probabilities in
written English. Studies of differential error patterns in children taught by a
range of approaches could yield valuable information (Clay, 1972).

Considerable emphasis has been placed by both teachers and parents on
the value of reading aloud to young children as a preparation for early read-
ing experiences. However, the focus was often on its motivational value,
rather than of sensitising children to features of written language through
an oral medium. Reid (1972) drew attention to the possibility that reading
aloud may have specific value in the pre-reading and early reading stages in
familiarising the child with linguistic structures of written language
presented orally. Such experience may well accelerate a child’s reading
progress in the early stages if appropriate reading materials are then
employed. Oral reading to older children with limited reading or language
fluency may be important for their language development. Information,
appreciation and relaxation are certainly three purposes in oral reading, but
development of an intuitive awareness of written linguistic structures may
also be important. Many parents stimulate their young children with a
range of orally presented stories read to them; this is not so frequently
continued when the children start school.

The concept of compensatory education

Often, attention has been centred on the deficiencies of the child in the
learning situation and the inadequacies of the parents. To quote Bernstein
(1970):

The compensatory education concept serves to direct attention away
from the internal organisation and the education context of the school,
and focus our attention upon the families and children. Compensatory
education implies that something is lacking in the family, and so in the
child, and that as a result the children are unable to benefit from
schools (53–4). … We should stop thinking in terms of compensatory
education but consider instead most seriously and systematically the
conditions and contexts of the educational environment. (55)
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Even language-deprived children from so-called inadequate homes have prob-
ably been bombarded with speech and their deficiency is not, except in very
rare instances, as a result of lack of experience of spoken language. In many
such homes television provides an almost continuous pattern of speech. Pre-
school children, even those whose language performance is limited, have in
most instances acquired an appreciation of a wider range of linguistic struc-
tures than was previously appreciated. Thus two of the emphases in some
programmes for deprived children, namely ample experiences of language,
and models of grammatical structures for them to reproduce, are perhaps
misplaced. The crucial features are to help the children to communicate using
language with a range of recipients in a variety of situations. The children
need to learn how to explain, and what questions to ask in order to receive
further appropriate information. Studies on the effect of particular language
situations on the quality and quantity of language produced by children are
relevant here. The work of Donaldson and her co-workers in Edinburgh
(Campbell and Wales, 1970) showed the effects on language production of
specific situations. Kamii (1971) devised with pre-school children
programmes for developing and testing their cognitive abilities that are less
dependent on the limited language which the children may possess for
expressing their solutions. Situation variables and their influence on spon-
taneity, length and complexity, style and content of language are discussed by
Cazden under the heading, ‘The neglected situation in child language,
research and education’ (in Williams, 1970). She compares the relevance of
the topic, the task, and the listener to the quantity and complexity of language
elicited. Clearly it is important that insights from research are utilised in
developing language programmes within an educational context, whether
oral or written. Blank (1970) also in Language and Poverty, claims that:

Thus, psycholinguists, like behaviourists provide an extremely limited
empirical basis from which to derive guidelines for teaching language
skills to children, whether disadvantaged or otherwise. The result has
been that in the teaching of verbal abilities there has been an orienta-
tion similar to that in overall enrichment; namely, try to offer every
possible language skill that may be important. (71)

She feels there are major problems in teaching higher-level cognition in a
group setting except to children whose home has already provided and is
providing a ‘rich one-to-one verbal interchange’. In a group setting atten-
tion is diluted and sporadic and therefore will not provide the child with the
essential stimulus and feedback. Blank, like others, sees the learning diffi-
culties of many children as:

reflecting the children’s failure to develop a symbolic system which
would permit them to see the plentiful stimulation already available to
them, as existing in a coherent, logical and predictable framework. (73)
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This is as significant in learning to read as it is in oral language develop-
ment.

Features of successful teaching

Further investigation is required into the qualities and skills which charac-
terise the successful language teacher so that as far as possible these skills
can be developed by the training programmes in colleges. It is important to
analyse the extent to which the teacher’s own language is an important vari-
able in the situation. Is there a ‘deprived teacher’ syndrome? Is this a
significant factor in children’s failures and could language enrichment
programmes in colleges enrich and sensitise the teachers? What else is
required of teachers to be successful in the type of role they are expected to
fulfil? There is evidence from a variety of studies that the teaching of gram-
mar even by a direct approach does not assist the development of children’s
written compositions. It is also possible that the teaching of linguistics to
teachers in training may have disappointingly little effect on their teaching
performance. Many student teachers may be no more ready or able to grasp
the significance of linguistics than school children; as Morris wrote in 1973,
‘You can’t teach what you don’t know’. The crucial question is, however,
what must a teacher know? Research is needed into the extent to which,
and the ways in which, teachers are influenced within their training by
different content and forms of presentation.

We in education are too ready to accept the successes and ascribe the fail-
ures to the parents. Brandis and Henderson (1970) studied mothers’
communications with their children at the pre-school stage and then stud-
ied the children during their first three years in school. They found that
social classes differed radically in their use of language for purposes of
explanation and control and in the willingness of the mothers to respond to
communications which their children initiated. Equally important, however,
was the predictive value of an index of maternal communication within
social class and for children of the same level of ability as measured by intel-
ligence tests. There is need for more sophisticated and precise information
on the extent to which maternal and paternal communication contributes
to children’s educational success. We have little opportunity of knowing
how children from favoured home backgrounds would develop with regard
to reading and related skills after the age of five without the intervention of
formalised educational institutions.

Contributions of the home

For some members of the teaching profession the role of the parent is to
prepare the child to be ready and willing to receive instruction; the concepts
of readiness for school and reading readiness exemplify this outlook. In my
research on fluent readers the embarrassment of a number of the parents at
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sending their child to school already reading fluently was distressing (Clark,
1976 reference added for this publication). Ready but not too ready seems to
be the keynote. Once the child commences school, the role of the parent is
seen by some professionals as providing ‘interest’, ‘acceptance’, and ‘appreci-
ation’. When evaluating the factors influencing success in reading we may be
drawing erroneous conclusions if we concentrate only on the school environ-
ment. The contributions of the home to the learning situation should be
measured in more sophisticated terms than numbers of visits to the school,
number of books in the home, socioeconomic class, etc. Significant informa-
tion might be obtained from studying the strategies in language tuition of
successful parents – a little-tapped field of enquiry. Nursery education, it has
been claimed makes children better able to benefit from primary education.
There are dangers in any implication that parents do not or cannot provide
language stimulation for their children; some do and others could.

Final comments

It is important that more sensitive and sophisticated measures be utilised in
research projects into both oral language and reading progress, otherwise
the weaknesses and the strengths of the children and of the teaching tech-
niques will not be effectively analysed. There is need for more attention to
the skills displayed by the fluent reader, together with an analysis of the
extent to which any such reading is composed of distinguishable sub-skills.
Particular attention should be paid to whether learning to read necessitates
a sequential progression through a hierarchy of sub-skills to the final
achievement of higher-order skills. It may be that some of these steps are
merely hurdles, or barriers, interspersed as a result of the types of approach
employed in the teaching of reading. The present writer’s study of children
who learned to read fluently outside the school-group situation may throw
some light on this question. As one example, most of them did not proceed
from oral to silent reading. To quote Frank Smith (1971):

A clearer understanding of what the skilled reader can do, and of what
the beginning reader is trying to do, is far more important for the read-
ing teacher than any revision of instructional materials. (230)

Selected points from the discussion (see Davies, 1975: 105–112)

Discussant, John E. Merritt: There are no fundamental points on which I
would take issue with Clark except, perhaps, in matters of emphasis. Clark
has pointed to certain deficiencies in tests of reading readiness and to the
misleading nature of the information they provide. I would like to go
further and question the value of the term ‘reading readiness’ itself. My
reason for challenging the term is that it is so often taken to imply that
readiness comes at some particular point of time.
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Jessie Reid: May I make two branching points. One is the use of errors
in helping us study the process of the acquisition of literacy as an intellec-
tual feat. The other relates to what Bruner said in his paper about there
being many different roads to a solution. Looking at errors is a very impor-
tant way of trying to decide what different individuals are in fact doing.
And this can be a contribution to the theoretical study of what it is to
become literate.

Marie Clay: My own work and that of people like Goodman has
produced evidence that may be running counter to the current stress on the
value of semantics. This evidence indicates that the child in the very early
stages of reading predicts the kind of word that will fit in with the structure
more frequently, even when it is an error, than he predicts something which
belongs to the same semantic field. Gradually, over the first few years of
instruction, the errors tend to have the same visual form; many of the letters
are the ones in the original text. They still have a syntactic equivalence but
they are coming to have a very close semantic link too. Errors still occur but
by now they indicate that children are looking for all three types of cue.

M. A. K. Halliday: I find that point very interesting. May I suggest that
part of the reason for this finding may be the fact that a child has not yet at
that early stage interpreted the reading operation as a linguistic one. In
other words, he is not expecting it to produce meaning; and I think it is time
to say that in a large amount of reading experience the child is decoding
only at the structural level because he has not slotted it into his own
language experience. … I wonder if Clark would agree that we know very
little about where reading experience fits into the child’s functional experi-
ence with language? … In functional terms I would say that reading comes
to make sense as a necessary activity for the child when he sees how read-
ing – and only reading – can open up new horizons for him. This is the only
way, I think, in which reading readiness makes any sense.

James Britton: Whatever needs or functions arose that caused the human
race to invent writing I think we need to look at a different set of functions
that give the necessary motivation to children to learn to read. I think chil-
dren learn to read because they want to read stories. A 4-year-old son of a
friend of mine was recently dictating a story to his mother, and one of the
sentences was, ‘The prince went sadly home, for he had nowhere else to go.’
Obviously, ‘for he had nowhere else to go,’ was not something he had
drawn from his speech; he had internalised written forms by listening to
stories his mother read to him. He is already in the other language before
going to school.

Margaret Clark: When I mentioned fluent readers I was not necessarily
talking about gifted children, this is the interesting part of this study. These
children came from all kinds of homes – what they have in common seems
to be that their parents provide a very rich language environment. I agree
with the comment that too much stress has been placed on oral reading. We
need it in order to specify errors but we do not need to make children learn
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to read orally. I have asked the mothers of these fluent readers, ‘When did
you know he could read?’ Several have replied, ‘I didn’t realise for a while,
and then he asked me what that word was. I wondered why he asked about
that one and then I realised he knew all the others.’
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4 Strengths and weaknesses of
children with reading difficulties
and young fluent readers

This is an edited version of a paper in Reading, Writing and
Multiculturalism, 1982, D. Burns, A. Campbell and R. Jones, (eds).
Adelaide: Australian Reading Association.

Background to educational research

Educational research reports are frequently criticised either as being
couched in technical terms (or jargon), as being too complex (or simplistic),
as being irrelevant, or failing to confirm ‘facts’ clearly supported by
common sense. In order to assess the value of any educational research it is
important to have adequate information on the research questions posed,
the sample, methods and results and the validity of the conclusions on the
basis of that particular study. Only when the scientific respectability of the
study has been established is the generalisability to other countries, ages or
types of children a matter for consideration. Finally it is important to distin-
guish statistical significance of results from their educational significance
and to realise that it is possible in research with large enough samples to
obtain statistically significant results where the difference in performance
between groups is very small, or to have large differences between groups
in average scores but to have considerable overlap in performance between
the groups.

The dangers of over-generalisation of educational research are as serious
as ignoring its evidence. Perhaps an example will clarify this point. It may
be possible to establish in a study, and repeat with similar results, that a
particular new reading method involving considerable expenditure of
money may raise the reading level of 7-year-old children by a statistically
significant amount. If the actual difference were to be a month or so in read-
ing accuracy then surely the educational significance of the results should
still be open to question? All too often this aspect of research is not consid-
ered; indeed frequently the aspects of research that obtain publicity are
those that fit in with politically expedient decisions, sometimes ones that
have already been made.

Another danger in drawing implications from educational research, that
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is explored here, is that of assuming features that are found in children who
fail are necessarily explanations for their failure, or that they would
inevitably be a cause of failure. Screening, readiness tests and predictions
from achievement tests are so often framed within this pattern of expecta-
tion. It seems important to consider not only the weaknesses of the children
who fail but both the strengths and the weaknesses of those who succeed.
These issues are explored here with illustrations from my two researches
Reading Difficulties in Schools (Clark, 1970 new edition, 1979) and Young
Fluent Readers (Clark, 1976). Both these publications are the actual
research reports, with all the tables and appendices. They are, therefore,
open to scrutiny as to their scientific rigour and generalisability.

Background to the two researches

The focus here is on insights from a comparison of two studies, one of chil-
dren who failed to learn to read, the other of children who entered school
already reading silently and with understanding. A brief discussion of these
two studies will set the context for consideration of more recent develop-
ments in my own and related researches. The focus will be on increasing
awareness of the features of the child, the parents, teachers and the learn-
ing situation which together determine not only whether a child can read
and write, but whether this is a meaningful and enjoyable experience.

Anyone who appreciates the important distinctions between spoken and
written language will not be surprised to find the style of this paper very
different from the spoken presentation. This distinction made between the
spoken and written versions has a wider significance than merely a justifi-
cation that the two versions are not identical. Perhaps one of the dangers of
the suggestion frequently made that print is just ‘speech written down’ is
that this does not do justice to either as a form of communication in its own
right. The purely visual features of print have perhaps been overstressed,
while the importance of acquiring sensitivity to prediction within written
language in learning to read may not be fully recognised. The rather stilted
‘speech written down’ type of products seen in the work of some older
 children who were late in learning to read and did not have a compensatory
experience of written language read aloud may be partly the result of this
lack of sensitivity. The quality of written language produced by the early
reader with a wide experience of the language of books may owe more than
we have recognised to extensive and rewarding experience of written
language over many years.

One important compensatory aspect in the education of the low progress
child could be an enriched experience of print through the spoken medium.
In this way experience of print could be achieved at an earlier age, and
enriched educational experiences made available. In the twenty-first century
we now have through the medium of computers greater possibilities than
were available in 1980s. All too often children who are slow to learn to read
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have a diet confined to their failures, thus confirming assumptions by those
around them of their limited potential.

Reading difficulties in schools

The study

It is important to set the first of the two research studies in its historical
context. It was undertaken in the mid-1960s at a time when there was
controversy concerning ‘dyslexia’ or the extent of severe and prolonged
reading difficulty in children of average intelligence. There was a tendency
to conceive of this within a medical ‘disease’ model with assumptions of
specific symptoms common to such children in what was claimed to be a
widespread disorder, and it was suggested that only one or a few specific
methods would prove effective. Most researches at that time had been clin-
ical studies of highly selected cases, where there was no information on the
characteristics of the population from which these children came. If diag-
nosed by a medical practitioner as having reading difficulty a child was
likely to be labelled dyslexic; the same child if diagnosed by a psychologist
was likely to be referred to as a backward reader. For this reason a commu-
nity study of a large population with children studied individually, and over
time seemed important. The starting point was identification of all children
within a complete population in a given area who after two years at school
had still failed to acquire independent reading skill.

The study initially involved 1,544 children aged 7 years of age, all of
whom had started school at the same time. Up-to-date incidence figures
were collected for a number of features claimed to have an association with
delayed reading. All the children in this research were tested individually
and the study involved over eighty people assisting either in the testing or
analysis. A number of those who helped in the initial testing were my
students. Because of the nature of the research questions, the children who
were studied further until 9 years of age were those who in spite of average
intelligence (interpreted generously) continued to have difficulty in reading.
Among the findings of this study were the following:

• there were few such children in that population
• their difficulties were widespread rather than confined to the reading

situation
• the pattern of difficulties was not consistent across the group
• there was little evidence of active parental involvement
• the majority were boys (14 boys and five girls).

What can we learn from this study?

This study provided answers to a number of the questions posed and
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because of the way it was designed it was possible to generalise some of the
results. Such a study does not, however, make it possible to establish
whether there was any causal link between the difficulties those children
showed when tested as they were already failing to make progress in read-
ing. Such a study did not enable one to determine to what extent their
widespread difficulties either caused, or were caused by their reading fail-
ure. It is so easy to assume that if a range of difficulties and deficiencies,
whether in the child or the home, are frequently seen in children who fail
that the two are causally linked. Furthermore each time one subsequently
sees a failing child these are the very features that one tends to notice.

Long-term studies commencing before the children fail, or succeed, are
needed to explore this. So many studies have included only the failures and
possibly a control group of average children. There may be features in the
school situation where most children learn to read, whether it be the group
situation, the age at which they are expected to learn to read, or the method
used, that make certain weaknesses or strengths seem crucial. For these
reasons I felt it was important to study a group of children who had learnt
to read before coming to school, not only at an earlier age, but also in other
than a group learning situation.

Young fluent readers

The study

In this second research, a small group of children who were reading fluently
with understanding before starting school was studied intensively. The aim
was not only to consider their strengths but also weaknesses in spite of
which they had learnt to read. It would be as dangerous to over-simplify the
findings of this second study of 32 early readers as to minimise the
complexity of the causes of failing readers. It is worth highlighting the
following characteristics before turning to implications of the two studies:

• their abilities were wide, not confined to reading
• while few had been instructed in reading, parental support and involve-

ment was evident
• their strengths appeared to be in oral language rather than visuo-motor,

and particularly a sensitivity to sequential patterns in language
• the majority here were also boys.

To highlight the significance of a study such as this in the climate in which
it was undertaken, it is worth quoting just one example, namely a boy from
a supportive but, by some categorisations, ‘limited’ home, a difficult birth,
concussion at 3 years of age, and not least doubtful handedness. Yet at
under 5 years of age, before starting school, this child could read on the
level of an 11-year-old! All these are characteristics to which, had he been
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a failure, the failure might have been attributed at that time. It is important
to be cautious in predicting failure and to avoid using screening tests that
could be failed by a child who is already reading fluently. The rich and
varied information gained from a study of children such as these young
fluent readers needs a more detailed analysis than is possible here. However,
a few insights will be given. (See also Chapter 5.)

The parents of these children found it difficult to identify exactly when
their children could read or how they had learnt. When the children were
asked what they did if they did not know a word, answers such as ‘guess’,
‘miss it out’, ‘ask someone’ were offered, all of which highlight ways of util-
ising the redundancy of written language, if the motivation to explore it is
present. Indeed for the last word in a sentence, frequently at most discrim-
ination of the first letter is all that is required for the word to be identified.
This raises issues not only about strategies that it may be valuable to
encourage, but about the type of reading material that it might be valuable
to encourage young children to explore in the early stages of learning to
read. The differences between ‘scheme readers’, and even relatively simple
‘real books’, are important. The complexity of the text in a book may aid
understanding, rather than necessarily making it more difficult for a child
to understand. This is important also for the older reader of limited reading
ability. An apparently simplified text may not only make the material less
stimulating but also, more difficult. This point is discussed in a paper by
Gardner (in Clark and Glynn, 1980). The fact that the young fluent readers
did not use instructional texts is not an argument that they may be without
benefit for any children. What is being stressed, however, is that complex-
ity of language does not necessarily make for greater difficulty, nor
simplified text for ease.

The evidence that the young fluent readers appeared to read silently even
in the early stages should also serve as a challenge as to the function of read-
ing aloud by children. Can we any longer assume that the natural
progression is from reading aloud to reading softly then only later, silently?
Oral reading by the child may give sensitive teachers insights into children’s
development of self-correction strategies, provided the adult listens to the
children and encourages them to predict, using all the cues at their disposal.
Perhaps we may have over-emphasised the importance of reading aloud by
the child as an essential part of the process of learning to read. However,
reading aloud to the child may be an important aspect of reading instruc-
tion rather than a frill to be omitted if time is short.

These young fluent readers’ developing competence in spelling also has
lessons for us. They were beginning to show a competence in spelling, also
an ability to attempt words using a plausible substitute spelling, how the
word might have been spelt in English. Equally important they knew what
they did not know. Again, the fact that spelling was being caught by these
children does not mean that other children may not need to be taught to
spell. Spelling is an eminently teachable subject approached through the
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route of plausible alternatives in the language being studied. So many poor
spellers do not even know when they are right! It would be misleading to
confuse the mechanics of writing with the ability to write creatively, or to
communicate explicitly in the written medium. A person does need at least
a minimum competence in spelling in order to be understood and freed to
be creative. Evidence of a developing competence in written language was
found in these young fluent readers as they were followed through their first
years at school.

Samples of written work by these children at 7 or 8 years of age provided
by their school showed graphically the effects of their early reading. Clearly
the extent to which this found expression in school, and was developed
further, owed a great deal to the sensitivity of the teachers, the situations
they created for writing and the tasks they set. At an earlier stage many of
these children could already simulate when dictating into a tape-recorder,
the style of their favourite authors’ written language. It is important to draw
attention also to one of the children who while talking in this setting used
his colloquial language, and what to some would have been regarded as bad
grammar. Yet he was able to capture the flavour of Tom Sawyer which he
had enjoyed reading. This same child when writing was quite capable of
using complex sentences and an appropriate range of vocabulary.

What can we learn from these children?

Let us not assume that the only route to competence in written language is
via fluency in spoken language. A possible route to literacy may be initially
through experience of written language presented orally, thus avoiding
interfering with the child’s spoken language in the early stages. Wide expe-
rience of listening to book language may have considerable potential for
such children. One valuable feature of the language of books is its invariant
nature as compared with subtle changes on repetition of a message in
spoken language. Such an approach, using orally presented written
language might not threaten the child’s culture. At a later stage the child is
more likely him or herself to become aware of the appropriateness of differ-
ent registers for different situations.

Oral language competence as an essential step towards reading may be
questioned; perhaps its place in the development of writing competence has
been over-stressed. The difficulty faced by an older child who has previously
been a poor reader in producing written language may owe something to
his or her lack of sensitivity to the particular features of written language.
It may also, however, owe something to the contexts in which we expect
children in school to produce written language. Few are allowed the oppor-
tunity to draft and re-draft as part of the creation of written language; even
if allowed it may only have a proof reading role of improving approxima-
tion to an already envisaged correct model. Had I submitted to a publisher
my first, or even my fourth draft of Young Fluent Readers, it would
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certainly not have been accepted! The development of ideas in written form
is of value not only as a communication but also as an aid to the develop-
ment of thought.

Last but certainly not least in discussion of what we can learn from a
study of these young fluent readers, is the contribution of their parents and
other adults around them. The contribution was not necessarily in material
things, and certainly not always in a plentiful supply of books bought for
the child. The interaction between the children and these adults was impres-
sive, and all manner of print was clearly seen as a part, and indeed an
important aspect of the environment. One challenge in school is that we as
teachers create as much as possible of the stimulating, non-threatening
atmosphere of the good home.

Lessons from educational research

Here I have been able to develop only a few selected themes from these
researches. Finally I would like to consider briefly what we can learn from
educational research, from children, from teachers and not least from
parents. The model in educational research was for many years one of
measurement and prediction; of ability and attainment. Bloom (1979),
argued for ‘New directions in educational research’, stressing the impor-
tance of considering alterable variables. No longer can one assume the
constancy of the IQ in face of the studies in which it has been used as a
measure of the effectiveness of pre-school intervention studies. Caution is
needed in drawing implications about individuals from group tests. These
may have value in observing group trends, but in the light of growing
knowledge of the influence of the situation, the task and the listener on
language, caution is needed in their interpretation. Deductions about differ-
ences between groups, for example middle class and working class, or boys
and girls, based on overall scores are dangerous.

It is important to explore explanations for the child who is outstanding
in a group where this was not predicted. Bloom’s conception of research is
dynamic rather than static. This argues for more studies of individual chil-
dren such as Cushla and her Books (Butler, 1979) in which with sensitivity,
the environment and development of a pre-school handicapped child is
explored by her grandmother, or GNYS AT WRK (Bissex, 1980) in which
Bissex studied the development of her son Paul’s writing prior to starting
school. In their study Inside the Primary Classroom, Galton, Simon and
Croll (1980), interaction between different teachers and different children
is explored dynamically. Donachy, in his pioneering study on the potential
of parents previously regarded as inadequate to play an important role in
their pre-school children’s language development, showed that this could
have a significant effect also on both the parents’ self-image and the attitude
of the teachers to those parents with whom they had become involved. This
is reported in Clark and Cheyne (1979).
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The limited reference to the teacher in this chapter should not be taken
to mean a devaluation of the role of the teacher, on the contrary, the aim
was to stress the importance of the learning situations in which children
find themselves within both the home and in school. Just as it is argued that
the high progress child is a child who self-corrects (Clay, 1969), so the good
teacher is not one who never makes mistakes, we all do that, but one who
learns from their mistakes and as Hunter describes it in Reading and
Writing for the Child with Difficulties (in Clark and Glynn eds, 1980)
learns to read not only books but to read children.

The mood of this chapter is one of optimism and one in which education
is seen as a dynamic process where there are no right answers or static solu-
tions. The skill of the teacher is to capitalise on and to develop the strengths
of individual children, aware of and sensitive to the contribution of the
parents to the process of education. Marie Clay refers to reading as ‘A
patterning of complex behaviour’ (Clay, 1979); so also is teaching.
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5 Insights from young fluent
readers

This chapter is based on a chapter in Awakening to Literacy, 1984, H.
Goelman, A. Oberg and F. Smith (eds): 122–130. Victoria, British
Columbia: The University of Victoria.

Background

This chapter extends the discussion in the previous chapter where I
compared the strengths and weaknesses of children with reading difficulties
and young children who were already reading with fluency and under-
standing when they started school at 5 years of age. Here the focus is on
additional insights from the study of the young fluent readers, based on
further analysis from the research for a symposium in Canada, some not
reported in Young Fluent Readers (Clark, 1976). A growing interest in the
development of writing in young preschool children became apparent in
authors who had previously published on reading (Smith, 1982) and also
increased interest in a possible reciprocal relationship between reading and
writing (Clay, 1980; Bissex, 1980). By 1970, the process of learning to read
rather than the best method of teaching reading became the focus of much
research; likewise a growing awareness of the insights that may be gained,
by studying in depth the development of children who make rapid progress
toward literacy, including children who already read with fluency, under-
standing, and interest on entry to school. My study was an in-depth study
of a small group of children (20 boys and 12 girls), all of whom were
already reading fluently and with understanding on entry to school at
approximately 5 years of age (Clark, 1976). Many of these children showed
limited motor coordination and therefore could write or print only with
limited success from an aesthetic point of view, but most were showing
evidence of a growing awareness of the sequential probabilities of letter
arrangements in English words. Already at between 5 and 6 years of age
and before formal instruction in spelling, most of these children could spell
a number of simple words correctly, and provide plausible alternatives to
correct spellings within the conventions of English spelling, as evidenced by
their errors. They showed awareness of what they did not know and, in
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some cases, an unwillingness to attempt a word they were sure they did not
know.

The parents of these children were interviewed as the children started
school and again approximately two years later. Information also was
obtained on the children’s school progress for another two years, providing
valuable insights into the relationship of their early reading and wide range
of reading to their development of competence in written language. It was
tempting to continue the study for a longer period, but it became apparent
that there was a danger of adversely affecting at least some of these children
and their families by such intense observation and the media attention it
began to attract. However, I decided that a further study of some of the
evidence gathered in that study, particularly the reports of the parental
interviews and the children’s attempts at spelling, would be valuable.

Some of the observations in this chapter are based on just such a reap-
praisal. One publication that led to my decision was the study by Bissex
(1980) of her own son’s early attempts at spelling, particularly her reports
of the lack of vowels in his earliest attempts to communicate in writing, his
use of uppercase rather than lowercase letters, and his early inventive
spelling before he began to appreciate that there is a correct way to spell a
word.

The young fluent readers and their parents

As might have been expected, some of the children in my study who read
fluently were from professional homes and an environment providing an
extensive and varied range of books. Some had older brothers or sisters who
already were experiencing success in school. There was, however, great vari-
ety in the children’s backgrounds, the size of their families, and their
position within the families. One striking feature about all the parents inter-
viewed was their interest in their families and how interesting they
themselves were as they discussed, with knowledge and sensitivity, their
children’s experiences. In some homes, siblings had learned to read early,
were succeeding in school, and were available as models and even potential
teachers of their young brothers or sisters. Some parents contrasted the
early reader with his or her siblings in terms of memory and powers of
intense concentration.

Many sources and types of print were cited by the parents as arousing
their child’s interest. In most homes, the local library was included among
the sources of printed material. Most parents used the library themselves
and introduced their children to it. For the most part, children chose their
own books with encouragement from their parents. Parents reported that
these children had many interests, including playing with other children,
unless they were too absorbed in something else! A review of the parents’
answers to the questions in the structured interview revealed the parents’
pleasure in their families and that they could express that pleasure with
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quality language, regardless of their social class and however limited their
schooling. One mother of five young children commented during the inter-
view: ‘Who would do housework when you could play with children?’
Another commented: ‘I was a latchkey child; I’d never do that to my chil-
dren.’ In the parents’ comments, the children’s memory and power of
observation were stressed, as was their ability and desire to concentrate. A
father commented, ‘He always surprises me,’ and a mother said, ‘I think it’s
an enquiring mind that’s did it.’ (That is, caused him to learn to read at an
early age.)

Most parents had observed significant incidents and could retell them
graphically, revealing the quality of the interactions in the family. Their
sensitivity was apparent in the specifics of their children’s learning which
they could recount. One child interested in the Bible was reported to note
the use of the word spake rather than spoke. Another, at a later stage, was
interested to know the meaning of a Latin phrase in a novel about school
days. From the context, it was clear that in incidents such as these, a
dialogue had taken place with extended learning, as far as the child could
and wished to develop it.

Shared enjoyment was reported by a mother who had left school at an
early age but later studied English literature in the evenings. She described
with pleasure how her life was enriched by books and how, when her son
was about 7 years old, they could sit together for up to one and a half hours
reading and not speaking. Television (even the much-maligned advertise-
ments) was clearly a stimulus to many children. One parent commented,
‘It’s amazing what he culls from that’ (referring to television advertise-
ments). One parent described her child’s ‘love of learning,’ and another
described his child’s breadth of knowledge and early development of liter-
acy as ‘kind of scary.’ Yet another parent described the child’s great memory
for things that happened, ‘for seeing and hearing,’ whereas another said,
‘He corrected us, not we correcting him; he has a marvellous memory.’ The
shared experiences in which all these comments are embedded are particu-
larly impressive.

The children and their reading

The quality of the children’s comprehension of print is perhaps best illus-
trated by the following examples. One child was reported to have read a
poster in a bus which stated, ‘Friday night is danger night’. His response
had been, ‘It’s a good job it’s Saturday.’ The second child, younger than 5
years, was reported by his teacher to have read silently a letter for his
mother that she handed to him. In the letter, the teacher mentioned the 7-
year period over which they would have contact. The boy had remarked in
a tone of utmost concern, ‘Whew! Seven whole years!’

Although the children had high scores for both accuracy and compre-
hension in the conventional reading tests, such tests failed to capture the
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quality of their literacy. Isolated passages to be read orally in a formal
setting cannot recreate the quality of these children’s response to print. I
question the use of such artificial text as that in standard reading tests and
the value of assessment by oral reading tests as a measure of the reading
competence of these children. Some of these children normally read silently
for meaning. Indeed, some had developed reading competence without
resorting to any prolonged period of oral reading that the parents could
recall. Studies of these young children’s responses to elaborate story struc-
ture and of their growing awareness of how to predict the ideas and even
precise words and sentences in written language, made me even more
uneasy at artificially created print as a medium for early reading instruction.
The range of ‘real-world print’ from which these children learned and to
which they responded was impressive. To ensure that print becomes a
dynamic and significant part of the school environment is an important
challenge if most children are to become literate, and want to read both for
information and enjoyment.

The children and their spelling

Unfortunately it did not occur to me to ask the parents for samples of the
children’s written communications from pre-school. Thus, all I had of the
children’s writing was the conventional spelling test set as part of the
research shortly after they entered school. Most parents reported that their
children had some interest in writing, primarily as an extension rather than
a precursor of reading. Pens, pencils, crayons, and blackboards had been of
interest to most, as had word games. Some parents commented that their
children wrote in uppercase letters although they read lowercase letters.
One parent whose child used a mixture made the observation, ‘You need to
be very artful to read it’. Most parents suggested that lowercase letters were
beginning to be used only since the child’s entry to school. In my book I did
make reference to the children’s spelling on the conventional test, and that
most children could spell many of the words. They also tended to be sensi-
tive to what they could not spell, and most errors bore some resemblance
to the intended word. Prior to the seminar in Canada I made a further study
of the attempts at spelling of these 32 children in the light of research I had
read about the early development of spelling, particularly Bissex’s (1980)
description of her own son’s early spelling attempts.

Within this group of 32 children, there were some who used uppercase
letters consistently for each word written, and some, (relatively few), who
used lowercase letters for all words. In addition, there were children who
used a capital letter at the beginning of some words or all capital letters for
some words. A sizeable number of words, even those spelled correctly, had
a mix of uppercase and lowercase letters (for example, BeG, friEnd,
womeN, lOuD). This variation was apparent even in children with a
spelling age of more than nine years. One child wrote, ARE, SEEM, FOR,
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but Chop, Ship, and who. Another wrote ANy and GReAT. Given the fairly
poor coordination of a number of these children, it was difficult to deter-
mine whether some letters were indeed uppercase where only the size
distinguishes the two forms.

These atypical uses of letter case probably should not be considered
errors at this stage of the children’s literacy development. Rather, it is more
appropriate to consider what they illustrate of these children’s awareness of
the critical features in letter discrimination. Their spelling attempts show
clearly their awareness that e and E are similar, in terms of reading, in ways
that A is not, and that D and d share critical features for reading that b and
d do not. Most of the children had developed sufficient awareness of
spelling patterns to attempt successfully words such as beg and even ship
and food as well as common irregular words such as the and are. However,
words such as who gave difficulties to a number: It was spelled Ho, HWO,
Hoo, or HOW. When incorrect, the spelling of date often was DAT, and a
common incorrect rendering of done was DUN. Any was sometimes ENY
or EANY. Even a word such as women was spelled correctly by 11 of the
32 5-year-old children, whereas eight would not attempt it, possibly know-
ing their own limitations. The remainder wrote it as WOMAN, WOMIN,
WIMN, wumen (a very Scottish rendering), or WIMEN; only one gave
Wmn (without a vowel).

In view of the comments by Bissex (1980) in GNYS AT WRK it was
interesting to observe that these young children were at the stage of being
able to spell regular words and common irregular words, and that they
used vowels as well as consonants in most spelling attempts, often using a
vowel which, if wrong, might still have been possible. By their earliest
school years, they had an appreciation of critical features of words. The
superficial appearance of their attempts at spelling, including large writing,
a mixture of uppercase and lowercase letters of varying size, and some
variation in alignment, could easily mask the children’s increasing mastery
of the written features of English. Furthermore, in a situation such as this
in which their attention was only on spelling, the children were more likely
to show the extent of their potential and grasp of the conventions of
English spelling. The quality of their attempts to generate communication
in writing might well have been equally impressive in a different context.
However, in such creative situations, it is not likely they would have
succeeded in sustaining the same level of competence in the surface features
such as spelling where their attention was on content. Thus, as described
by one parent, ‘you would have to be artful to read it.’ It reminds us to be
cautious in judging children’s spelling when their attention is also on
composition.

One dilemma faced by schools receiving children as advanced as these is
how to help the children retain sensitivity to their errors, and improve their
command over the surface features, without destroying their wish to
communicate in writing for a variety of purposes using a wide vocabulary.
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The issue is no less important with children whose literacy is less developed
on entry to school but who also may have developed a form of written
communication for purposes important to them, even if the spelling is less
conventional and the communication less meaningful to others. Bissex
(1980) and Smith (1982) examined the competing claims of these two
necessary aspects of written communication.

Extending literacy at school

All the children in the young fluent reader study (Clark, 1976) entered
school with two things in common: the ability and the desire to read at a
very early age. In few other ways were they similar. From discussions with
teachers, parents, and the children themselves, it was clear that the school
as a learning environment presented difficulties for some of these children.
There were those who found it unchallenging or boring, and others who
chose not to display too much of their undoubted talent to avoid appearing
very different from their classmates. Some consideration of the needs, abil-
ities, and features in the environment of exceptional children such as these
may provide insights towards developing a stimulating environment in
school for all children. Many more children could learn to read, learn from
reading, and enjoy the wide range of shared experiences that could be
opened up for them by literacy.

Literacy for these young fluent readers involved a wide range of materi-
als and was used to develop a wide range of interests. As one father
reported, ‘brain books’ fascinated one child, and telephone directories,
another. Newspapers were a source of information to several children, for
events in the outside world and, more immediately, for the times of their
favourite television programmes. This latter source was likely to be of
continuing interest only as long as there was an element of real choice that
the youngsters could exercise, with the hope of actually viewing
programmes of their choice. One child was interested in predicting sports
results which he then checked for a neighbour. Some read to themselves
stories they had enjoyed previously read to them, others read stories that
would not have been read to them yet. Thus the children’s reading was an
enjoyable part of their environment for varied purposes, and it was an activ-
ity that extended opportunities for learning facts and information they
considered relevant to themselves.

On entering school, most children already belonged to the local library,
as did other family members. Their views on the books they wished to read
were regarded as important. As one father put it when asked about his
child’s choice, ‘He is fussy too.’ Access to the library, advice, and encour-
agement were all there, but choice to a great extent belonged to the children
and was related to and varied with their other interests.
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Implications for other children

The quality of environment and interaction with adults that these study
children experienced also was available, in most instances, to their brothers
and sisters. Although many of the siblings did not read before entering
school, many did so shortly after, and they seemed to make good progress
in school. Some would be regarded as successes of the school, of course, but
it is clear just how much their readiness and receptiveness had developed
from the breadth of experiences in the home. This was highlighted when,
after the completion of the research, I had occasion to visit the home of one
family in which there were four children, the boy in the study being the
youngest. I noted there was no bookcase full of books in the small living
room, but there was a number of books borrowed from the local library by
all six members of the family who clearly enjoyed reading and shared their
reading experiences with one another. The progress in literacy development
by the youngest boy’s siblings had been impressive, and although they had
learned to read within school, it is important not to underestimate the
contribution of their stimulating home environment. On talking to the
father, whom I had not met previously, I realised that I had failed to appre-
ciate his contribution to this environment. He had left school early and had
an unskilled job. Nonetheless, he was fascinated by books and confessed
that he had read fairy stories to the children partly because it gave him an
excuse to read them, as he enjoyed them himself. Like the others I had met,
he described in amusing terms how his young son had used his early read-
ing skills, in this instance, to help an elderly neighbour to place her bets!

Had it been possible to study over a period of years two children from
each of these homes, the child who could read on entering school and
another who could not, further valuable insights could have been gained
regarding how to stimulate literacy and how to bridge home experience to
school experience in the development of literacy.

Language growth before school

It should be remembered that my study of young fluent readers was retro-
spective. Studies of pre-school children such as that of her daughter by
Payton (1984), one of my students, show in some young pre-school children
a growing awareness of the potential in their written communication. Some
of Cecilia’s written messages were understood only by the child herself,
acting as a temporary reminder, and were soon forgotten; there were exam-
ples of interrelated drawing and writing, each serving a specific purpose. At
the age of 3 years 2 months, a letter given to the child’s mother seemed a
genuine milestone, a confirmation of Cecilia’s appreciation that writing
serves a real-world purpose. Writing’s value as a form of communication
was further evidenced in Cecilia’s desire to prepare a shopping list and
particularly in her response to her mother’s query as to whether she would
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write sweets: ‘It doesn’t matter. We won’t forget sweets,’ she said. There are
lessons in this example for teachers who may not always ensure that the
writing they require of young children has a real purpose as a communica-
tion with others or, alternatively, a function as a reminder to the child. At
this pre-school stage, even before she could read, it was apparent that
Cecilia was aware of the differences in these forms of communication. Her
awareness of her growing competence was evidenced in her announcement
one day at teatime: ‘I can cut my egg now ‘cause I can write my name.’

Final comment

It is a challenge for schools to provide stimulating environments that are
responsive to the search for meaning for all the children, particularly those
less fortunate than those discussed here. Teachers in their promotion of
literacy in an inevitably more formal environment than the home, and with
competing claims of the various children at different levels of language
development, need to plan creative contexts within which the children can
develop and extend their literary skills. There are insights to be gleaned
from those children who learn to read before entry to school. See Chapters
8 and 10 for practical examples, based on research, of ways to create a stim-
ulating environment in school for young children learning to read.
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Part II

Young literacy learners
How we can help them

There are five chapters in this part, the first two of which set the back-
ground for the remaining three chapters, and include research references.
Few references are cited in Chapters 8 and 10; however, the ideas discussed
there are based on researches referred to in Part I. Chapters 8 and 10 feature
practical work either I or my students carried out in primary schools and
with pre-school children. My aim is to show there can be a direct link
between insights from research and practice.

Chapter 6, ‘Literacy learning in creative contexts’, is based on a paper I
gave in Lund in 1987, later published in Children’s Creative
Communication, R. Söderbergh (ed). 1988. I hold the copyright for this
chapter.

Chapter 7, ‘Sensitive observation and the development of literacy’, is a
tribute to Marie Clay, whose plea for sensitive observations of children
from their earliest encounters with literacy, and her early intervention
programme, Reading Recovery, attracted interest in many parts of the
world beyond New Zealand where they were first developed. That chapter
is based on two articles published in Literacy Today in 2007. They are
published here with permission from Education Publishing. In the
Education Journal March 2014 Issue 192: 14, there is a brief report of a
new study of the long-term effectiveness of a Reading Recovery programme
in New Zealand. Early intervention was not on its own sufficient. It is
claimed that progress is maintained where, ‘it is part of a planned and
coherent school-wide literacy strategy in which students are meticulously
monitored and provided with targeted support over the years following an
intensive intervention’. This has relevance beyond Reading Recovery, and
would apply to the current policy in England (see Part IV).

In Chapter 8, ‘Meeting individual needs in learning to read’, a number of
aspects of importance for children learning to read are discussed with
suggestions for practical work with children from pre-school to primary. A
few illustrations of writing and drawing by young children are included.
The ideas in that chapter were reported in my book Young Literacy
Learners: how we can help them, published in 1994. This followed a period
when I worked as a volunteer in an inner city school; there I endeavoured
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to stimulate a class of 7- and 8-year-old children’s interest in literacy with-
out the use of any expensive materials. Some of the illustrations in that
book, and here came from teachers with whom I worked. I hold the copy-
right for that publication.

In Chapter 9, ‘High frequency words: a neglected resource in learning to
read’, the focus is on the hundred most common words in written English;
these account for 50 per cent of the total words in written English. How
children’s interest in these can be stimulated in a variety of ways is
discussed. This chapter is based on an article in Reading News, published
in 2013. This adapted version is included here with permission from the
copyright holder, The Reading Association of Ireland, now The Literacy
Association of Ireland.

Chapter 10, ‘Reading and writing: a reciprocal relationship’, is also
adapted from Young Literacy Learners: how we can help them, where
Chapter 10 is devoted to a discussion of the value of stories read and reread
to children in stimulating their understanding of written language. The
stories drawn on as examples were all about 500 words in length, written
by well-known children’s authors for a Granada television series Time for a
Story, for which I was one of two consultants. Illustrations I collected when
working with children are included to show the wide range of competence
within a single class of children.
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6 Literacy learning in creative
contexts

This chapter is developed from a paper delivered at the Fourth International
Congress for the Study of Child Language in Lund, Sweden in 1987, later
published in Children’s Creative Communication, R. Söderbergh (ed.),
1988: 103–109.

Introduction

My interest in research in reading first developed during my experience as
a primary school teacher of children of 7 and 8 years of age, a large class
with a wide range of ability and competence in reading. A desire to provide
new insights of practical relevance has determined the precise formulation
of the research issues on reading I have investigated, and subsequently other
topics concerned with language development in young children.

Following the completion of my research projects I have attempted to
stimulate in my students, many themselves experienced teachers, an interest
in research. That is not in itself sufficient. What has been important is that
through practical assignments, based on my research and that of others, the
students have been challenged to observe children sensitively in a variety of
settings, in the expectation that this will make them more aware of the
creativity of young children, actively seeking to make sense of their envi-
ronment. It is hoped, these insights will lead them in turn to plan learning
environments in school that support and extend the children’s learning, and
their search for meaning in the world around them. Young children are
already involved in seeking such meanings before entry to school. In a print-
filled environment this will include written language.

Readiness and reading

There is plenty of evidence that young children in a print-filled, and literate
environment are already, on entry to school, forming hypotheses about the
print around them, some too limited, others too general, but all legitimate
based on their current experience. They are developing some idea of both
the functions and features of print. Some children enter school with their
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ideas already well-developed, ready to read, on the verge of reading, need-
ing only further time to consolidate their experiences. Others have a long
way to go; they need support, a variety of other experiences, including of
print in a range of settings. This will enable them to master language in this
new and more disembedded medium.

What is now inevitably lacking is the familiar sense of ongoing purpose
which informs nearly all normal conversation. These considerations
make it very clear that tackling of print calls for quite new modes of
thought and new kinds of interpretation. Print is essentially disembedded.

(Donaldson and Reid, 1985: 17)

There are a number of purposes for which written language is the medium
of communication. Environmental print in the form of signs, and informa-
tion textbooks with their own layout and conventions are two sources of
written language. Narrative texts are a very different type of written
language from environmental print. Stories have a continuous theme, an
introduction, implicit rather than explicit connectedness, and resolution or
ending. Non-fiction has a very different format from narrative text, requir-
ing additional skills if children are to appreciate the implications of the
layout, for example, columns, different sizes of font and diagrams
contributing to the meaning. Each type of written language requires its own
strategies and insights on the part of the child, each has its own place in the
cognitive, linguistic and creative development of the child (see Blank, 1985
and Donaldson and Reid, 1985).

Lessons from young fluent readers

My study of young fluent readers (Clark 1976 and 1984) was planned to
assess the strengths in these young children already reading fluently on
entry to school, and the characteristics of their homes. Equally important
was a consideration of weaknesses some of which might have been
considered as leading inevitably to difficulty in learning to read and write;
yet in spite of which they had been so precocious in their development.
Their strengths were not confined to reading, most of the children were
already showing some awareness of how to represent words in written
form. They knew what they could spell, and what they did not know, and
their errors showed evidence of knowledge of the sequential probabilities
in English spelling (Clark 1984). They showed both interest in and
impressive competence in a wide variety of language tasks. It was inter-
esting to note the way they read, which for most was silently, and the wide
variety of purposes for which they read, for information in addition to
pleasure.

There were a number of important findings from this study, not least
caution against assuming an inevitable causal relationship between features
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of a child, or his or her environment, and progress in learning to read and
write. See Chapters 4 and 5 for more detail on these two studies.

Developing awareness of print

It is easy to dismiss outstanding children such as these. Some, though not
all, were indeed gifted intellectually. It is important, however, to ensure
that any conception of reading instruction and its essential features one
holds can contain such children. Insights are now to be found from case
studies of young pre-school children on the ways that they develop aware-
ness of the functions and features of written language, for example, when
interacting in a story reading setting with their parents. There is also
evidence of the importance of experiences of being read to for children’s
vocabulary, cognitive development, and later success in acquiring literacy.
Two contrasting case studies are of interest in this connection. Bissex
(1980 and 1984), studied her son Paul as he developed a keen awareness
of the features of written language and increasing competence in its utili-
sation for a variety of communicative purposes. Initially Paul’s interest was
in communicating in writing rather than reading, hence the title of her
book GNYS AT WRK. Butler (1975) reports vividly and with great insight
the development of her severely disabled granddaughter Cushla whose pre-
school development was greatly enriched by story reading and sharing, to
quote:

It seems clear that access to a wealth of words and pictures, in a setting
of consistent love and support has contributed enormously to her
cognitive development in general and her language development in
particular.... But perhaps, most of all, Cushla’s books have surrounded
her with friends; with people and warmth and colour during the days
when her life was lived in almost constant pain and frustration.

(Butler, 1975: 102)

Utilising the case study approaches of Bissex and Butler and the insights
provided in the empirical studies of Ferreiro (1982 with Teberosky and
1985), Payton, a student of mine, recorded story reading sessions with her
young daughter and studied also Cecilia’s growing appreciation of the
features and functions of print (Payton, 1984). Children such as Cecilia may
not be reading on entry to school, but they will require only a short time,
patience and some further experience of print and they will perhaps quickly
appear as a success of the school! Other children from less stimulating pre-
school settings, or homes where written language is less of a focus for the
interactions that do take place, may require more patience, further stimula-
tion, and a variety of other experiences.
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Language and literacy

It is interesting to speculate why story reading to a child, presenting as it
does written language in oral form to the child in an interactional setting,
should provide such a valuable stimulus to reading and the production of
meaningful, interesting written language by the child. This is discussed
further in Chapter 10. A study of the text of the most effective and popular
writers for children gives some insight into the contribution of such experi-
ences to children’s written language development. Anything more than a
superficial glance reveals that such stories are not only a rich source of
language, but also present subtle, continuous themes with much implicit as
well as explicit meaning, with humour, and play on words. Much of impor-
tance is either not stated, or understated, and there is often rich direct
speech as the characters interact with each other.

It is so often assumed that children with reading difficulties only have
difficulties in reading. Thus any remedial attention they receive is directed
specifically to this aspect. That they have difficulty in reading is not in
dispute. For differential diagnosis, however, it is important to ascertain
whether they can even understand and appreciate written language in an
oral reading context. If they can, then it is legitimate to assume that their
difficulty is specific, and to deal with it accordingly. Many such children,
however, show a lack of ability to separate theme from description, the
essential from the peripheral. For such children orally presented stories
may be a valuable means for helping them to develop such skills. Not all
backward readers fail to pay attention to detail; some do indeed concen-
trate on detail, but on aspects that are irrelevant for the task of reading.
They do not separate the essential from the inessential, identify, but do not
discriminate the critical features which distinguish one word or sentence
from another.

The extent to which a child, for example an older backward reader, can
retell with clarity a short story in written form to someone who does not
know it, retaining the themes and essence of the original, is a valuable diag-
nostic measure. Further insights can be gained from observing the extent to
which the child has understood the theme, and in oral retelling retains the
style and language of the original. We found fascinating examples of this in
many young pre-school children after they had requested and had the same
story read to them a number of times. To be asked to retell the story to an
already well-informed adult as a comprehension task does not stimulate a
child. Such a setting encourages the child to be vague, brief, providing only
minimal information. Children from some homes succeed in such ‘educa-
tional games’, knowing how to humour the adults asking the questions.
When children can retell orally presented written language vividly and with
precision, they have achieved one important skill on the way to producing
written language of quality. The writing of some older children with read-
ing difficulties and with limited experience of reading a variety of written
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language shows few of the features of written language, and is little more
than speech written down (see Chapter 8).

Literacy learning

To be creative, children must be able to utilise their experiences to produce
written language which, while owing much to the experiences so far
encountered, goes beyond these in expression and ideas. The challenge for
us as researchers is to identify the crucial features in experiences which stim-
ulate such creativity. For teachers, the challenge is to provide in education
conditions that enable most children to achieve what a few already are
developing, through a combination of their own characteristics and the
stimulation they receive from those with whom they interact.

I recently discovered an article by Söderbergh, at whose conference in
Lund I had given the paper on which this chapter is based (Söderbergh,
1998). It links closely with my discussion in Chapter 10 on the relationship
between reading and writing. The 5-year-old fluent reader about whom she
writes had amassed a large collection of drawings, illustrating episodes
from stories she had read, most drawn four months to two years later, on
occasion after she had reread the stories. The content of these is analysed in
the article.
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7 Sensitive observation and the
development of literacy
A tribute to Marie Clay

This chapter is based on an article in Literacy Today, September 2007:
12–13, an updated version of an article in Educational Psychology 1992,
12(3): 215–223. It was written on the occasion of Marie Clay’s death in
2007. There is further information on Reading Recovery, in an article titled
‘Reading recovery rediscovery’ also in Literacy Today, March 2007.

Background

This chapter is a personal tribute to Dame Marie Clay who died in April
2007. She was made a Dame of the British Empire in 1987 and named New
Zealander of the Year in 1994. She was awarded honorary degrees by five
overseas universities and was the author of 32 books. Tributes to her contri-
bution to early literacy have been paid around the world. I first met Marie
in the early 1970s at a conference in Copenhagen, and shortly afterwards
was invited by Marie to spend a term in Auckland University.

Self-correction in young children

Marie Clay’s contribution to our understanding of the development of
literacy in young children has long been internationally recognised.
Perhaps it was her grounding in developmental psychology that led her to
undertake her pioneering work on close observations of young children in
the early stages of learning to read. The first article in which she reported
her comparisons of the errors and self-correction of children making high
and low progress in the early stages of learning to read was published in
1969. At the time I met Marie Clay, when she was reporting these results,
I was involved in research into children who were already reading with
fluency and understanding when they came to school at 5 years of age,
some from homes where no one would have had such expectations (Clark,
1976). Marie and I therefore had a great deal in common and during the
three months I spent in Auckland University in the early 1970s I was able
to observe the impact she already had on the teaching of reading through-
out New Zealand, in particular on the identification and remediation of
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 reading difficulties early in a young child’s career, before the failure was
ingrained. 

Reading, a patterning of complex behaviour

Within a few years Reading Recovery, with its running records and other
diagnostic instruments, had been adopted in many States in Australia and
in parts of the United States. Reading Recovery programmes were being
enthusiastically adopted in a number of local authorities in the United
Kingdom, with support from Marie Clay herself and tutors from New
Zealand. Only the withdrawal of funding gradually led to the disappear-
ance of many of these programmes in England. There remain a number of
well-trained teachers with greater insight into the complexity of the devel-
opment of literacy and how to diagnose the needs of young children, who
benefited from that training.

More recently, with great publicity, an initiative was heralded on televi-
sion, which it was claimed, though expensive, was valuable in helping to
identify and support young children before literacy failure was ingrained. I
watched the programme and the tributes from one head teacher who had
adopted the approach. To my astonishment the programme was referred to
as Reading Recovery, with, however, no mention of its origin in New
Zealand, or in the 1970s! (see ‘Reading Recovery rediscovery’, Clark,
2007a). A recent publication, Reading Recovery and Every Child a Reader:
history, policy and practice, (Burroughs-Lange and Ince, 2013) traces the
history of these developments. In that publication, in Chapter 1, Douëtil,
Hobsbaum and Maidment trace the development of Reading Recovery in
England from 1990–2005, across the UK and in the Republic of Ireland. In
Chapter 2 the further development linked with Every Child a Reader is
discussed.

By 1972 Marie had published her first book on literacy, Reading: the
patterning of complex behaviour, followed in 1991 by a second edition
again with a title reflecting her appreciation of the complexity of literacy
development, Becoming Literate: the construction of inner control (Clay,
1972 and 1991). She combined with a theoretical basis practical insights
that encouraged practitioners to make close observations of children. Her
‘running records’, gradually adopted as a means of diagnostic assessment of
children’s oral reading, replaced some of the rather sterile oral reading tests.
Her ‘concepts of print’, adopted by many teachers, has led to a greater
appreciation of the range of competence within even a single group of chil-
dren on entry to school (Clay, 1979).

For many years there had been, and still are, controversies about the best
method of teaching reading, with battle lines drawn between phonics advo-
cates (currently synthetic phonics taking priority in England) and those who
favour other methods in the early stages. Marie Clay avoided being drawn
into these sterile arguments and stressed the need for appreciating that,
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whatever approach is adopted, there will be casualties; the problems will be
different. She noted the importance of observing the strategies of high
progress children, including their errors, and those not explicitly stressed
within the method adopted for their initial instruction. Low progress chil-
dren she felt may then require more explicit guidance.

The history of developments in the study of literacy is studded with refer-
ences to the work of Marie Clay. When others were looking on reading as
a purely visual skill to be acquired by didactic teaching, Marie was referring
to it as ‘a patterning of complex behaviour’ (Clay, 1972). It is a tribute to
Marie that throughout her long association with the field of reading she
never allowed herself to be aligned with one ‘camp’, as she herself stated,
she found:

the big debates divisive, for people feel obliged to take up opposing
positions on matters like phonological awareness, the reader’s use of
context, and the nature of getting meaning from texts.

(Clay, 1991: 3)

It is worth noting, particularly in the present climate, the reason she gave
for not writing anything on methodology. She felt that the underlying struc-
ture of literacy behaviours might be achieved in several different ways, and
that successful readers and writers emerge from many different types of
programmes. She made a plea we recognise that:

some children need extra resources and many more supportive interac-
tions with teachers to get them through the necessary transitions of
reading acquisition to the stage where they can pick up most of the
different kinds of information in print.

(Italics in the original: Clay, 1991: 345)

Case studies of individual children

By the 1980s there was already a growing awareness of insights that could
be gained from case studies of individual children, including observations of
their earliest interactions with print in the home prior to starting school, not
only with books, but also environmental print. These studies revealed just
how wide might be the range of understanding of concepts of print on entry
to school, even within a single class, something to which insufficient appre-
ciation had been given previously. Glenda Bissex, for example, studied her
own son’s development where his interest in writing preceded his reading
development (Bissex, 1980). Dorothy Butler, one of Marie Clay’s students,
for her dissertation studied her pre-school disabled granddaughter Cushla’s
interactions with books and stories. Again there was a parallel with my own
interests, as one of my students, Shirley Payton, made a close observation
of her pre-school daughter’s earliest interactions with stories and written
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language. Marie, like me, was concerned as to whether the student could
remain sufficiently objective to undertake such a study; to our relief both
students were able to capitalise on these experiences, providing new insights
from these close observations (Butler, 1979; Payton, 1984). Later, Clay and
Butler collaborated on further books with a focus on the important role
played by the home in establishing the foundations of literacy (Reading
Begins at Home, Butler and Clay, 1979).

The reciprocal relationship between writing and reading

In 1980 Marie Clay presented a paper at a symposium in Birmingham in
which she considered the reciprocal relationship between reading and writ-
ing. She drew attention to the benefit of the analytic tasks associated with
writing in facilitating reading, not only in high progress children, but also
in less competent children. At that time practice in writing, other than possi-
bly handwriting, was so often delayed until children had acquired
competence in reading. Marie Clay stressed the value of the writing compo-
nent in the programme she was developing for children who, after a year of
reading instruction, were not making progress (’Early writing and reading:
reciprocal gains’, Clay, 1980).

Any new directions in the teaching of literacy and assessment of reading
progress must not lose sight of Marie Clay’s claim, backed with empirical
evidence, that children can be active and creative in their search for mean-
ing, if the situations we provide enable them to engage in such explorations.
It is to be hoped that any move towards ‘the basics’ is not ‘back to the
basics’, if by that we risk ignoring the findings of creative researchers and
teachers such as Marie Clay.
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8 Meeting individual needs in
learning to read

In an article of mine with the title ‘Reading in the balance’, in Child
Education, October 1993: 31–55, there was a subtitle, ‘Can we hold on to
the best innovations of recent years and meet the new English requirements
for reading?’. A similar issue arises at the present time. That article led to a
commission from Scholastic to extend the article to a book. Young Literacy
Learners: how we can help them, 1994. There, research references support-
ing the approaches described in this chapter are to be found.

Outline

In this chapter I discuss briefly five aspects of importance in enabling young
children to learn to read and write in a creative environment. I developed
many of these ideas when I worked as a volunteer in an inner city school,
deliberately avoiding the use of expensive resources, to set an example of
what could be achieved on a limited budget. Some of the children’s illustra-
tions are from the class of 7- and 8-year-olds with whom I worked. Other
illustrations were given to me either by my students, or teachers with whom
I worked. Further ideas are to be found in the following two chapters.

A crucial starting point for all teachers of young children should be to
observe each child’s responses and attempts at reading and writing in a vari-
ety of stimulating activities, working in partnership with parents to give
further insights. To any literate adult the relationship between spoken and
written language may seem obvious. Children have to be helped to discover
this relationship. We must remember that to a beginner, the differences
between words, letters, punctuation marks and numbers may not be obvi-
ous. Phonics instruction related to written words may be meaningless to
young children who are not yet able to hear the constituent sounds in
spoken language. To read for meaning and enjoyment children need to be
able to use a variety of strategies to recognise speedily and automatically
high frequency words. They may also need direct instruction on word
analysis in context.

Encouragement and stimulation of young children’s attempts to read and
write is important, including with their invented spellings, then moving
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forward to conventional spelling of an increasing range of familiar words.
Children will be stimulated to gain meaning from print if from the earliest
stages they are made aware of a wide range of meaningful reading material,
including environmental print, narrative and information text.

In this chapter illustrations are given of contexts within which young chil-
dren’s awareness of written language can be developed. Researches are not
cited here to back up the statements. However, they have arisen from knowl-
edge of a wide range of research and these are referenced in Young Literacy
Learners (Clark, 1994) and are discussed in the present work in Part I.

This chapter is in five sections:

• concepts of print, what children bring from home
• stories as a first step, developing language for literacy
• linking sounds to writing, auditory discrimination of sounds in words
• phonics with a purpose, learning the alphabet and word analysis
• real reading and writing, supporting beginners and more confident readers.

The order of the sections is not intended to suggest that these should be
treated either in sequence or in isolation. The level at which individual chil-
dren can participate with any aspect will depend on their entry skills and
previous experience. Speedy recognition of high frequency words in context
is important if children are to read with understanding. Why teach children
to recognise words as wholes? Twelve words make up about a quarter of
the total of words in print (a, and, he, I, in, is, it, of, that, the, to, was). Ways
of helping children acquire this ability will be discussed further in Chapter
9. While the hundred key words account for about 50 per cent of the total
words in written language, words that appear less frequently account for 90
per cent of the different words. To become independent readers and writers
children need also to develop strategies for the speedy identification of
words that occur less frequently and words they are meeting for the first
time. In Chapter 10, consideration will be given to the reciprocal relation-
ship between reading and writing and ways to help children become
creative in their written language through the medium of stories.

Concepts of print

Concepts of print are already familiar to some young children, even in pre-
school, who may know most of the letters of the alphabet, be able to write
their own name and perhaps a few other words. Some believe they can
already read and write when doing pretend writing or retelling a favourite
story with a book in their hands. A few children enter school already able
to read with understanding and enjoyment, without having had any explicit
tuition. In the same class there may be children who are not yet aware of
the difference between drawing and writing, are unable to write their own
name, and who know none of the letters of the alphabet.

56 Young literacy learners

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
14

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Suggestion

• Check for each child whether you can recognise their drawings; whether any of
their writing is meaningful; whether there are any real words, guessable words,
letter-like forms or just scribbles to represent writing. Keep a folder for each child to
enable you to monitor their progress and encourage parents to add examples.

The illustrations below show young children, some pre-school, with differ-
ent levels of concepts of print. They are taken from my time as a volunteer
in an inner city school where I had no resources to purchase materials, and
from courses I conducted with teachers where they were encouraged to
bring examples from their classes.

The first illustrations are from Young Literacy Learners page 36 and
show the very different levels of concepts of print in six pre-school children.

Meeting individual needs in learning to read 57

Figure 8.1 Concepts of print in
pre-school children
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The following examples are from two girls, both aged 4 years 9 months,
showing their very different understanding of written language.

Some children believe something is for reading if it has several different
symbols. Some young children may in their attempts at writing incorporate
letters from their name in their pretend writing. See Awakening to Literacy,
H. Goelman, A. Oberg and F. Smith, 1984, in particular chapters by Bissex,
Ferreiro, Y. Goodman and Clark. The contribution of Marie Clay to sensi-
tive monitoring of children’s developing awareness of print is discussed here
in the previous chapter, Chapter 7.
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Figure 8.2 Understanding of concepts of print by two children aged 4 years 9
months
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Stories as a first step

Through stories children come to experience a wide vocabulary, and in
context. They hear words and phrases that seldom occur in spoken
language, thus sensitising them to features of written language. Young
 children who have wide experience of stories read to them often use expres-
sions from favourite stories in their spoken language, for example in
retelling a story. Through stories children can be helped to hear the conven-
tions of grammatically correct English. Those who have many stories read
to them often want to write their own stories on a similar theme. Children
who have had a rich fund of stories read to them, even very young children,
may simulate ‘book language’ when pretending to read or retelling the
story; indeed they may adopt the author’s style, even when not exactly
reproducing what was on the page. The following extract is from a 3-year-
old boy, Barrie. As he read he insisted on having the book in front of him,
the pages of which he turned dramatically, and during the reading he used
a special voice, interspersed with asides using colloquial speech. The record-
ing was made in a nursery school as early as the 1970s as part of an
observational research into interest in books and stories.

This extract is from page 52 in Young Literacy Learners (Clark, 1994).

Child
‘They’re just ordinary beans,’ said Jack.
‘They’re magic beans just plant them in the garden and they will grow.’
‘How did you know my name,’ said Jack.

Book
‘I would be a fool to exchange my cow for your beans,’ said Jack.
‘Ah! But these are not ordinary beans,’ replied the butcher, ‘they are
magic beans.’
Jack was amazed that she knew his name.

The observational study in a nursery school was originally published in
1979 as Chapter 6 of Studies in Pre-school Education, M. M. Clark and W.
M. Cheyne (eds). Many strategies were observed as some of the young
 children made sure that the story read was their choice and that their
favourite story was reread to them. On one occasion a child asked the nurs-
ery nurse to ‘read it’, when she began to tell a story with which he was
familiar. The children frequently spoke to themselves or their friends in the
manner of someone reading as they looked through books in the book
corner. This pretend reading was quite different in delivery and style from
interspersed comments about the story. While pictures were sometimes a
stimulus, it is worth noting that one child reported excitedly to her friends
that they were about to have a story without pictures. It was unusual in that
nursery school to see even the younger children, only 3 years of age,  looking
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at a book the wrong way up or going through the pages in the wrong direc-
tion. This was one of the first nursery schools to be opened in that county,
and it should be noted was in a very deprived area. The head teacher was
committed to encouraging a love of print and had requested that we include
this observational study in our research, which was on the invitation of the
director of education. There was even a library in the nursery school which
these young pre-school children helped to run and from which they could
borrow books to take home.

Three early interesting studies with ideas for developing a love of written
language are the following:

1 Cushla and her Books, D. Butler (1979) Auckland: Hodder and
Stoughton.

2 The Foundations of Literacy, D. Holdaway (1979) Sydney: Ashton
Scholastic.

3 Wally’s Stories, V. G. Paley (1981) Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press.

See Chapter 10 in this current book for a more extended discussion of the
reciprocal relationship between reading and writing.

Linking sounds to writing

There is a relationship between the meaningful words we speak and the
groups of symbols on paper in written language. The words we speak can
be broken down into their component parts of individual phonemes and
syllables. A phoneme is the smallest unit of sound that can change the
meaning of a word. Researchers have shown how important phonemic
awareness is for learning to read, the ability to break a word into its compo-
nent parts. Children who have difficulty can be helped to acquire this skill.
Word games and those that involve rhyme and alliteration can help, also
experience of breaking words into segments which have common elements.

Children who are good at reading and spelling are good at identifying
rhyme and alliteration. Some activities require knowledge of the alphabet
and most children when they come to school know the names of some of
the letters; these can be the starting point. Games can help children acquire,
or extend their knowledge of the alphabet and make for speedy recognition.
Children’s invented spellings seem to sharpen their appreciation of the
structure of words. As children gain more appreciation their attention
should be drawn to correct spellings, initially of words they use frequently.

Suggestions

• Play I spy or show cards with several pictures of words starting with the same
sound.

60 Young literacy learners
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• Initial sounds in the children’s own name can be a stimulus.
• Spotting the rhymes in nursery rhymes and poems can be fun.
• Thinking up words that rhyme is also helpful.
• Spotting errors in well-known rhymes can be fun.
• Searching for words within words helps.

See Rhyme and Reason in Reading and Spelling, L. Bradley and P. Bryant
(1985), University of Michigan Press.

Phonics with a purpose

The high frequency words account for half the total words in print;
however, they account for only a tiny proportion of the different words in
print. The remaining 90 per cent of words will be met much less frequently,
but need to be recognised speedily to help reading comprehension. For this
reason children need to employ a range of strategies, including whole word
recognition, decoding and contextual cues. They need to acquire a speedy
and reliable recognition of the letters of the alphabet if they are to tackle
unfamiliar words and appreciate the relationship between the sounds they
utter and the marks on paper. Children need to know both the names and
the sounds of the letters; to be able to differentiate letters one from another,
and the difference between punctuation marks and letters. In short, they
need to appreciate the critical features in written language. Capital letter
recognition is as important as lower case, as most environmental print is in
capital letters. Furthermore, their distinctiveness is easily recognised, they
can be more irregular and still recognisable. In my research into young
fluent readers (Young Fluent Readers: what can they teach us?, 1976) I
found that many of these children preferred to use capital letters in their
writing. It is worth noting that more than one third of lower case letters
depend for their distinctiveness on position in space and therefore may be
more easily confused and more difficult to recognise if badly formed (n, u,
h, y, m, w, b, d, p, q for example). The aim of phonics is to enable children
to develop a working knowledge of the sound–symbol relationship and the
probable spelling patterns in English. From this they can:

• recognise an unfamiliar word quickly
• tackle words by splitting them into syllables which they can identify
• spot shorter words within long words.

Some children do acquire those skills from their extensive experience with
stories and word and letter games they play before they come to school. For
other children direct instruction is critically important if they are to become
independent readers and writers. However, the extent to which children will
use their phonics instruction depends on the degree to which they have
found it useful in recognition of words in their earliest written texts. A
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planned programme of phonics instruction should as far as possible use
comparison between words, and words in meaningful sentences. See Part IV
for further discussion on phonics in the teaching of reading.

Suggestions

• Make an alphabet book with children choosing illustrations for the letters. More
advanced children may want to look up words in a dictionary.

• Working in groups children could form sentences with each word starting with the
same letter.

• Tongue twisters or spells are fun.
• They might find out how many words they can make using only the letters from a

particular word. One pair of children with whom I worked managed to make 17
words from the word ‘question’.

These activities can help to link spoken words with their written represen-
tation. Figure 8.3 is an illustration of tongue twisters. All the originals were
brightly coloured.

62 Young literacy learners

Figure 8.3 Examples of tongue twisters from 7- and 8-year-old children
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Figure 8.3 continued
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Real reading and writing

All the following types of reading give purpose to young children’s early
experiences of print:

Public or environmental print: Signs, labels and advertisements.
These are the least disembedded of any written language.

Information text: This can start with very simple instructions with
illustrations, perhaps on computers, for example how to look after a
pet, play a game, assemble a toy or draw up a shopping list. Some
children prefer this to stories.

Faction books: These are books that deal with true events but
describe them using the techniques of fiction. While non-fiction
books interest some children, faction books can be a valuable bridge
between narrative texts and non-fiction. Mogens Jansen, in
Denmark, wrote a series of 25 little green faction books in Danish
about 40 years ago, with historically correct photographs or draw-
ings; the content was checked by experts for accuracy; each book was
about 32 pages in length. The books, retaining the illustrations, were
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Figure 8.3 continued
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translated into many other languages. The criteria for these as for
other books were:

• whether the book is worth reading
• whether the language is accessible
• whether the concepts are clear for the reader
• whether the facts are accurate.

I am grateful to Mogens Jansen for this information.

Narrative text: Rhymes, short stories with plenty of repetition and
direct speech are popular. These real books should be distinguished
from scheme readers devised for the purpose of reading instruction.
It is important to prepare children sufficiently and not teach on the
book so that they can gain meaning from the text and enjoy the writ-
ten word. Even competent adult readers find it difficult to read with
understanding if they read too slowly.

Suggestions

• Read part of a sentence pausing for the children to take part, using a book with
which the children are already familiar.

• Consider the purpose of oral reading by the child, for some children pausing long
enough for the child to self-correct. For other children it may be better to supply the
problem word to retain enough speed for meaningful reading.

• Ensure that the book is of the correct level of difficulty so that it will be a  challenge,
but that the child has sufficient strategies to gain meaning and enjoyment. This is
where the running records are a valuable tool (see Chapter 7).

• Encourage children to read silently then retell the story, but to someone who is not
familiar with it, so that there is meaning in the retelling.

• Ensure that the children have a broad experience of books and that you are sensi-
tive to the needs of the children whose reading level is more advanced.

Insights into the complexities of the English language

The teacher is not the only source of help for children learning to read. Tape
recordings, computers, and environmental print can extend the children’s
experience of print. Other children can help their classmates; school and
local libraries can widen the available resources. Parents and other adults
can continue to be a valuable resource.

As a young girl I was fascinated by Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland (1865). On looking at that book again recently, and Through
the Looking Glass (1872), I found there many insights into the subtleties of,
and possibilities of play on words in, the English language. These books
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would repay study by practitioners, and children themselves, who might
come to appreciate the possibility for fun in written English. There is only
space here to remind readers of a few examples from each book:

Alice felt dreadfully puzzled. The Hatter’s remark seemed to her to have
no sort of meaning in it, and yet it was certainly English.

Take care of the sense and the sounds will take care of themselves.

‘Of course you know your A B C,’ said the Red Queen…. ‘I can even
read words of one letter! ….. You’ll come to that in time.’

‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:’

What fun to make sense of this, or better still make up your own version!
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9 High frequency words
A neglected resource in learning to
read

This chapter is based on an article in Reading News, September 2013: 15–17.

High frequency words: their contribution to reading

In this chapter I consider the value of including knowledge of the hundred
commonest words in written English in helping children to become fluent
readers. I suggest experiences that could give children a rich diet of written
language in the early stages.

There are a number of reasons why we should spend time encouraging
young children to recognise the commonest words in English in a variety of
meaningful contexts.

• The relationship of words to spoken language is much easier for young
children to grasp than the abstract concept of letters.

• Relatively few words account for a high proportion of the total words
in written as well as spoken English.

• Some of the common words are not phonically regular.
• Few of the most frequent words have meaning in isolation, most take

their meaning from the words around them.
• They are not easily represented pictorially, as few are either nouns or

verbs.
• They are likely to be influenced by the context.

What are the commonest words in written English? Based on research in the
1960s McNally and Murray prepared a list of the commonest key words in
written English. They claimed that these hundred words account for about
half the total words in everyday reading material. It is worth noting that a
further 100 words contribute only 10–15 per cent more of the words and
beyond this it is a case of diminishing returns, as the type of reading mate-
rial strongly influences the remaining words that appear frequently in a
particular text. For further details of this, and ways in which young children
can have fun experiencing such words from a variety of easily accessible
reading materials see Young Literacy Learners, Clark, 1994: Chapter 6.
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In a recent article, Solity and Vousden (2009) analysed the structure of
adult literature, children’s real books and reading schemes and examined
the demands they make on children’s sight vocabulary and phonic skills. It
is worth noting that these authors used the McNally and Murray 100
commonest word list from the 1960s in their analysis and still found it valu-
able. They claim that, ‘the debate may be resolved by teaching an optimal
level of core phonological, phonic, and sight vocabulary skills, rigorously
and systematically in conjunction with the use of real books’ (Solity and
Vousden, 2009: 503).

The hundred key words

According to McNally and Murray the following twelve words account for
about 25 per cent of the total words:

a and he I in is it of that the to was

The following twenty words account for about a further 10 per cent of the
total words:

all as at be but are for had have him his not on one said so they we with
you

The following 68 words account for another 20 per cent of the total words:

about an back been before big by call came can come could did do
down first from get go has her here if into just like little look made
make me more much must my no new now off old only or our other
out over right see she some their them then there this two when up want
well went were what where which who will your

Practical suggestions using readily available materials

Pages from old magazines, newspapers, duplicated stories or other exam-
ples of genuine written language are a useful resource on which children can
make marks using different coloured pens. Two or more children can be
given the same sample, and the same or different words to spot, then
compare their findings. Progressively they can be given more words.
Children love to show that they have spotted words that others have
missed. This can easily be planned to meet the needs of individual children
at different levels.

Provide the children with examples of written language with which they
are already familiar such as nursery rhymes or short stories, and ask them
to identify how many of the first twelve key words they contain, for exam-
ple, the The THE or in different sizes of print. This enables them to become
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sensitised to the critical features of words, how the format, the colour or
size can change without changing the word.

I used this word-hunt technique to great effect with young children aged
7 or 8 who could barely read, and children who had little grasp of English.
I also used a duplicated version of a short story of about 500 words, When
the Moon Winked, retold by Sara and Stephen Corrin, which I read to them
several times. I have quoted below the first eight lines of the story, where I
asked them to find how many times the first twelve key words appeared.
These accounted for 28 of the 78 words.

Once there was a king who wanted to touch the moon.

This was the only thing he could think of,

day and night, day and night. He even dreamt about it.

‘I must, I must, I really must touch the moon,’ he kept muttering.

He called his Head carpenter to him.

‘I’ve simply got to touch the moon,’ he told him,

‘and your job will be to build me a tower that will reach up to the sky.’

See Chapter 10 for examples of children’s versions of this story, several with
illustrations.

A word count of short stories such as that cited above, revealed the value
of speedy recognition of the commonest words. It was helpful also to point
out the relationship between these words and for example is–isn’t, it–it’s,
was–wasn’t, I–I’ve, I’ll, he–he’ll, he’s, that–that’s, you–you’d. In many stories
for children in real books (not in simplified language), there is a great deal
of direct speech, and the children are likely to find many such words. It is
important for the children to be aware that key words may be in capital
letters, start with a capital or a lower case letter and still be the same word.

Learning the hundred key words can be valuable for children in the early
stages of learning to read, making them more observant of written language
in a variety of contexts. It can also be made fun. Some additional words
may be guessed from the context by an experienced reader who is follow-
ing the sense of the passage, or who has a grasp of the structure of English
sentences. Some words, though not among the hundred key words, will
appear repeatedly within a particular context, but infrequently elsewhere.
The children’s attention could be drawn to these words in advance. One
child with whom I was working on the above story became excited and
wanted also to count the words that were key words within that story. See
Chapter 10 for a more detailed discussion of the reciprocal relationship
between spoken and written language.
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Concluding comments

As was stressed in the previous chapter, while high frequency words account
for about half the total words, it is essential to be able to recognise  speedily
also the words that appear much less frequently. These account for over 90
per cent of the different words in written language. For this reason children
if they are to read with understanding need to develop strategies for speedy
recognition of words they have not met before. It is with this latter aspect
that a grasp of phonics will assist the children. However, there is evidence
that this is better practised in context, not in isolation or as a part of
commercial programmes as currently advocated in England (see Part IV for
research evidence). Time spent in some schools on practising pseudo words
in anticipation of the phonics check, as is happening in England, could
surely be better spent studying the features of real written English. There are
some schools where the home language of all, or the majority of children,
is different from that used in school. Recent evidence shows that many chil-
dren learn to read in their second language rather than their mother tongue.
According to Deacon and Cain (2011) at least half the world’s children
learn to read in a second language. See Chapters 20 and 21 for further
discussion of this issue.
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10 Reading and writing
A reciprocal relationship

This chapter is adapted from Young Literacy Learners: how we can help
them (Clark, 1994). The full text of two of the little books from which illus-
trations are included here was in the appendix to that book. Granada
Television gave permission for this, to allow teachers to make use of the
ideas suggested in the teachers’ booklets. The original texts are not repeated
here, as some of the children’s versions give the flavour of the stories. The
illustrations in this chapter have been scanned from the original publica-
tion, so unfortunately are not as clear as they might otherwise have been.
Most of the originals were in colour.

Background

In this chapter I am adopting a more personal approach by focusing on
ways that I and my students used short stories as a stimulus for young chil-
dren’s reading and writing. The stories used illustratively were written by
well-known children’s authors for Time for a Story, a television resource for
developing literacy, broadcast by Granada Television between 1986 and
1988. Wendy Dewhirst and I were the consultants for the series, involved in
helping with the planning of the programmes, and we prepared the teach-
ers’ notes. The story books, teachers’ notes, audio tapes and the
programmes are no longer available. However, I have continued to use a
selection of the story books. These are used here to illustrate their value in
early literacy development.

Outline of the series Time for a Story

The television series, Time for a Story, for children aged 4 to 6 years of age,
was transmitted weekly on Granada Television between 1986 and 1988.
There were 28 programmes, each lasting ten minutes, each including a
different short story. The narrator, Bill Oddie, set the scene for the story of
about 500 words, read and reread extracts from the stories. Some stories
needed introductory comments to set the scene, in other instances more
time was available for discussion following the reading. The children were
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encouraged later to compose their own stories, with language as complex
as in these stories. The only constraint placed on the well-known authors
submitting stories for consideration was that the story should be around
500 words in length. Most of the books were enlivened by direct speech
between the characters. Little books, with the stories and illustrations from
the programmes, audio tapes and the teachers’ booklets could be
purchased.

Unfortunately at that time there were only limited resources for record-
ing programmes, and only in a few schools. Though some advisers made
recordings available in teachers’ centres many teachers only viewed the
programmes live with the children and did not purchase the materials; thus
they did not gain full benefit from the programmes. These constraints sadly
limited the value of the programmes in some schools. However, I was able
to use video recordings, and the materials in a number of schools, stimulat-
ing children to write their own stories on similar themes. In this chapter I
have set out the rationale for using stories such as these with young children
and some of the key points from the teachers’ booklets.

The aim of this television series was to provide a rich variety of story
themes and styles to extend the children’s experience of written English
found in books, and encourage and stimulate those whose experiences had
been more limited. The linked story and illustrations were also intended to
help the younger children, and those whose language was less advanced to
understand the text. The limited extracts of print from the stories shown on
screen had a function also, even for the younger children not yet able to
read all or many of the words in isolation. The sentences and phrases were
said, and often repeated, by the presenter in a way that could help children’s
developing awareness of print. Clearly the medium of television cannot be
a substitute for the dynamic interactions in story sessions at home, and
often at school, nor can it in isolation teach children to read. However, new
ideas can be illustrated through the medium of television, particularly
backed by resources and follow-up activities setting these in context.

Key points from the programmes

Each programme was self-contained; however, children who watched the
whole series experienced a wide range of story themes, with varied styles of
written text, illustrations and of print-related activities. As the context for
each story was established within the programme preliminary activities
were not required. Teachers were not expected to participate during a
programme, but to encourage the children to look and listen.

The stories were selected for their likely appeal to a wide range of chil-
dren and to represent a variety of styles and topics. The language of the
stories is varied as each author used their own style. The published books
retain the text precisely as read on screen. As an aid to emphasis and mean-
ing, the conventions of punctuation, and variation in type of print used in
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these books, and many children’s books, was retained on screen. These
included speech marks, exclamation marks, question marks and capital
letters for emphasis.

It was not possible for the children to ask questions or seek clarification
during the story reading as would be natural if the setting were a parent and
child together, or a small group or class with their teacher. For this reason
key concepts were introduced in anticipation, if essential to the under-
standing and enjoyment of the story. For other stories, anticipation and
surprise are ingredients of the story. Each story was supported by vivid illus-
trations, in a variety of styles, representing important concepts and
incidents in the story. The illustrations were prepared for television, but not
by the authors, some of whom would normally have illustrated their own
books. The illustrations heightened the children’s enjoyment and enabled
stories to be understood even by children who might find the text in isola-
tion rather complex. A few selected illustrations were incorporated in the
little children’s books.

The combination of text with rich dialogue and the illustrations, was
intended to enable the stories to be enjoyed at their own level by younger
children, those with less advanced language skills, limited knowledge of
English, or limited experience of the language of story books and of print.
There were, in addition, sufficient subtleties of meaning and language to
stimulate, interest and challenge the more advanced and any child who
could already read with fluency and understanding.

Children are entitled to their own views and preferences which should be
encouraged and cultivated. They come to anticipate some of the rich
dialogue in stories such as these and the precise words of the original. It was
not expected, or intended that the younger children would be able to read
much of the text on screen. The text and illustrations in the stories in the
television series were normally complementary, but on occasion in stories
the text can stand alone, leaving the illustrations to the child’s imagination.
In picture books, particularly for young children, the ‘message’ may be
carried by a combination of illustrations and words, on occasion both from
the same hand. Children may subsequently create stories themselves on
similar themes in either written or spoken language, or by drawing and
painting, depending on their chosen medium for communication and pres-
ent level of competence.

Follow-up and extension activities were suggested in the notes to each
programme. These might include rereading and retelling these stories and
similar stories by the teacher, other stories and poems on similar themes;
illustrations of the events of the stories in sequence drawn by individual
children, or groups of children cooperating in retelling the story through
that medium. This activity is pleasurable in its own right and also one that
helps children to grasp key incidents in the story.

In the teachers’ booklets information was provided about the vocabulary
used in the stories, its extent and similarity and a note of some of the key
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words in the individual stories. Subsequently I used some of these stories
and ideas in courses for teachers and in classrooms with young children.

Developing sensitivity to spoken and written language

Children gradually become aware of written language as a medium of
communication and that a read story, in contrast to a told story, will remain
the same, not only in theme but also in language. They come to realise that
the print, not the pictures, are what is read, although they come to appreciate
that the pictures may help to explain the text. Children come to realise that
printed language can exist and carry meaning in the absence of pictures, and
it does not label or even merely describe pictures. They are well aware that a
read story is of a finite length, and will indeed often object strongly if an
attempt is made to omit any of it on a rereading. Gradually children become
sensitive to the relative implications of particular expressions and their rela-
tionship to the stage in the narrative. A similar sentence near the beginning or
near the end of a story may, for example, have a different significance.

The reciprocal relationship between reading and writing and the way in
which each can help and support the other was already being stressed in the
1980s. Case studies revealed how sensitive to this many children were, even
pre-school children (see Chapter 8).

Stimulating children’s drawing and writing of stories

Illustrating and retelling stories

There are many examples in Young Literacy Learners of children’s writing,
from reception class to 7 or 8 years of age, based on stories read to them.
Figure 10.1 shows eight examples of retelling of The Three Little Pigs by
children in reception class (5 years of age), ranging from a child who cannot
yet write any words to a girl who loves writing. Although some of the
words in her version are in invented rather than correct English spelling, it
is possible to read her story.

Over the period when the television series Time for a Story was being
developed and transmitted, my students were able to use the ideas as a basis
for practical work with children of a wide age range; later we used the little
books written for the series. Over the following ten years I continued to
make use of the more effective stories with a wide age range of children;
only a few examples could be included here. I showed the television
programme of When the Moon Winked in a primary school in Singapore
committed to the value of books and stories from the earliest stage. The
children saw the programme only once and did not have the books. The
following day, before I left Singapore, I was presented with a folder of fasci-
nating versions of the story beautifully illustrated in colour, some with both
text and speech bubbles.
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In advance of a lecture I was giving in Portugal (for a former student of
mine) the teachers who were to attend were invited to read a Portuguese
version of When the Moon Winked to some children. The children were
then encouraged to write their own version in Portuguese. Many captured
much of the original language. One child was so close to the original that
when his version was translated back into English, it closely resembled the
author’s version. Another child, only 8 years of age, produced a fascinat-
ing illustration for this same story. He shows his grasp not only of the
theme, but also of astronomy (see Figure 10.2). Another child in
Birmingham, for whom English was a second language, in a class that had
access to the audio tapes, chose to retell the story with illustrations (Figure
10.4). Like many of the other children in that class, the theme of the story
was captured successfully.

Figures 10.5 and 10.6 are from One Up by Tony Ross, where cartoon-
like illustrations were shown on screen and in the book. It is possible from
the first version to grasp the theme of the story. The other examples illus-
trate the wide range of ability within a single class of children aged 7. There
was yet another example by a child in the same class, where only the odd C
was recognisable, while there are attempts by 5-year-olds to tell and illus-
trate the same story (see pages 146 and 161 in Young Literacy Learners).
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Figure 10.2 An illustration by an 8-year-old inspired by When the Moon Winked
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Thus, when the material is sufficiently stimulating it does enable the teacher
to appreciate the gulf between the more advanced children and those with
only a limited idea of written language, all within the same class.

In one class with whom I was working, after seeing the attempts of some
of the children to write one of the stories I discouraged them from writing
further stories for me, giving my reasons. I explained that I would not be
able to guess what they meant in order to type their story for them at home
as I had been doing. According to their teacher this proved a real incentive
to them to improve. In the meantime they provided front covers and illus-
trations for the class books. Two examples are shown in Figure 10.3; the
first is from Tortoise’s Tug-of-War by Hiawyn Oram, and the second is
from Just You Wait by Hazel Townson. See Figure 10.7 for a story on this
latter theme, stimulated by the same story, and written by a six ½- year-old
girl whose understanding of printed language was already much more
highly developed.
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Figure 10.3 Two illustrations for class books of retold stories, by children with
limited reading competence
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Figure 10.4 A young child’s book based on When the Moon Winked
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Figure 10.5 A 7-year-old’s version of One Up
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Figure 10.6 Three 7-year-olds’ versions of One Up

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
14

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Stimulation to tell a different story

Just You Wait by Hazel Townson stimulated a young girl to write her own
story (see Figure 10.7). The original story on which she based it was about
two brothers, Brian and Robert. In this new version there are two girls Sally
and Priscilla. Another girl in a class where I was working also wrote her own
version; this I typed for her with only the spelling corrected, with the heading
‘retold by (then her name)’. For this child also English was a second language.
The full typed version is in Clark, 1994: 148. The promise of a typed version
was used as a stimulus to help the children understand the function of speech
marks, needed in most stories, and to encourage correct spelling.
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Figure 10.7 A story written at
her own request
by a girl aged 6
years 6 months
after hearing Just
You Wait read
only once
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The following story was stimulated by King of all the Birds by Tony
Ross, which challenged one child to write a story about ‘Queen of all the
Reptiles’ with appropriate adaptation of the language as may be seen below,
with the spelling and punctuation as in the original.

It was not a happy day for the reptiles because the big ones like the
alligotars, the big snakes and the dinosaurs were fighting the little ones
like the lizards and turtles. They decided to have a competition to find
a Queen. The reptile who could swim for the longest time would be
Qeen So they started to swim lots of reptiles had a rest and only the
crocodile was left “I’VE WON! She said – and a little snake came slith-
ering out of her mouth and said “Not so fast I’m not tired and she kept
on swimming and she became Queen of the reptiles.

This child was in a class that had been watching the television series. Her
teacher had adopted many of the suggestions given on screen and was thus
able to give a structure for the less confident, but also creative opportuni-
ties for the more advanced to make their own stories on similar themes.

Computers and literacy

Computers can be used to great effect to assist children to learn the features
of written English. As early as the 1980s I visited a school where a
programme was being used with a package that enabled the teacher to
reveal as much or as little of a passage of text as he wished, certain words
only, punctuation, initial letters of words, dashes for letters. The creative
learning experience for these children arose from a combination of the
novelty of the computer, the nature of the software and the way this teacher
planned and implemented its use.

Final comments

It is hoped that the illustrations and observations in this chapter have
helped to bring alive the creative possibilities of stories in developing the
written language of young children. My aim was to ensure that teachers are
alerted to the range of literacy development in any class of young children;
that they provide creative and supportive experiences for the less advanced,
and stimulation for the most advanced. The ideas I developed came from
the researches I read, the researchers and creative teachers with whom I
worked, and not least the children themselves who frequently surprised me
with their creativity.

At the end of Chapter 8 I referred to the subtleties in written English, and
fun, that could be explored with young children, and in particular, the
possibilities within books such as Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland
(1865) and Through the Looking-Glass (1872). There are numerous
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 examples of play on words, such as lessons and lessens, tail and tale, ground
flour (ground and flower).

There is space here for a few more examples:

‘Then you should say what you mean,’ the March Hare went on.
‘I do’, Alice replied, ‘at least I mean what I say – that’s the same thing

you know.’ ‘Not the same thing a bit,’ said the Hatter.

‘I see nobody on the road,’ said Alice. ‘I wish I had such eyes,’ the King
remarked in a fretful tone, ‘to be able to see Nobody! And at that
distance!’

‘I think I should understand that better,’ Alice said politely, ‘if I had it
written down: but I can’t quite follow it as you say it out loud!’

Once or twice she had peeped into the book her sister was reading, but
it had no pictures or conversation in it, ‘and what is the use of a book,’
thought Alice, ‘without pictures or conversation?’
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Part III

Curriculum developments and
literacy policies, 1988 to 1997
A comparison between England, Wales
and Scotland

There are two chapters in this part. In Chapter 11 the developments in
England and Wales, leading up to and following The Education Reform Act
in 1988, are traced. English was one of the core subjects, in which numer-
ous modifications were made to assessment and the curriculum in the years
1988 to 1995. In 1995 I published, Language, Learning and the Urban
Child in which I considered these developments and their effects on prac-
tice. The discussion on England and Wales is taken from that publication
for which I hold the copyright.

In Scotland over that period there was no National Curriculum. A series
of National Guidelines was published based on the recommendations of
working parties for the age range 5–14. In a paper I delivered at a UKRA
conference in 1991, ‘Reading in 1990s: a spring forward or a fall back?’ I
contrasted the developments in Scotland with those in England and Wales.
This was published in 1992 in Literacy without Frontiers, F. Satow and B.
Gatherer (eds). Subsequently I was joint editor of Education in Scotland:
policy and practice from pre-school to secondary, M. M. Clark and P.
Munn 1997 and author of three Chapters, 1, 3 and 7. In Chapter 1 the
background to education in Scotland was described, a system very different
from that in England and Wales, even in the 1980s and 1990s before devo-
lution in 1997 and the restitution of a Scottish parliament in Edinburgh. In
Chapter 7, ‘The teaching profession: its qualifications and status’ was
outlined. From as early as 1965 members of the teaching profession in
Scotland were required to register with the General Teaching Council. The
Council has played an important role in Scottish education not only with
regard to discipline, but also the qualifications required of teachers; there is
no comparable body in England. I have based Chapter 12 in this book on
Chapter 3 from that publication, entitled: ‘Developments in primary educa-
tion in Scotland’. I hold the copyright for my chapters in that book.

There are many lessons from these developments of relevance to the new
National Curricula being implemented in both countries. In England during
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the years 1988–1997, a crucial aspect was the way in which the curriculum
was driven by national assessment, not by the professionals. In Scotland,
the new curriculum, A Curriculum for Excellence, has had teething prob-
lems, possibly from lack of preparation, lack of staffing or lack of funds. It
is yet to be seen whether these problems can be overcome.
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D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
14

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



11 The first National Curriculum in
England and Wales
Lessons for the future

This chapter is an edited extract from Language Learning and the Urban
Child (Clark, 1995).

The National Curriculum in England and Wales

The background

Statements that standards in our schools are falling are nothing new; often
made in the absence of hard evidence. The media and politicians delight in
attributing such failures to our schools, to teachers or to their trainers.
Frequently cited as a cause has been some change in teaching methods it is
believed has swept through the schools. Accompanying such claims is often
either a call for ‘back to the basics’, or a return to so-called traditional
methods of teaching. Claims that teachers should be trained mainly within
classrooms, rather than by so-called experts, were already current in 1990s.
The first extensive observational study in primary classrooms did not find
evidence to support these views and still has relevance today, Inside the
Primary Classroom (Galton, Simon and Croll, 1980):

First, the weight of evidence on the curriculum shows very clearly that,
in spite of widespread claims in the mass media, by industrialists, and
by Black Paper propagandists, the general pattern of the traditional
curriculum quite certainly still prevails, and has not changed in any
fundamental way, let alone vanished. Such claims appear to be founded
on mythology. (155)

In reports based on school inspections concern was expressed, but more
often about failure in the junior school and beyond to build upon the foun-
dations of literacy established in the early years (DES, 1991). Each
successive older generation compares contemporary education
unfavourably with that during their school days; they feel ill at ease if the
changes are dramatic. Politicians may capitalise on such beliefs, or at least
find it necessary to take action to quieten the discontent. One solution has
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been to establish a working party! The Bullock Committee was set up
because of a claimed fall in reading standards. By the time the report, A
Language for Life (DES, 1975) was published, enthusiasm for action had
waned. The Secretary of State showed no commitment to implement its far-
reaching recommendations, for which he claimed no money was available.

A further working party on reading, a common focus for popular
disquiet, published The Kingman Report (DES 1988a). This, which
repeated a number of the recommendations of the Bullock Committee, was
less well received by politicians than its predecessor. Its publication was
followed by a further working party charged with the task of translating its
recommendations into practice as a Core subject within the recently estab-
lished National Curriculum in England. The chairman selected for this next
working party had been one of the contributors to The Black Papers, Brian
Cox. The Black Papers were a series of pamphlets on education with that
name to contrast them with government White Papers (published around
1969), several of which were edited by Brian Cox. However, the recom-
mendations of his committee met with no more general acceptance from
politicians. His concern at the extent of political interference in this area is
well documented by Cox himself, chosen though he was for his apparently
respectable views (See Cox on Cox, Cox, 1991). Already by 1995 we had
revisions to the recommendations made by the Cox committee, the more
sensitive aspects concerning Standard English, grammar and spelling. To
this was added a discussion paper on Standard English issued by SCAA
(SCAA, 1995a).

Numerous other reports could be cited, some from select committees of
the House of Commons, others from working parties. They made valuable
recommendations that proved too expensive to be implemented, did not
meet with political approval, or were overtaken by other changes. Two only
will be mentioned here, both though not specifically within the remit of the
National Curriculum, were affected by its implementation. The Warnock
Committee on Special Educational Needs, was the first committee of
enquiry specifically charged to review educational provision for all disabled
children also in Scotland. Special Educational Needs (HMSO, 1978) recom-
mended that:

The planning of services for children and young people should be based
on the assumption that about one in six children at any time and up to
one in five children at some time during their school career will require
some form of special educational provision. (338)

Legislation was set in train to assist the implementation of the recommen-
dations. However, the developments following the Education Reform Act of
1988 for England and Wales, in particular the proposal to publish league
tables ranking schools on the basis of their pupils’ performance on the
national assessment at each key stage, inevitably led to teachers being less
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willing to accept children whose special educational needs could only be
met at the expense of other children in their class, or who might adversely
affect the schools’ standing on the league tables. A so-called market econ-
omy in schools is not conducive to provision for children with special needs
within mainstream education.

An all-party Select Committee of the House of Commons report,
Educational Provision for the Under Fives (House of Commons, 1989) was
followed by a debate in the House of Commons. The outcome was that the
Secretary of State announced yet another committee, charged with drawing
up a curriculum for children under five, to be chaired by an Education
Minister, Angela Rumbold. The disturbing feature was not only that it
appeared to be an attempt to appease those who were not happy with the
recommendations of the Select Committee, but also that it was chaired by
a nominated politician, who also selected the members for this committee
concerned with devising a curriculum, to include ‘among others’ experts in
education! Starting with Quality (HMSO, 1990), the report of the
Rumbold Committee, did reinforce some of the recommendations made
elsewhere, and was referred to in the draft proposals for the curriculum for
pre-school education. Since then, political interference in determining the
content of the curriculum in a number of subject areas has continued to be
apparent within the National Curriculum.

The development of the National Curriculum

The National Curriculum for England and Wales with core and other foun-
dation subjects and national assessment at the end of key stages was
introduced in the Education Reform Act of 1988. In the same year the
National Curriculum Council was set up to establish and review the
curriculum for all state schools, with a parallel body in Wales. Duncan
Graham was Chairman and Chief Executive of NCC during the formative
years, from 1988 until 1991. A Lesson for Us All (Graham and Tytler,
1993), painted a disturbing picture of the way that the developments in the
various subjects were manipulated by a succession of Secretaries of State.
History is one example cited, in that decisions about history were, ‘the
result of a Dutch auction between Clarke and his officials’ (60–70). Graham
believed, as did many others, that the time was ripe for some form of
national curriculum to ensure a higher standard in education, with breadth
and a reduction in the massive inequalities in standards between the best
and the poorest of our schools. However, he felt that it was crucial that
there should be an independent body with the power to monitor and eval-
uate the curriculum after its introduction into schools, ‘to ensure that any
change is soundly based and not subject to political whim or prejudice’ (95).
From his description it is clear why the curriculum for the various core and
other foundation subjects proved to be unmanageable and lacking in coor-
dination across subjects. Little consultation took place between the various
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working parties, each of which regarded its subject as the most important.
It is thus no surprise that radical revisions, and a drastic slimming down
should have proved essential, along the lines recommended in the report of
the enquiry by Sir Ron Dearing commissioned by the Secretary of State for
Education (Dearing, 1994).

A crucial element in the National Curriculum was the assessment at the
end of each key stage, the planning for which was the responsibility of the
School Examinations and Assessment Council. The rationale for the assess-
ment was laid out in the report of the Task Group on Assessment and
Testing (TGAT) (DES, 1988b). Paul Black who chaired that committee
lamented the failure to put into practice its recommendations (Black, 1994).
He claimed there is ample evidence that prior to 1988, ‘assessment as an
integral part of a teaching programme was a concept that was hardly under-
stood at all by the majority of teachers’, yet unfortunately ‘the introduction
of national assessment has made very little difference to this situation’
(130). One major problem with assessment within the National Curriculum
was that there was an increasing focus on assessment by externally devised
national Standard Assessment Tests (SATs). Improvement of assessment by
teachers as an integral part of their teaching was not given the important
role envisaged in the TGAT recommendations. Black and others would
argue that priority was given by politicians and those in powerful positions
to summative assessment devised to compare standards between schools,
with accountability as the focus. This was at the expense of the valuable but
much more complex formative assessment. In National Curriculum
Assessment: a review of policy 1987–1994, Daugherty (1995) expressed
concern at the way the plans for assessment had developed; this from some-
one who was for three years a member of the School Examinations and
Assessment Council, and later Chairman of the Curriculum Council for
Wales. He stated that:

in practice, there is no better way of ensuring that assessment drives the
curriculum in inappropriate ways than to leave the determination of
assessment methods and procedures until after the curriculum itself is
finalized. (183)

He further pointed out that ‘only two of the fifteen members of the original
School Examinations and Assessment Council, appointed by ministers actu-
ally worked in schools’ (167–168). He remained critical of the plans for
assessment even post-Dearing.

English in the National Curriculum

English remained a high profile subject politically, one where there were
frequent changes made to the content of the curriculum and assessment.
The extent of the inclusion of phonics teaching in the early stages of
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 teaching reading, the importance of Standard English, of spelling and punc-
tuation, were of concern at the primary school stage; in secondary schools,
the choice of prescribed reading. The amount of paper on this one subject
circulated in information to schools was enormous. NB. These comments
are from my 1995 paper! The pressures on the teaching of English placed
on schools in England and Wales came not only from the introduction of
the National Curriculum in English as one of the core subjects, and its first
national assessment when the children were barely 7 years of age. Other
problems were: the numerous changes made and the greater emphasis on
SATs rather than teacher assessment. The inclusion of assessment of math-
ematics and science for 7-year-olds left teachers with less time to spend on
English, because of their insecurity in the other areas. Comparison of
schools’ performance by league tables based on SATs, was without any
allowance for the very different starting points of the children, and in some
schools the large numbers of children for whom English was a second
language. Research projects funded to analyse the effects of the changes
were barely completed, or their results widely accessible, before revisions to
the curriculum as well as its assessment were introduced, some seemed to
owe much to political pressures.

By April 1993, English for Ages 5–16 (DFE, 1993), had been issued,
which it was claimed: emphasised the importance of Standard English; a
more precise definition of the skills involved in learning to read; more
explicit information on how pupils should be introduced to ‘great litera-
ture’; defined more precisely the basic writing skills and grammatical
knowledge which pupils need to master; ways in which competence in
spelling can be developed. Sir Ron Dearing was then charged with the task
of reviewing the whole National Curriculum. By 1994, new draft proposals
for English had appeared.

The continual tinkering with the English curriculum over a period of
seven years, and the assessment procedures, made it confusing for teachers
to tease out the key recommendations, even to become familiar with the
testing procedures. Teachers’ concern at the extra work made it necessary
to introduce external marking. Thus, it was unlikely the assessment would
lead to insights into the needs of the children as only global scores would
be available.

By the 1990s there was a more sensitive approach to the introduction of
Standard English, full stops, correct spelling and correct letter orientation
and accuracy in oral reading, than seemed destined to appear. What seems
to be lacking was an emphasis on the purposes of communication, on how
to translate our knowledge of the way children learn to be literate into
classroom practice. In, English: a review of inspection findings 1993–94
(Ofsted, 1995), it was stated that across all key stages standards of achieve-
ment in English were satisfactory or better in four-fifths of schools. Concern
was expressed at the relatively poorer performance of boys; at a lack of
book resources in a significant minority of schools; and that pupils of higher
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ability tended to experience better teaching than those of low ability. At Key
Stage 2 too great use of decontextualised and undemanding exercises was
criticised. Following the revisions and slimming down of the National
Curriculum recommended by Dearing (1994), he proposed that there
should be a pause on curriculum reform for five years.

An evaluation of the curriculum

The curriculum in schools in England probably became more balanced and
with greater breadth for more pupils than was the case before the Education
Reform Act of 1988. A necessary structure of accountability was being built
into each stage of the system. It was hoped that:

any relative success of the curriculum is not offset by political interven-
tions in methodology, based on the belief that it is possible to return to
a fondly remembered and often illusory golden age.

(Graham and Tytler, 1993: 119)

One must question whether the years between 1988 and 1995 led to greater
equality for those with greatest need. This includes those in deprived inner-
city areas; children whose mother tongue is other than English; whose
culture is very different from that of the majority and children with special
educational needs.

The report Access and Achievement in Urban Education (Ofsted, 1993),
summarises evidence from a survey conducted in 1991 in seven urban areas
of England characterised by high levels of social and economic disadvan-
tage. It is claimed that: 

The residents of disadvantaged urban areas covered by this survey are
poorly served by the education system. Weaknesses of provision within
individual institutions are exacerbated by poor links between them. (6)

In Education in England 1990–91 (HMI, 1992) concern was expressed at
the less satisfactory standards of work in schools serving areas of marked
social and economic disadvantage. Good standards of work were found in
some schools in all areas. In such schools there was:

effective leadership; teaching of a consistently high quality; carefully
planned, well-managed classwork; a low turnover of staff; and good
teaching resources. (9)

Similar concerns were expressed in a report by the House of Commons
Education Committee (1995), where the importance of purposeful and
effective leadership in schools is stressed; of finding ways to encourage able,
experienced teachers to work in city schools and remain there long enough
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to provide stability and continuity; of sharing best practice among schools.
It is disturbing to note that in the debates surrounding the Education
Reform Bill, and subsequently there was little evidence of an awareness of
the needs of children whose language and culture is not that of the major-
ity. Furthermore, only recently has concern been expressed at possible
problems for children in rural areas.

We cannot yet be sure of the extent to which the large inequalities in
access to the curriculum are being eroded, and whether teacher expectations
of their pupils are being raised where these were previously found to be low.
Researches and HMI inspections showed just how wide the gulf was
between the best and the poorest schools. Only some of these are factors
beyond the control of the school, evidenced by the fact that both the
curriculum and standards differed widely in schools with similar intakes
(Tizard et al., 1988). There are lessons to be learnt from a study of schools
that made demonstrable improvements (see Improving Schools, Ofsted,
1994).

In Learning to Succeed (National Commission on Education, 1993),
concern was expressed at a number of the developments in education being
imposed on schools, in particular the publication of league tables at Key
Stage 1, revealing as they do more about the school’s intake than the
primary schools themselves. The need to raise expectations; to develop
pupils’ thinking skills; to support their independent learning; to foster their
creativity are all given high priority in that report. The importance of the
new technologies is stressed and their potential for improving learning and
the value of using the resources in the community beyond the school. Sadly
there has been little evidence that this wide ranging important report had
any major influence on government planning. (See the follow-up report,
Learning to Succeed: the way ahead, The National Commission on
Education, 1995.)

Assessment and the National Curriculum

SATs and assessment

By the time of the general election in 1992 the Secretary of State for
Education already had access to the findings of a report of research commis-
sioned by the government that confirmed the relationship between a
number of background variables and performance on the SATs of 7-year-
olds at the end of Key Stage 1. He still insisted on publishing league tables
of results by individual school and by local authority as a measure of school
performance uncorrected for any background features. Some months later,
and without publicity the results of the ENCA 1 Project were released (see
Graham and Tytler, 1993: 127–128). The following are among the findings:

• Girls’ scores were significantly better than boys’ in English.
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• There were significant differences in SATs scores on all subjects
between children of different ages at the time of SATs when tested (the
age range was from 6 years 9 months to 7 years 8 months at the time
of testing, a very wide spread) [also true for, but ignored in, results from
the phonics check administered to Year 1 children in England].

• There were significant differences in performance between ethnic
groups.

• The performance of children whose first language was not English was
significantly lower.

• There was a declining pattern of attainment for children from high
status neighbourhoods to low status.

(from The Evaluation of National Curriculum Assessment at 
Key Stage 1, Shorrocks, 1992)

The government accepted the recommendations in the Dearing report that
assessment at the end of Key Stage 1 should be slimmed down, and that
only the national aggregate results of the assessment of 7- and 14-year-olds
should be published, not school by school in performance tables (Dearing
1994). The report also stressed the importance of investigating an approach
to the assessment of ‘the value added’ by individual schools. The School
Curriculum and Assessment Authority noted that the national test results
for 1994 showed that even by the end of Key Stage 1 girls were out
performing boys. This was still true for English in Key Stage 3 results
(SCAA, 1995b). Even this crude measure has implications when judging the
relative performance of single sex schools, or schools where the majority of
pupils are boys. Without information from baseline assessment any attempt
to use results at the end of Key Stage 1 to hold schools accountable does
injustice to those facing the greatest challenge. However, there are dangers
that in baseline assessments some young children will be seriously underes-
timated. There is a massive literature on the dangers of assuming reliability
of any assessment of young children, even from standardised tests; such
assessments require well trained assessors. The results are influenced by the
children’s willingness to respond to questioning, the length of their answers
and their willingness to risk-take when they are not sure. In general, the
more experience a young child has of relating to a number of different
adults the more likely is any assessment to be reliable. In spite of this
evidence the government plans to introduce baseline assessment in England
in 2016, for all children soon after they start school.

Teacher assessment

As indicated earlier, the emphasis in the national assessment was predomi-
nantly on summative not formative assessment, on accountability. The
government did come to accept that teacher assessment should have equal
weight with test results in reporting to parents. We need to ensure that
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teachers appreciate the importance of diagnostic assessment, and that they
are helped to become more sophisticated in monitoring children’s progress.
In Reports on Pupils’ Achievements in 1994/95 (DFE Circular 1/95) the
requirements for reports to parents of their children’s progress are listed.
One must wonder how meaningful to many parents were the types of
reports recommended in the circular and how its contents could have been
made more helpful. Continuity between primary and secondary schools was
not given high priority in England and Wales within the National
Curriculum; each phase was concerned with the massive changes in curricu-
lum and assessment within its own phase.

Raising reading standards

That literacy is a crucial element in any attempt to raise standards of educa-
tion was recognised, with the designation of 1995 as ‘The Year of Reading’
in England. Many new initiatives were underway, with schools encouraged
to bid for additional funds for development projects. Birmingham was one
of the LEAs to receive government support for a pilot scheme to develop
Reading Recovery over three years. The cost effectiveness of Reading
Recovery in a two year evaluation by the Thomas Coram Unit was reported
in Early Intervention in Children with Reading Difficulties: an evaluation
of reading recovery and a phonological training (SCAA, 1995c). The report
by The House of Commons Education Committee, Performance in City
Schools (1995) recommended that DfE should continue funding Reading
Recovery, and that a range of programmes aimed to improve literacy should
be funded and monitored to identify the advantages and disadvantages of
each. The following were recommended:

• partnership with parents
• support in the classroom from peers and older children, from parents

and other volunteers hearing reading
• awareness of the value of helping children to appreciate the relationship

between reading and writing from the earliest stages
• libraries and librarians to be recognised as an important resource to

schools and for individual children.

I felt that insufficient attention in the funded projects on reading was paid
to encouraging children to read for information, helping them to develop
effective strategies for doing so, and to the role of computers in the devel-
opment of literacy.

In a presentation to a meeting of The Society of Authors on electronic
publishing Chris Barlas made a number of pertinent observations:

I cannot imagine that this new technology will suddenly expunge all
human culture from the face of the earth and present us with something
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totally new. It is only technology. It is only fear and ignorance that will
hold us back from picking up these new pens.

(Barlas, 1995: 7)

The way ahead

In Education Divides: Poverty and schooling in the 1990s (Smith and Noble,
1995), the authors claim that recent reforms had increased the gulf between
the more and less advantaged. They point out that in international compar-
isons where we score poorly in the United Kingdom, the prime reason lies
not in performance at the top of the range, but in a long tail of low perform-
ance. They list the following as some of the features known to have lasting
effects for children from poor families: high quality pre-school provision;
special reading schemes such as Reading Recovery; reductions in class size
for young children; more effective schools and parental involvement.

Did the National Curriculum of 1988 and its modifications in England
and Wales indeed improve the opportunities for learning we offer in our
schools? Were the subject areas too rigidly defined in watertight compart-
ments, or too fragmented to provide children with opportunities to develop
their understanding, to integrate their knowledge and stimulate their
creativity? What effect did the types of national attainment measures have
on the curriculum and on the expectations of parents and teachers? Were
the assessments, their content, timing or even the way the results were
reported, the most powerful influence on what subjects were taught, on the
subject content and what was given high priority? The issues discussed in
this chapter remain relevant as England introduces a new curriculum. Have
we learnt any lessons?

In Scotland was the approach any more successful in improving the liter-
acy context in primary and secondary schools? This will be considered in
the following chapter.
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12 Government policy on literacy in
Scotland from the 1980s to the
1990s

This chapter is based on Chapters 1 and 3 in Education in Scotland: policy
and practice from pre-school to secondary, M. M. Clark and P. Munn (eds).
London: Routledge 1997.

The background to the National Guidelines

Setting the scene

The impression is often given that the curriculum and assessment in
Scotland is similar to that elsewhere in the United Kingdom. However, the
organisation of and developments in education in Scotland differed funda-
mentally from those in England, even before devolution in 1997. At the
time of devolution, Scotland had a population of about five million, of a
total population of about 58 million in the United Kingdom. The United
Kingdom parliament was in London, and only a minority of its members
were from Scotland. Yet, even under the Conservative government in power
for the 18 years before devolution, a government that had been described
as hostile to Scottish distinctiveness, many features survived with regard to
education and the legal system.

Several background features are of relevance to education in Scotland.
First, Scotland is the most sparsely populated part of the United Kingdom;
in 1994 more than half the primary schools in Scotland had fewer than 200
pupils. There were high levels of poverty with, in 1995, 20 per cent of the
population entitled to free school meals, with wide variation between areas.
In 1994–1995, 96 per cent of the school population were in local authority
schools. At that time there were no statistics from the Scottish Office for
those whose mother tongue was not English or those from ethnic minori-
ties. However, from the census in 1991 it is clear that the situation was very
different from that in England. In England, 6.4 per cent of the population
were from ethnic minorities; in Scotland it was 1.3 per cent, with the major-
ity of these of Pakistani or Indian origin, and the second largest group
Chinese. In Scotland at the time of the census in 1991, 1.4 per cent of the
population over 3 years of age spoke, read or wrote Gaelic.
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Education in Scotland remained organised separately from that in the
rest of the United Kingdom following the Union in 1707, and there were
separate acts of parliament governing most aspects of Scottish education,
although these had to be passed by parliament in London. While the
Secretary of State for Education was responsible for education in England,
the Scottish Education Department, based in Edinburgh, had a ministerial
team headed by the Secretary of State for Scotland, who was a member of
Cabinet. Ofsted, the inspection body in England, had no responsibility in
Scotland, where the body responsible was Her Majesty’s Inspectorate.
From 1965 there was a General Teaching Council in Scotland with which
teachers were required to register. (See Clark in Clark and Munn, 1997:
Chapter 7.)

The curriculum and assessment in Scottish schools

The developments in the curriculum and assessment during the years 1988
to 1997 increased rather than reduced differences between education in
Scotland and that in England and Wales. The Scottish Consultative Council
on the Curriculum (SCCC) was the principal advisory body to the Secretary
of State for Scotland on all matters relating to the curriculum for 3- to 18-
year-olds. It kept the Scottish school curriculum under review; issued
guidance on the curriculum and carried out programmes of curriculum
development, consulting with interested groups and individuals. Its publi-
cation, Teaching for Effective Learning, the subject of widespread
consultation, apparently met with an enthusiastic response (SCCC, 1996).

There was no national curriculum in Scotland in the years 1988 to 1997,
unlike in England and Wales. The National Guidelines for the age range 5–
14 were developed between 1987 and 1993, based on reports from working
parties of professionals closely involved in work in schools. The reason for
the focus on 5–14 was that there were already developments underway in
the curriculum for children aged 14+. Unlike the National Curriculum in
England, the guidelines did not represent a sharp change from previous
policy. They laid emphasis on balance, breadth and continuity in children’s
learning. An outline of the programme was to be found in The Structure
and Balance of the Curriculum 5–14 (SOED, 1993). The target was for all
guidelines to be implemented by 1998–1999. Assessment and reporting
formed an integral part of the programme, with emphasis on teacher assess-
ment, and materials for diagnostic assessment in English, mathematics and
science. Furthermore, the recommendations of the working parties were
adopted as national guidelines with only minor alterations. There were
neither repeated changes, nor was there the political interference with the
curriculum as in England and Wales during these years (see Chapter 11).
Teachers, advisers and college lecturers played an important part in plan-
ning the curriculum and related assessment in Scotland. The working
parties and guidelines all covered the full age range 5–14 and stressed the
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need for balance, breadth and continuity in children’s learning, both within
the primary school, and between primary and secondary school.

In Scotland there was also a programme of testing, but there were no
league tables based on national testing. There was no compulsory testing of
children at either 7 or 11 years of age, as in England at that time. The struc-
ture reflected recognition of the teacher as a professional who should make
continuous assessment of a pupil’s progress.

Subject groupings under the National Guidelines

No education act was passed to determine the changes. Two existing
committees were charged with planning the developments. The subjects
were grouped in five areas, namely, English, mathematics, environmental
studies (including social subjects, science and health and technology
subjects), expressive arts (art and design, drama, music and physical educa-
tion) and religious and moral education. There were also guidelines on
Assessment 5–14 and The Structure and Balance of the Curriculum 5–14.

The National Guidelines for English

National Guidelines for English in Scotland were very similar to the recom-
mendations of that working party and gave much greater recognition to the
diversity of culture and language within the community than was apparent
in the reports in England. The Scottish guidelines for English showed a
desire to foster respect for this in young children throughout their school
career. To quote:

Young Scots, many of them bilingual, are growing up in a culturally
diverse society, in an increasingly interdependent world. Schools should
therefore create an ethos and generate a curriculum which will recog-
nise languages other than English and lead pupils to enjoy and benefit
from the varied languages and cultures in the community.... All pupils
can increase their respect for and understanding of other cultures by
reading literature which gives insights into the values of Non-European
cultures, and the ways of life of the varied communities of modern
Britain.

(SOED, 1991: 59)

National tests were required in only English and mathematics, and were
initially introduced only for children who had completed three years in
primary school, that is about 8 years of age, and those at the end of their
primary schooling. National tests were to be a back-up to teacher assess-
ment and were to be administered when the teacher’s assessment indicated
that the pupil had achieved the attainment at a particular level, not in a
particular year in the primary school. English tests involved two tests of
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silent reading for comprehension, one of a narrative passage, and one for
information. There were two assessments of writing, with children expected
to write on a narrative and information topic. Their writing was assessed
for choice and use of language, selection and organisation of ideas and tech-
nical skills. The teachers chose the tests from a catalogue on topics to suit
their children’s interests from a large bank of such materials.

The developments in Scotland in contrast to England

A number of important features in the planning of the curricular proposals
in Scotland differed from those in England over the years 1988–1997:

1 Existing committees were charged with making the recommendations
for the curriculum and assessment, not new committees as in England.

2 The membership of the working parties set up by the Scottish
Consultative Council on the Curriculum reflected the wide range of
professionals involved in schools, teachers in primary schools and
subject specialists in secondary schools, head teachers from different
sizes of school, advisers and directors of education, college lecturers
and professionals on secondment to SCCC. On the working parties was
someone with expertise in the education of children with special needs,
thus attention was paid to the needs of such children.

3 A general framework was common to all the working papers and guide-
lines; all covered the age range 5–14. These included recommendations
for attainment outcomes and targets for programmes of study.

4 The guidelines, which were published after a period of consultation,
appear to retain the main recommendations of the working parties.

5 In Scotland, following the publications of the guidelines, the schools
were encouraged to implement the proposals, with the aim of full
implementation by 1998–1999, without (as in England over that
period) amendments and revisions.

6 Working party reports on assessment and reporting, with a focus on
improving classroom assessment and partnership with parents, were
being issued for consultation at the same time as the curriculum docu-
ments.

7 The general statement from the Scottish Office on the under-5s curricu-
lum was based largely on HMI visits to a number of under-5 units
(SOED, 1994). It reiterated the importance of play and emphasised the
importance of cultivating children’s natural learning processes through
a carefully planned curriculum in every kind of pre-school unit (see
Watt in Clark and Munn 1997: Chapter 2). There was a link with the
5–14 programme with an emphasis on literacy and numeracy as well as
emotional, personal, creative and physical skills, to contribute to
 children’s knowledge and understanding of the world.

(SOED, 1994)
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The way ahead

Following the reestablishment of a Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh in
1999, education in Scotland became the responsibility of the Scottish
Parliament. Scotland embarked on its new curriculum in 2010, A
Curriculum for Excellence, with the aim of providing a coherent and
enriched curriculum for the age range 3–18. It will be interesting to deter-
mine what lessons have been learnt.
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Part IV

Synthetic phonics and literacy
learning
Government policy in England, 
2006 to 2015

While the focus in this part is mainly on developments in England over the
past few years, the issues are of much wider significance. Some aspects of
these policies are to be found in other countries. In Chapter 18, evidence
from the United States is cited, where similar developments, in part led by
commercial interests, take the place of research-based evidence in directing
governmental policies. The powerful place of commercial interests in
governments’ choice of policies, the materials recommended, and even
funding for the teaching of reading is disturbing.

The origins of the coalition government’s policy in England for the teach-
ing of reading, and that of the Conservative government in power following
the general election in May 2015, can be traced back to the Rose Report in
2006. That report commissioned by the Labour government raised the issue
of synthetic phonics as the way to teaching reading. A critique of the report
is to be found in Chapter 13. Claims that synthetic phonics should be the
method for teaching beginning reading to all children have had a major
impact in schools and on the training of teachers in England; this became
the basis for government policy in 2010.

In Chapter 14 there is an analysis of the evidence-base for a claim that
there is indeed one best method of teaching reading for all children and that
synthetic phonics is that method. Not only is the research cited by the
government in support of its claim discussed, but other researches ignored
by the government are considered. From 2011 to October 2013 match-
funding was made available for schools in England to purchase synthetic
phonics materials and training courses from a recommended list. Also those
training teachers were instructed to make synthetic phonics the focus for
their courses. In 2012 a phonics check was introduced to be taken by all
children in Year 1 (at about 6 years of age) in England. In Chapter 15 the
development of the phonics check is discussed and the results of the first
year of its implementation are considered. The findings from the interim
reports and final report from the three year research by the National
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Foundation for Educational Research commissioned by DfE are discussed
in Chapter 16. In Chapter 17 the results of the phonics check over the four
years 2012–2015 are reported and unresolved issues on the validity and
value of the phonics check are considered. I have attempted to discover the
costs of the check and related initiatives to schools and to the Department
for Education, using the Freedom of Information Act, and include my find-
ings so far in Chapter 18. The discussion is also widened to include evidence
from the United States.

The chapters in this part are based on articles published in the Education
Journal or Literacy Today, Chapter 13 in 2006, the other chapters between
2013 and 2015. I am grateful to Demitri Coryton of Education Publishing
for permission to include amended versions of the articles.
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13 The Rose Report and the
teaching of reading
A critique

This chapter is based on an article published in the Education Journal (Issue
97, 2006: 27–29). As may be seen, claims for synthetic phonics as the
method of teaching reading predate the edicts from the coalition govern-
ment in England since 2010 discussed in the following chapters.

Introduction

A summary of the Rose Report, ‘Independent review of the teaching of early
reading: final report’, appeared in Education Journal (Issue 94, 2006: 28).
In the same issue, in an article by Colin Richards entitled, ‘This could be the
end of teacher autonomy’, Professor Richards commented:

Well in a few months’ time teachers of young children could be required
to teach initial reading through synthetic phonics – a method not
dissimilar to those used in Victorian classrooms.

The background to the Rose enquiry

The decision to establish this enquiry was stimulated by the report of the all-
party House of Commons Education and Skills Committee, Teaching
Children to Read (April 2005). The publicity from the media and from politi-
cians around that report had as its main focus phonics, more particularly
synthetic phonics. Much of the oral evidence presented to the Committee was
from proponents of synthetic phonics, several of them with a commercial
interest in programmes for schools. Rhona Johnston was questioned on
evidence from her research in primary schools in Clackmannanshire, a small
county in Scotland. Thereafter Clackmannanshire was frequently cited in
England, though few references identified the precise nature of this research.

The Select Committee recommendations

It is worth reminding readers that the House of Commons Select Committee
that led to the setting up of the Rose enquiry stressed that:
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Whatever method is used in the early stages of teaching children to
read, we are convinced that inspiring an enduring enjoyment of reading
should be a key objective. This can be endangered both by an overtly
formal approach in the early years and by a failure to teach decoding.
(36)

The Committee also recommended that an enquiry should be established
and evidence should be sought to establish among other points:

How long any gains from a particular programme are sustained; the
effectiveness of different approaches with particular groups of children,
including boys/girls, those with special educational needs and those
with a high level of socio-economic disadvantage. (36)

They stressed that the research study should:

• measure and compare attainment by means of standardised testing,
not Key Stage test results

• measure attainment of all components of literacy (word recogni-
tion, reading comprehension, narrative awareness, etc.)

• use control groups to take account of factors which may have a
bearing on reading outcomes, for example teacher knowledge and
ability; socio-economic background; gender. (37)

No such research was funded.

Setting for the Rose Report

Following the report of the Select Committee, on 22 June 2005 the then
Secretary of State for Education, Ruth Kelly, wrote to Jim Rose, who had
agreed to her request to lead an independent review of best practice in the
teaching of early reading and the range of strategies to best support children
who have fallen behind. In her letter to Jim Rose, she set out three points
she wished to be considered as follows:

• What our expectations of best practice should be in the teaching of
early reading and synthetic phonics for primary schools and early
years settings, including both the content and the pace of teaching.

• How this relates to the development of the birth-to-five framework
and the ongoing development and renewal of the National Literacy
Framework for teaching.

• What range of provision best supports children with significant
literacy difficulties and enables them to catch up with their peers,
and the relationship of such targeted intervention programmes with
synthetic phonics teaching.

108 Synthetic phonics and literacy learning
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Jim Rose was asked to provide an interim report by November 2005 with
his full report early in 2006. Following the interim report in December 2005
already Ruth Kelly was making it clear that she was fully in support of the
report’s recommendation that a systematic, direct teaching of synthetic
phonics should be the first strategy taught to all children learning to read,
introduced by the age of five.

The Rose Report

The final Rose Report in March 2006 contained a wide range of recom-
mendations designed to improve the teaching of reading. However, all the
attention seems to have been focused on the synthetic phonics issue. This is
not surprising in view of the statements by the Secretary of State who
commissioned the report and the fact that already by page 3 the report
states:

Engaging young children in interesting and worthwhile pre-reading
activities paves the way for the great majority to make a good start on
systematic phonic work by the age of five. Indeed, for some, an earlier
start may be possible and desirable.

Among the reactions to the interim report were concerns that the recom-
mendations could be seen as claiming that one size fits all. The Rose Report
did acknowledge the research evidence that children benefit from learning
the names of the letters of the alphabet as well as the sounds (26), though I
have not seen reference to that in any comments.

Parents must have been concerned or confused at the mixed messages
they were receiving from the media following the Rose Report about their
role in their children’s early learning to read; this at a time when research
had shown just how much parents can and do contribute.

There was a lack of reference in the report to provision for young chil-
dren who are already able to read with fluency and understanding when
they enter school, also those children whose language difficulties may make
a focus on phonics at too early an age a stumbling block to their learning.
Not all reading specialists would agree with the following:

An early start on systematic phonic work is especially important for
those children who do not have the advantages of strong support for
literacy at home. (31)

Critique of the Rose Report

Many young children now entering school are already more computer-liter-
ate than their teachers in this age of digital literacy. This deserves more
attention than it appears to have received in the Rose Report (see Popular
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Culture, New Media and Digital Literacy in Early Childhood, J. Marsh
(ed.), 2005).

Why in the United Kingdom, in England in particular, is it considered to
be progress to introduce children to reading, and especially phonics, so
early and so long before the teaching of reading takes place in most other
countries? This includes many with higher standards of literacy than
England. Surely there is a case to be made for broadening the curriculum
and for delaying the teaching of reading. This might make such instruction
less time-consuming as a consequence of the children’s greater maturity and
better-developed listening skills.

From the pronouncements of some politicians and others, the impression
was given that an injection of synthetic phonics first, fast and only as soon
as children enter school, will solve all reading problems. Some of the invec-
tive has been reminiscent of the hype that surrounded the introduction of
ita (the initial teaching alphabet) over 40 years ago. Had synthetic phonics
now taken the place of the initial teaching alphabet?

I was concerned when I became aware of this as the government’s solu-
tion to the scale of illiteracy in this country, or at least the failure in England
to reach the hoped-for targets in literacy by the end of Key Stage 2 in
primary school.

The Clackmannanshire Research

The Rose Committee did visit Clackmannanshire and several pages in the
report are devoted to the approach to the teaching of literacy they found
there, but there is no critical evaluation of the research (61–65). Therefore
it is important to note that in that research, the comparison was not
between phonics and no phonics, but different amounts, speeds and types
of phonics programmes within an early intervention programme. Frequent
reference was made in the media to the ‘spectacular’ results from that
research, in particular the results for the boys. It should be noted that the
more spectacular results were in the children’s word recognition skills,
rather than in their understanding. By Primary 7 (the end of primary school
in Scotland) the group taught initially by synthetic phonics were cited as
reading 3 years 6 months ahead of chronological age, spelling was 1 year 8
months ahead. However, this referred to word recognition: reading compre-
hension was only 3.5 months ahead (Johnston and Watson 2005).

Criticisms of the methodology of the research have been voiced by a
number of experts, some in Scotland, including lack of attention to other
aspects of the intervention programme in these primary schools. The county
was involved in an early intervention study with funding from the Scottish
Executive. Concerned that the hype was in danger of spreading from the
media in England to Scotland, as the First Minister had become ‘the most
recent evangelist for synthetic phonics’, Sue Ellis was interviewed for a lead-
ing article in TES Scotland on 2 September 2005 (by Elizabeth Buie). She
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expressed concern, ‘that one study which has had no external validation
now appears to be dictating educational policy’. She also expressed irrita-
tion that complex research is being ‘converted into sound bites’. In an
article in TES Scotland entitled ‘Phonics is just the icing on the cake’, (TES
Scotland, 23 September 2005), Ellis pointed out that the schools in that
research did not just do phonics. She undertook a careful analysis of what
was entailed by the intervention in Clackmannanshire, in addition to the
comparison of the two types of phonics. In brief, there was a varied
programme: nursery nurses were introduced into Primary 1, story bags;
home-link teachers; homework clubs and nurture groups. Furthermore the
staff development programme for teachers was a rolling programme that
began with Primary 1 teachers, then Primary 2 and caught teachers trans-
ferred to a new stage. The programme for teachers stressed making learning
purposeful, motivating children and the importance of noticing and build-
ing on success.

The Report by Torgerson, Brooks and Hall (2006)

In parallel with the Rose enquiry, the DfES had commissioned ‘A systematic
review of the research literature on the use of phonics in the teaching of
reading and spelling’ by the Universities of York and Sheffield. This report
was submitted in late 2005 and appeared in early 2006 (Torgerson et al.,
2006). I was therefore surprised to find that it did not appear on the refer-
ence list of the Rose Report. That review had as its focus studies that
provided evidence from randomised controlled trials. With these rigorous
criteria it reported that:

No statistically significant difference in effectiveness was found between
synthetic phonics instruction and analytic phonics instruction and no
effect of systematic phonics instruction on spelling was found. (8)

Conclusion

One must consider whether the research evidence on synthetic phonics was
as strong as was suggested in the Rose Report. See Chapter 14 for an eval-
uation of research into the issue of one best method of teaching reading,
and in particular synthetic phonics. There is more wide ranging research
than that cited by the coalition government in 2010 to justify its stance on
the teaching of reading through the use of synthetic phonics, first, fast and
only.
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14 One best method of teaching
reading
What is the research evidence?

This chapter is a revised version of an article in the Education Journal Issue
156, 2013: 14–16. A brief note was added following the publication of an
IMPACT pamphlet in 2014, based on an article in the Education Journal
Issue 188: 12–13. The reference to the large-scale research in Kent in the
1950s by Joyce Morris has been added for this revised edition, as has the
reference to the Report of the National Reading Panel.

Background

As early as 2005, during the last Labour government, claims were being
made for the importance of synthetic phonics in the teaching of reading.
This featured in evidence to the Education and Skills Select Committee
(2005) and in 2006 in the subsequently commissioned Rose Report (see
previous chapter for a critique of that report).

It is important to distinguish the following:

• whether there is evidence for one best method of teaching reading for
all children

• whether systematic teaching of phonics should form all or at least part
of children’s early instruction

• whether this should be synthetic phonics rather than analytic phonics.

The government in England, and Ofsted, have since 2010 stressed that the
method of teaching reading should be phonics, and synthetic phonics,
rather than analytic phonics, claiming this is backed by research evidence.

Definitions of phonics

Phonics instruction: Literacy teaching approaches which focus on the rela-
tionship between letters and sounds.
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Systematic phonics: Teaching of letter-sound relationships in an
explicit, organised and sequential fashion as opposed to incidentally or
on a ‘when-needed’ basis.

Synthetic phonics: The defining characteristics of synthetic phonics for
reading are sounding-out and blending.

Analytic phonics: The defining characteristics of analytic phonics are
avoiding sounding-out, and inferring sound–symbol relationships from
sets of words.

(from Torgerson et al. 2006: 8)

The evidence for one best method of teaching reading for all children will
be considered, with quotations from a range of researchers, followed by an
analysis of the evidence cited by the government, claimed to support
synthetic phonics as the method to be used in all schools and emphasised in
all courses training teachers. Finally research evidence not cited by the
government will be introduced where the claims for synthetic phonics have
been disputed.

Is there one best method?

In the 1950s a major research project by the National Foundation for
Educational Research was undertaken in Kent by Joyce Morris. In 1966 a
critical appraisal of Standards and Progress in Reading, the final report was
made by Maurice Chazan. The evidence cited here is taken from the
reprinted version in a course reader for the Open University (Chazan,
1972). The research was an extensive study of over 2,000 children born in
1946 from 51 schools. (For details of the range of aspects covered by the
research see Chazan: 318–319.) A comparison of the attainment of Kent
children with national standards was made in their last year in primary
school. An important finding in the current debate was the following
(Chazan: 320):

The results showed no statistically significant differences in reading
performance between schools using phonic or whole-word methods for
beginning reading in each of the three years from 1955 to 1957.

In an article in 1994 Morris expressed her concern at what she referred to
as ‘Phonicsphobia’ in England; this she felt was preventing any rational
discussion on the place of systematic phonics teaching. She made a plea that
it be, ‘given its rightful place in educational provision for literacy, including
teacher training’. She describes the horror with which many practitioners
and those in authority during her career responded to any mention of phon-
ics. She also claims that Marilyn Adams in the United States told her that,

114 Synthetic phonics and literacy learning

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
14

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



‘although phonics advocates appreciate the value of whole language, whole
language advocates do not reciprocate’ (Morris, 1994). Perhaps we should
bear this in mind when considering the current controversy both in England
and in the United States where the pendulum has swung to the other
extreme (see Chapter 18). One can understand Marie Clay’s decision during
her career to avoid what she felt were sterile debates on the best method of
teaching reading where people felt required to take opposing sides. She
stressed that successful readers and writers came from many different
programmes (see Chapter 7).

As early as 1967 as shown by Jeanne Chall in Learning to Read: the great
debate, there was extensive research and a longstanding debate about
whether there was one best method of teaching reading and the controver-
sies surrounding this. In 1972 Vera Southgate in Beginning Reading,
commented, ‘I think it is highly unlikely that one method or scheme will
ever prove equally effective for all pupils, being taught by all teachers, in all
situations (28). In the Bullock Report (A Language for Life, DES, 1975) it
is stated that:

There is no one method, medium, approach, device, or philosophy that
holds the key to the process of learning to read. Too much attention has
been given to polarised opinions about approaches to the teaching of
reading. (521)

The report from the House of Commons Select Committee (2005) referred
to above states that it is ‘unlikely that any one method or set of changes
would lead to a complete elimination of underachievement of reading’ (3).
More recently, in July 2011 a House of Commons All-Party Parliamentary
Group for Education published its Report of the Inquiry into Overcoming
the Barriers to Literacy, stating that:

Respondents were clear that there is no one panacea which guarantees
all children will become readers… There are different ways to learn and
different learning preferences, this is why a focus on only synthetic
phonics is not appropriate.

(www.educationengland.org.uk: 14)

Marilyn Adams (1990) in Beginning to Read: thinking and learning about
print, emphasises that:

the degree to which children internalize and use their phonic instruction
depends on the degree to which they have found it useful for recogniz-
ing the words in their earliest texts … immersion – right from the start
– in meaningful connected text is of vital importance. (10)
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What of the research evidence on synthetic phonics?

Following the government’s announcement in 2010, many experts wrote to
DfE stating their concern about the insistence that in all schools in England
the initial approach to teaching reading should be synthetic phonics only,
also about the proposed phonics check for 6-year-olds. The Importance of
Phonics: securing confident reading (www.education.gov.uk) cites
researches such as several of those noted below, claiming they prove the
superiority of synthetic phonics as the only method for teaching reading.
However, none of the researches cited below provide convincing evidence
for synthetic phonics as the only approach in the early stages of learning to
read.

In the previous chapter in which I critiqued the Rose Report (2006) I
noted that no reference was made there to the comprehensive research by
Torgerson et al. (2006) where it is claimed that although there is evidence
that systematic teaching of phonics benefits children’s reading accuracy, it
should be part of every literacy teacher’s repertoire, in a judicious balance
with other elements. They also state that there is currently no strong
randomised control trial evidence that any one form of systematic phonics
is more effective than any other and that:

No statistically significant difference in effectiveness was found between
synthetic phonics instruction and analytic phonics instruction. (8)

In that chapter I analysed the evidence cited in the Rose Report from the
Clackmannanshire study which had methodological failings, and where
there was little long-term gain in reading comprehension. This research and
another from a Scottish local authority, West Dunbartonshire, are the
researches frequently cited by the government in support of its current
emphasis on synthetic phonics first, fast and only in the initial stages.
However, they do not mention that in both these authorities this was part
of a major intervention study with additional resources and a staff devel-
opment programme (see Ellis, 2007). Sue Ellis in her article ‘Policy and
research: lessons from the Clackmannanshire synthetic phonics initiative’,
states that:

any study driven mainly by one paradigm can only offer limited insights
and that other Scottish local authorities deliberately created multi-para-
digm projects in response to the national early intervention initiatives.

She also refers to the West Dunbartonshire research, claiming it as, ‘possi-
bly the most successful intervention, and based on a “literacy for all”
agenda’ (294). In the final report of that research MacKay in 2007 provides
an overview of the entire 10–year study. He cites the following as crucial to
the success of the project:
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• phonological awareness and the alphabet
• a strong and structured phonics emphasis
• extra classroom help in the early years
• raising teacher awareness
• home support for encouraging literacy through focused assessment
• increased time spent on key aspects of reading
• identification and support for children who are failing
• close monitoring of progress.

He claims that the project needed to be long term, have substantial funding
and high levels of training of staff.

The coalition government in England cited this study as evidence for
synthetic phonics, but omitted to mention the above crucial elements of that
research, or to note this final sentence in the paragraph they cite, as to
whether synthetic phonics:

has not yet been sufficiently systematically compared with better
analytic phonics teaching using a faster pace and more motivating
approaches. (46)

In a comprehensive research on real books versus reading schemes, Solity and
Vousden (2009) analysed the structure of adult literature, children’s real
books, and reading schemes, and examined the demands they make on chil-
dren’s sight vocabulary and phonic skills. While they claim that learning
phonic skills greatly reduces what children have to memorise, a combination
of this and learning the 100 commonest sight words, and studying in the
context of real books makes for ‘optimal instruction’. Note that these authors
used the McNally and Murray 100 commonest word list from the 1960s in
their analysis. They still found it valuable in 2009. The authors claim that:

the debate may be resolved by teaching an optimal level of core phono-
logical, phonic, and sight vocabulary skills, rigorously and
systematically in conjunction with the use of real books. (503)

See Chapter 9, on the use of high frequency words, where I give details of
these words which I also used.

In 2007, Wyse and Styles in an article entitled, ‘Synthetic phonics and the
teaching of reading: the debate surrounding England’s Rose Report’, review
the international research into the teaching of early reading and claim that
the Rose Report’s main recommendation on synthetic phonics ‘contradicts
the powerful body of evidence accumulated over the last 30 years’ (35).

The conclusion of the Rose Report, that teachers and trainee teachers
should be required to teach reading through synthetic phonics ‘first and
fast’ is, in our view, wrong. (41)
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A further article in which the government’s view is challenged is that by
Wyse and Goswami (2008). They claim that the government’s review
provided no reliable empirical evidence that synthetic phonics offers the
vast majority of beginners the best route to becoming skilled readers….
‘There is also evidence that contextualised systematic phonics instruction is
effective’ (691).

In 2012, David Reedy having explored the evidence for the quotations
from Nick Gibb, Schools Minister since 2010, challenged his claims, citing
contradictory evidence from Ofsted.

NB. A report cited by DfE in support of its synthetic phonics policy is
that of The National Reading Panel in the United States published in 2000.
However in 2002, Allington edited a book in which the evidence-base for
the Panel’s claims for synthetic phonics are called into question (see Chapter
18). Conflicting messages in different versions of the report are cited by the
authors, one of whom, Joanne Yatvin, was a member of the subgroup
studying the evidence on phonics. The following is a quote from the report
of the subcommittee on phonics instruction:

The conclusion drawn is that specific systematic phonics programmes
are all significantly more effective than non phonics programmes;
however, they do not appear to differ significantly from each other in
their effectiveness …. (2–93)

Footnote

IMPACT pamphlet No. 20 by Andrew Davis, ‘To read or not to read:
decoding synthetic phonics’, was launched at a symposium in The Institute
of Education in London on 29 January 2014. The pamphlet was an
extended version of an article in the Journal of Philosophy of Education in
2012, with the title, ‘A monstrous regimen of synthetic phonics: fantasies of
research based teaching “methods” versus real teaching’.

There is not space here to give more than a flavour of the pamphlet:
indeed many of the points Davis makes have been made by others. Davis
argues his points powerfully, and caught the attention of the media in a way
others had failed to do. He insists that there is no justification for the
universal imposition of any one teaching method, and of synthetic phonics
in particular. He insists that he is not opposed to phonics as such and that
teachers should ensure that children learn the conventional letter sounds
correspondence and that as appropriate they use such knowledge in early
reading. However, he argues as have many others, that it should be ‘suitably
embedded in the context of reading for meaning’ (6), and on page 7 goes on
to state that if we sought to favour phonics at all we should support analytic
phonics.

Davis claims that a well-established and apparently well-regarded read-
ing programme THRASS, was deemed by DfE to be ‘unworthy of matched
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funding because it included some elements of analytic phonics – meaning in
this context at least that pupils were encouraged at times to look at whole
words and how they were spelled’ (11). He expresses particular concern
about the effect of this policy and the phonics check required of all 5- and
6-year-old children in England on children who can already read, referring
to it as ‘an abuse’. He also deplores the restriction in the type of reading
material by which children may now be taught in the early stages.

He argues (on page 14) that synthetic phonics, with its accompanying
phonics check, at least in its pure form, fails to take account of the true
character of reading and of the gulf between reading and decoding. Like
others, he claims that there will inevitably be some teaching to the test with
its high stakes. According to Davis, blending individual letters does not
immediately result in words as such; in English for some words the reader
must know the context to be able to pronounce the words. One example he
cites is: ‘I want to tear a book. She shed a tear’. The word reading is in fact
pronounced differently depending on the context and whether it refers to
literacy, or a city! In 1988, I deliberately chose the title, Reading Revisited
for my address to make this point when awarded my Fellowship by the
Scottish Council for Research in Education, where the meaning was then
clarified by the subtitle, ‘21 years of reading research’!

Davis’ pamphlet was endorsed by Professor Sir Tim Brighouse on the
back cover:

Here is a book which every primary school should have for its teach-
ers… and if they take its lessons to heart, they will have the moral
courage and the knowledge to back their own professional judgement
and do what they think is right – which will not be to do as the govern-
ment suggests.

At the symposium to launch the pamphlet, Professor Brighouse widened the
discussion, to deplore the fact that in England now not only can the
Secretary of State for Education tell teachers what to teach but how to
teach. He worried should a medical consultant be expected to adopt a simi-
lar stance! Such edicts are not confined to England.

Conclusion

The researchers cited in this chapter support the belief that:

• There is benefit from the inclusion of phonics within the early instruc-
tion in learning to read in English, within a broad programme.

• There is not evidence to support phonics in isolation as the one best
method.

• There is not evidence for synthetic phonics as the required approach
rather than analytic phonics.
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In the following chapters in this part I consider the nature of the phonics
check administered to all Year 1children in England for the first time in June
2012 and analyse the results from the check between 2012 and 2015. In
Chapter 16 the reports of the three-year National Foundation for
Educational Research study commissioned by DfE are discussed, together
with unresolved issues on the validity and value of the phonics check. In
Chapter 18 some of the costs of the phonics check and related initiatives to
schools and the DfE are reported. Finally in this part the discussion is
widened to include evidence from the United States where similar develop-
ments, in part led by commercial interests, are taking the place of
research-based evidence in directing governmental policies.
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15 The phonics check
Its background, initial results and
possible effects

This chapter is an edited version of an article published in the Education
Journal Issue 160, 2013: 6–8.

Background

Over the years claims have been made for one best method of teaching read-
ing, not necessarily the same method. These claims were analysed in the
previous chapter. In England the coalition government claimed that the one
best method of teaching reading is by synthetic phonics, first, fast and only,
with implications for schools, the curriculum and for the training of teach-
ers. Synthetic phonics has as its focus the relationship between letters and
sounds and differs from analytic phonics in that these features are taught in
isolation rather than inferring sound–symbol relationships from sets of
words. In June 2012 a phonics check of 40 words (20 pseudo words and 20
real words) was administered to all Year 1 children in state schools in
England for the first time. In June 2013 a similar test was administered to
all Year 1 children, and to those who had failed to achieve the pass mark of
32 out of 40 the previous year. Depending on which paper you read the
results show either that by 2013 two thirds of 6-year-olds passed the tests,
or that ‘one in three six-year-olds in England struggle with reading’ (The
Guardian, 3 October 2013).

In the 2010 White Paper The Importance of Teaching the DfE signalled
its intent to introduce a phonics screening check at the end of Year 1 (to
5- and 6-year-old pupils) in all primary schools in England. It was
designed to be a light touch, summative assessment, including 40 words
(20 real and 20 pseudo), to be read one-to-one with a teacher. The claim
was that this would ‘identify pupils with below expected progress in
phonic decoding’. Those pupils who failed to achieve the pass mark of 32
were to receive intervention, and retake the test the following year. A pilot
study across 300 schools was commissioned in 2011 (Process Evaluation
of the Year 1 Phonics Screening Pilot, 2012, www.shu.ac.uk/ceir), to help
plan the administration of the check, not to decide whether it would be
implemented.
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Note the difference between systematic teaching of phonics and the use
of either synthetic or analytic phonics teaching. The government documents
emphasise synthetic phonics as the method to be used.

Initial concerns

Following the government’s announcement in 2010, many experts wrote to
DfE stating their concern about the insistence that in all schools the initial
approach to teaching reading should be synthetic phonics only, and about
the proposed phonics check. Following the first nationwide administration
of the check in June 2012, with a pass set at 32 out of 40, claimed to be the
age-appropriate level, further concerns were expressed at many aspects,
drawn together below:

• the pass/fail decision resulting in many children aged between 5 and 6
years of age and their parents being told they have failed

• the inclusion of 20 pseudo words in the test
• the demand that the children who ‘failed’ retake the test the following

year
• the match-funding for schools to purchase commercial phonics materi-

als and training courses for teachers on synthetic phonics (from a
recommended list) with a monitoring of this by DfE

• the lack of any diagnostic aspects or suggestion that other methods may
be appropriate for some children who have failed

• possible effects on some successful readers who might yet have failed
this test.

According to a DfE press release, by January 2012 thousands of schools had
already spent ‘more than £7.7 million on new phonics products and train-
ing from a ‘phonics catalogue of approved products and services’.
Furthermore schools could claim up to £3,000 to buy such products and
training until March 2013. Nick Gibb, the schools minister, invited schools
to purchase such materials, ‘to improve the way they teach systematic
synthetic phonics – the tried and tested method of improving the reading of
our children, especially the weakest’. He reprimanded local authorities
where the uptake had been low, in spite of the fact that some schools might
well have had adequate supplies of materials. The match-funding was
extended to October 2013. See Chapter 18 for the cost of this initiative.

The results of the first phonics check

The Statistical First Release of the results of the phonics screening test was
published by DfE on 27 September 2012 (SFR 21/2012).

In the report there is a breakdown for different groups of children, show-
ing wide variation in September 2012. What was claimed as the ‘expected
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standard of phonic decoding’, namely 32 out of 40, was met by only 58 per
cent of pupils (62 per cent of girls and 54 per cent of boys). One must ques-
tion the rationale for this decision. Because of the pass rate imposed:

• Sixty-two per cent of girls scored 32 or more but only 54 per cent of
boys.

• Only 44 per cent of those on free meals met this ‘required standard’.
• A comparison by date of birth reveals striking differences between the

oldest and youngest children. The pass rate for the oldest boys was 65
per cent and for the youngest (still only 5 years of age) was 44 per cent;
for girls the two figures were 72 per cent and 51 per cent.;

• An even more striking finding is that, Travellers of Irish Heritage and
those of a Gypsy/Roma background were the groups with the lowest
percentages achieving the required standard in phonics, 16 and 17 per
cent respectively.

Furthermore, the teachers were informed in advance that 32 out of 40 was
the pass mark, pass or fail being the only recorded information. A break-
down by percentages scoring each mark reveals that while only 2 per cent
of pupils gained a mark of 31, 7 per cent were awarded 32. This pattern is
unlikely to be explained by the structure of the test; it must have been
tempting to give one more mark when that meant a pass! Not only were the
parents of those who ‘failed’ informed, but the children were required to
retake this test in 2013, having had further synthetic phonics instruction,
with the schools ‘encouraged’ to purchase commercial programmes. One
must question whether this was the appropriate action on the basis of these
results. Should the schools have been encouraged to consider other methods
for at least some of these children who had failed, and also been encouraged
to undertake diagnostic assessment of these children?

Having seen the actual test I became even more disturbed. The first
twelve words were all pseudo words, starting with pib, vus, yop, elt, desh.
What message does this give to children about reading? There is evidence
from the online surveys by UKLA and the teachers’ unions that some of
those confused by the pseudo words were children who were already read-
ing. More recently I have found evidence that some children were unwilling
to attempt the pseudo words. Some teachers would have given such children
the opportunity to attempt the real words, others would have stopped the
test after a certain number of failures. (See Chapter 16, page 136.) It should
be remembered that the first twelve words on the check are all pseudo
words.

Why spend money on developing such a pass/fail test, and why test all
Year 1 children (about 600,000) rather than extend the use of diagnostic
tests such as Reading Recovery, providing as it does diagnostic information
and proven intervention strategies with long-term effects?
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Effects on schools, the curriculum and teacher training

On schools: UKLA and teachers’ unions (ATL/NAHT/NUT) investigated
the views of teachers on the phonics check. Nine in ten Year 1 teachers said
the phonics checks did not tell them anything new about the reading ability
of their pupils; 86 per cent said they should not continue, even many who
had been open-minded before administering it. Nine in ten had practised
reading made-up (pseudo) words and many felt under pressure to teach
synthetic phonics immediately prior to the test. Good readers who had not
met the criterion might have their reading materials limited on the basis of
DfE recommendations and were required to re-sit the check.

Furthermore why offer £10 million for a literacy catch up programme for
disadvantaged pupils who are behind in reading and writing, but only at the
end of their primary school, while offering only match-funding for more
commercial synthetic phonics materials and courses for children designated
failures by the phonics check? It is conceivable that a different approach
might be appropriate for at least some of these children, while some of the
younger children who failed might have matured sufficiently to pass the test
a year from then without the use of further phonics materials.

It should be noted that while the results for individual schools were not
made widely available they are online for Ofsted to consult. What is
disturbing is not that fact so much as the detailed analysis for individual
schools with percentages compared with national figures, often based on
very small numbers. For example in one school where there were only 12
children within one category and only two reached the required/expected
standard there is a column listing that as 17 per cent compared to the
national percentage of 50 per cent.

On the curriculum: A National Curriculum Review has been undertaken
and when the draft English Key Stage 1 and 2 recommendations (for the
primary schools) were published, the United Kingdom Literacy Association
responded with positive comments on some recommendations, but
expressed concern at a number of aspects:

• the focus on phonics, not just as one of a range of strategies
• the recommendation that the early reading will be from ‘phoneti-

cally plausible texts’
• the effects on fluent readers
• lack of reference to home literacy practices
• lack of reference to critical literacy or technologies.

It is claimed that, ‘the soul has been taken out of the subject’.
On training: The dictates from DfE are not only having a major impact

on practice in schools, removing the freedom of practitioners to adopt the
approaches they think appropriate for their individual children. The recom-
mendations by Ofsted lay emphasis on the importance of checking that
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these edicts are followed in all schools, and in training institutions. HMCI
Sir Michael Wilshaw, stated that

Ofsted will sharpen its focus on phonics in routine inspections of all
initial teacher education provision – primary, secondary and Further
Education. Ofsted will also start a series of unannounced inspections
solely on the training of phonics teaching in providers of primary initial
teacher education.

(Education, online No 461, 16 March 2012)

DfE commissioned the National Foundation for Educational Research to
undertake an evaluation to assess whether the screening check is meeting
the objectives set out by the government. The research was funded from
2012–2015. The findings of the two interim reports and of the final report
released in June 2015 will be considered in Chapter 16. The research covers
only the first three years of the testing.

A final note: The report of EU High Level Group of Experts on Literacy,
(ec.europe.eu/education/literacy/resources/final-report), published that
same year, in September 2012, carries a very different message:

Its recommendations for the primary school years include:

• Establish specialist reading teachers and higher qualifications for
all primary teachers.

• Ensure that all newly qualified teachers obtain a master’s degree,
with competences in, for example critical evaluation of literacy
research and new instructional methods.

• Tailor instruction to student language diversity and engage parents
in their children’s reading and writing work at school. (91)
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16 Research evidence on the phonics
check for all Year 1 children in
England

This chapter is based on an article in the Education Journal Issue 168,
2013: 12–14 and on a further article in the Education Journal Issue 240,
2015: 16–18 where I considered the evidence from the final NFER Research
Report published in June 2015.

Background

In June 2012, for the first time, the phonics screening check was adminis-
tered to all Year 1 children in England. Commencing 17 June 2013 a further
cohort of Year 1 children were required to sit a similar test; those children
who failed to reach the required level in 2012 (32 out of 40 words correct)
were also required to sit the check again. See Chapter 14 for a review of the
evidence claimed by the coalition government in England to justify requir-
ing synthetic phonics to be the method for teaching reading to all children,
and for introducing the phonics check. In Chapter 15 the phonics check was
described, the results from the first year summarised and the initial concerns
expressed by practitioners and researchers were reported.

The DfE commissioned the National Foundation for Educational
Research (NFER) to undertake research over the period 2012–2015 to
consider the impact of the check on the teaching of phonics in primary
schools, on the wider literacy curriculum and on the standard of reading.
The first research report was published by DfE in May 2013, Evaluation
of the Phonics Screening Check: first interim report (M. Walker, S.
Bartlett, H. Betts, M. Sainsbury and P. Mehta). Clearly by this stage only
some aspects of the remit could be considered. In this chapter I will
outline the interim findings and refer briefly to a research undertaken by
Maggie Snowling and her colleagues, reported in the media, later
published in the Journal of Research in Reading in 2015. In June 2015 the
final NFER Report was published. I now include any new findings from
the final report and identify issues not yet considered in the available
research.
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The National Foundation for Educational Research interim
report

Background

The interim report provides an overview of participating schools’ phonics
teaching practices and the emerging impact of the check. The evidence is
based on case study interviews in 14 primary schools in June and July 2012,
baseline surveys of 844 literacy coordinators and 940 Year 1 teachers in
schools. The ways that teachers were prepared to administer the check and
their confidence in administering it, the appropriateness of the check for
specific groups of pupils, and ways in which the mandatory check influ-
enced the teaching of phonics in the schools are discussed in the report.

The executive summary

Most teachers prepared themselves for the administration of the check, and
many watched the online video on scoring. About half the teachers also
attended external training specifically on the check.

The median additional financial cost incurred by schools in supporting
the introduction and administration of the check is stated in the summary
as £400, but with wide variation, reported later in the report as varying
from zero to £5,000. I suspect this is misleading, lacking details as to what
individual respondents included or excluded in this figure, for example
teacher time, supply cover etc. Furthermore, it does not appear to include
purchase of commercial materials and training courses bought as a conse-
quence of the implementation of the check. Any estimate of the cost
effectiveness of the check must include the cost of designing this new check,
of the pilot study, printing and distributing the check to all schools, the
collation of the results, and the match-funding. Some idea of this may be
seen in Chapter 18, based on enquiries made by this author under the
Freedom of Information Act.

The median additional time reported in supporting the introduction and
administration of the check was 6 hours (with a range from zero to 40
hours and over ten hours of senior leader time). Here also one must wonder
if these questions were differently interpreted by respondents.

Some benefits are acknowledged, ‘including confirming the results of
other assessments and placing an emphasis on phonics teaching’.

Year 1 teachers had mixed views on the standard of the check with
slightly more suggesting it was too difficult.

Issues are raised about the suitability of the check for certain groups of
pupils. This included not only pupils with special educational needs but also
high ability pupils and those with English as an additional language.

Information on communication with parents was collected very shortly
after the administration of the check, thus in most cases the respondents
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were only reporting how they intended to communicate the results to
parents/carers rather than what they had actually done.

A third of the schools reported making changes to phonics teaching in
anticipation of the check, increasing assessment, increasing time and start-
ing to use phonics programmes more systematically. It had also stimulated
discussion between Year 1 and Year 2 teachers.

Views on the value of the check seemed contradictory depending on the
way questions were framed, since one of the key messages to emerge was
that:

Many schools appear to believe that a phonics approach to teaching
reading should be used alongside other methods.

However, it is less certain that this is an endorsement of the recom-
mended approach of systematic synthetic phonics taught first and fast.

While nine out of ten literacy coordinators agree, at least to some
extent that systematic teaching of phonics has value in the primary
classroom …, a similar proportion feel that a variety of different meth-
ods should be used to teach children to decode words. (8)

It is open to debate why the staff interviewed have not fully endorsed the
government’s approach, whether from confusion or from conviction! (See
also pages 19–20 and 23 in the report.) A third of survey respondents felt
in some way that phonics has too high a priority in current education
policy.

When questions were asked specifically about the check, rather than the
value of phonics in the teaching of reading, attitudes were more varied.
Many were negative, and a few positive, while others regarded it as ‘broadly
acceptable but unnecessary’. The researchers query whether respondents
may not have been fully aware of the rationale behind the introduction of
the check. This does not appear to be explored further in the interim report.

Phonics teaching practices

This section explores current practices and changes made because of the
phonics check. Most Year 1 and Year 2 teachers reported that phonics
teaching took place daily and on average two hours per week. All case study
schools also indicated a strong school focus on phonics, with daily phonics
sessions for children from foundation stage through to at least Year 2 by
most. The indication was that around 90 per cent of schools taught in
discrete phonics sessions in Reception, Years 1 and 2, while for some it was
integrated in other work. Letters and Sounds and Jolly Phonics are the most
frequently mentioned core programmes. Almost half the respondents
referred to their school being involved in externally provided training
specifically focused on the teaching of phonics. Some schools had sent
teaching assistants on such training as well as class teachers. This was often
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supplied by local authorities with some training supplied by commercial
training providers, the most frequently mentioned being Read, Write Inc.
(See Chapter 18 for nation-wide information on this aspect.)

Given the level of training, external and in-house it is not surprising that
most respondents thought their teachers were well prepared.

Results

The results in the schools where the Year 1 teachers completed the survey
were comparable to the national average (61 per cent pass, 58 per cent
nationally). Few pupils were ‘disapplied’ (usually at most one pupil), mean-
ing they did not sit the check. In a few cases the testing was stopped when
a child was beginning to struggle or becoming distressed.

Conclusions in the report

When asked directly, only two case study schools said they could see some
benefit to the check. The teachers had mixed views on the level of difficulty
of the check and most teachers felt the check was not suitable for children
with speech, language or communication needs and children with other
learning difficulties. Reference was made by some to problems with pseudo
words which distracted some of these children. In some cases the children
struggled to communicate their answers clearly. The views were more mixed
with regard to the appropriateness of the check for children with EAL. Here
also problems with pseudo words are mentioned.

The survey found Year 1 teachers held mixed views concerning the suit-
ability of the check for independent and fluent readers (40 per cent regarded
it as unsuitable and 22 per cent very unsuitable). In only seven of 14 case
study schools had the parents/carers been notified in advance of the admin-
istration of the phonics check. Further information is required as to exactly
what form and in how much detail parents/carers have now been informed
of the results, as not all schools would yet have provided this information
by the time of this survey. Many suggested this information would form
part of end of year written reports. Some teachers expressed concern at
branding some children as failures; others had concerns about what to
communicate as well as how.

Many interviewees reported no substantial changes to teaching but those
who did mention changes indicated:

• a greater focus on pseudo words
• more phonetic spelling tests rather than high frequency words
• parental workshops on phonics
• revision sessions in preparation for the check
• an increase in the number of phonics sessions.
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Key messages from the report

Among the key messages at the end of the interim report are the following:

• Many schools appear to believe that a phonics approach to teaching
reading should be used alongside other methods.

• Most teachers are positive about the importance of phonics teaching.

It is less certain that this is an endorsement of the government’s recom-
mended approach of systematic synthetic phonics taught first and fast.
While the researchers raise the possibility that there is widespread misun-
derstanding of the term, this is only one possible explanation.

Further comments

In the interim report on the early stages of the research there is no mention
of any discussion with the teachers to check their understanding of the
difference between analytic phonics and the recommended synthetic phon-
ics. There seems to have been surprisingly little reference made by teachers
to the age of the children, though some respondents did mention the
younger children still only 5 years of age. Also surprisingly little reference
is made to the inclusion of pseudo words in the check. I hoped that issues
such as these would be explored further in subsequent reports. In the final
section of this chapter the extent to which there is research evidence on
these aspects is considered.

Most teachers interviewed as part of the case study visits to schools
reported that, ‘the check would have minimal, if any, impact on the stan-
dard of reading and writing in their school in the future’ (7). Italics added.

The final research report, published in June 2015, showed little change
from the views expressed shortly after the implementation of the check.

Further research evidence: phonics test ‘accurate but
unnecessary’ (BBC News 5 June 2013 online)

A research directed by Maggie Snowling of Oxford University criticises the
phonics check on the basis that it has no prescribed course of action. The
researchers measured pupils’ scores in the phonics check against regular
phonics checks and other standardised reading and spelling tests. They
conclude that while the government test was accurate in identifying children
who were struggling, it offered no information that teacher assessment did
not already provide. They claim that the check tended to over-estimate the
number of at-risk readers. I had the opportunity to study the unpublished
report of this research, later published in the Journal of Research in Reading
in 2015: ‘Validity and sensitivity of the phonics screening check: implica-
tions for practice’, (F. J. Duff, S. E. Mengoni, A. M. Bailey and M. J.
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Snowling). It should be noted that Maggie Snowling and Alison Bailey were
among the five experts involved in the independent review of the assessment
framework.

Unresolved issues in 2013

These two researches raised issues about the costs and benefits of a one-off
test versus further training for teachers to monitor children’s progress.
There may be a faulty logic in a one-off pass/fail test:

• which records whether the child reaches or fails to reach an arbitrary
prescribed standard

• the test is vastly expensive to develop and administer
• it may over-estimate those at risk
• it is not diagnostic and where there is no specific funding linked to the

needs of individual children, other than commercial synthetic phonics
programmes, that follows the identification of children who are strug-
gling.

The phonics check evaluation: NFER Final Report

This report was published in June 2015 and therefore does not take account
of the results of the check from June 2015. These are reported at the end of
Chapter 17.

The research plan

This report provides an overview of participating schools’ phonics teaching
practices and explores whether there is any evidence that the introduction
of the check has had an impact on the standard of reading and writing. It
also highlights changes in schools’ practices since the introduction of the
phonics check. The final report draws on data over three time points
between 2012 and 2014. In 2014 there were interviews with staff in 19
primary schools and surveys of 573 literacy coordinators and 652 Year 1
teachers. The most recent round of data collection was immediately after
the administration of the check in June 2014.

The findings

Many of the findings were anticipated in the two interim reports and there-
fore I have already drawn attention to them. I will here only draw attention
to new findings and any differences in the final report.

A cautionary note is sounded on page 7 on the methodological limita-
tions. Because the check was introduced nationally the study design did not
permit a comparison group. Further, the phonics check was introduced as
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an addition to a number of phonics policies already in place. The schools
were also already aware as a consequence of the pilot study that the check
was to be introduced and therefore might already have begun to place a
greater emphasis on phonics.

Attainment in literacy

An important new finding in this final report is that it was possible to make
a comparison of national results on the phonics check with results for the
same pupils one year earlier on the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile
and one year later, at the end of Key Stage 1.

The evaluation did not find any evidence of improvements in pupils’
literacy performance, or in progress, that could be clearly attributed to
the introduction of the PSC. However, no conclusive statement can be
made because of the methodological limitations. (8) Italics in original.

Thus, there is still no research evidence that the check has affected the stan-
dard of literacy.

Phonics teaching practices and views on phonics teaching

The most frequently reported change in 2014 was an increase in the pace of
phonics teaching and an increased focus on pseudo words. For those chil-
dren who had not met the standard in 2013, the most frequent type of
support was to continue with synthetic phonics teaching, rather than differ-
ent approaches. Unfortunately the focus in the research was specifically on
changes in phonics teaching practices and teachers do not seem sponta-
neously to have commented on the effects of the check on wider literacy
practices in their classrooms. It is important to note that there is still confu-
sion among many teachers as to the precise nature of synthetic phonics. On
page 66 it is stated that:

there is little evidence to suggest that many schools are teaching, or
have moved towards a position whereby they are teaching, systematic
phonics ‘first and fast’, to the exclusion of other word reading strate-
gies.

Almost all schools may be committed to teaching phonics, but they do not
see this as ‘incompatible with the teaching of other decoding strategies’. It
is a pity that questions were not asked of teachers to check whether or not
they were clear of the distinction between synthetic phonics, that advocated
by the government, and analytic phonics. From their answers it would
appear that many teachers were not clear of this distinction.
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Views on the value of the check

The evidence was that literacy coordinators were less favourably disposed
to the check than teachers, and that fewer than 30 per cent agreed that the
check provides valuable information for teachers, feeling that the check
results do not reveal anything of which teachers were unaware. It appeared
that teachers had become more confident in administration of the check, in
children for whom it should be ‘disapplied’ and for whom they should stop
the check. However, evidence from the case study schools suggests that
there were differences between teachers in the criteria used to stop testing.
For example some teachers would have ceased if the child became
distressed, or distracted, others if a child got several words in a row incor-
rect (page 55). This could have meant that a child who refused to try pseudo
words, which have been the first twelve words each year, would not have
had an opportunity to try the real words later in the check. I have learnt of
more than one child, one an autistic child, who refused to attempt pseudo
words, but read all the real words correctly. He therefore failed the check
and indeed some teachers would not have given him the opportunity to try
the real words. It would appear that clearer guidance on this aspect should
have been provided. My attention was recently drawn to research indicat-
ing that autistic children may score lower on tests of pseudo words than real
words (Henderson et al., 2014). In their study, eight children in the ASD
(Autism Spectrum Disorder) group failed to read a single nonword, yet, ‘all
of these children achieved scores on the word reading test’ (page 790). They
also comment that other researchers (of ASD), ‘using a larger, more repre-
sentative sample reported that many children had difficulties with nonword
reading’ (page 784).

Costs of the check

One aspect that NFER was required to consider was the check’s value for
money. However, only very limited aspects of the costs are covered, mainly
the schools’ estimate of the in-school costs (see pages 58 and 59). The cost
of the preparation of each year’s new booklet is not included, nor is the
large amount of money spent on commercial phonics programmes and
training courses. I have already drawn attention to the fact that £46 million
was spent on match-funding by schools and DfE over an 18-month period.
Many schools would have purchased further commercial materials and
training packages beyond that period. I have now sought information from
DfE on other costs of the check (see Chapter 18).

Communication with parents and carers about the check

There is disappointingly little information on this aspect. It is indicated that
most schools do provide some sort of information to parents/carers prior to
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the administration of the check and on the outcomes (pages 62–63). It is
reported that nearly all the parents/carers ‘give little or no reaction, either
positive or negative, to the check results’ (page 63). Interviews with
parents/carers largely supported this view, ‘although those parents/carers
whose children have been identified as requiring further support generally
appear to be more involved with their school’. Some parents/carers in the
case study schools were interviewed; however, there is no indication as to
how many were interviewed, how they were selected, the questions they
were asked or the answers they provided. There is little information on the
type of information that was given to parents about how to support their
children.

Final conclusion

On page 67 it is stated that:

there were no improvements in attainment or in progress that could be
clearly attributed to the introduction of the check, nor any identifiable
impact on pupil progress in literacy for learners with different levels of
prior attainment.

Typologies of schools and results on the phonics check

Four typologies were identified from those schools most supportive of both
synthetic phonics and the check to those less favourable. The pattern
described in these analyses suggested that a strong enthusiasm for synthetic
phonics and for the check amongst teachers tended to be associated with
higher phonics attainment as measured by the check but not with an
improved performance in reading and writing assessment at the end of KS1.

See also The NFER Blog by Matt Walker ‘The truth about the Phonics
Screening Check’, 6 July 2015.

In spite of these findings the government remains committed to the reten-
tion and indeed possible extensions of the phonics check and related
initiatives.

Following this information an article by Debbie Hepplewhite appeared
online in SEN Magazine on 23 September 2015 under the title ‘Phonics:
politics and practice’. In this she claims that ‘official guidance may have
caused more problems for teaching reading than it’s solved’. She expresses
concern that ‘To date not all schools apply the systematic synthetic phonics
teaching principles in full, which is very worrying’. In her view this means
that ‘children’s experience of reading instruction in their schools is still
based on chance and not necessarily informed well enough by science and
leading-edge practice’.
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The voices of the children and their parents?

Lacking initially was any assessment of the effects of these developments on
young children’s experiences of and attitudes towards literacy. How will
this greater emphasis on phonics in the early stages, the isolated nature of
much of their tuition in phonics, the new emphasis on pseudo words and
the phonics check itself influence their understanding of the nature of liter-
acy and attitude to reading? I argued that we need to interview the children
and gain insight into their views, including those who passed the check, any
who could read but failed the check and those who were required to re-sit
the following year. Unfortunately, even by 2015 and in the final NFER
research report, there appears to be no such evidence. I have a few case
studies, but there is no substantial research evidence so far on the views of
the young children who have sat the check.

Finally, what messages are we giving parents on how to help their young
children to become literate and to value the written word? Again, I had
hoped that some evidence on this aspect would be available in the final
NFER report, but it appears that only a few parents were interviewed and
what they were asked and how they responded is not made clear. This is
another important gap in our knowledge on the impact of the check.
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17 Unresolved issues on the value
and validity of the phonics check
Four years on

This chapter is based on articles in the Education Journal Issue 177, 2013:
13–15 and Issue 228, 2015: 15–18 and an article in Primary First Issue 12
2015: 22–26.

Background

In the 2010 White Paper The Importance of Teaching, the DfE signalled its
intent to introduce a phonics screening check at the end of Year 1 (to 5- and
6-year-old pupils) in all primary schools in England – designed to be a light
touch, summative assessment, including 40 words (20 real and 20 pseudo),
to be read one-to-one with a teacher. The claim was that this would ‘identify
pupils with below expected progress in phonic decoding’. Such pupils were
to receive intervention, and retake the test the following year. Synthetic
phonics, the approach required by the government, has as its focus the rela-
tionship between letters and sounds and differs from analytic phonics in that
these features are taught in isolation rather than inferring sound–symbol
relationships from sets of words. Many experts expressed concern about the
proposed phonics check, as shown in Chapters 14 and 15.

In the previous three chapters I considered: the lack of research evidence
for the claim that synthetic phonics is the one best method of teaching read-
ing to all children (Chapter 14); the development of the check and results of
the first check administered in June 2012 (Chapter 15); the interim and final
reports of the NFER research commissioned by DfE (Chapter 16). The results
of the second administration of the check in June 2013 are here compared
with those from 2012. The results from the latest two years 2014 and 2015
will also be discussed. Many issues still remain unresolved concerning the
check, its format, the scoring and its implications for practice.

In June 2012 the phonics check was administered to all Year 1 children
in state funded schools in England for the first time. In June 2013 a similar
test was administered to all Year 1 children and to those in Year 2 who had
failed to achieve the pass mark of 32 out of 40 the previous year or to
whom it had not been administered. A few changes were made for 2014
according to the Administrators’ Guide, including a decision not to reveal
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the threshold mark in advance as in the previous two years. However, this
was published online on 30 June, a few days after the testing was
completed, and was indeed the same mark as in the previous two years.
Schools needed to know it to enable them to decide whether a child had
passed or failed and to complete their returns, as pass/fail was still the
reported information. No explanation was given for this decision. It does
deal with concerns about the peak in percentages of children achieving 32,
the threshold mark, in the two previous years. The pass mark was still 32
both in 2014 and in 2015.

It was noted in 2014 that ‘children who were not assessed at all at the
end of Year 1, as well as those who did not meet the standard at the end of
Year 1, were now to be included in the phonics screening check retakes
policy’. For a light touch assessment the security recommended to the
schools was astonishingly rigorous as schools were advised to ‘Conduct
regular checks of the materials to ensure they have not been tampered with’!
As previously in 2014 and 2015 the check began with twelve pseudo words.

Concerns about the phonics check

Following the first nationwide administration of the check in June 2012,
concerns were expressed that:

• the pass/fail decision resulted in many children aged between 5 and 6
years of age and their parents being told they had failed

• 20 pseudo words were included in the test
• the structure of the test was flawed, with the first twelve words all

pseudo words
• coloured illustrations, referred to as ‘types of imaginary creatures’,

were used to distinguish the pseudo words
• there were no diagnostic aspects
• the pass mark was known in advance by teachers
• children who ‘fail’ must retake the test the following year
• there could be an effect on some successful readers who may yet have

failed this test.

A comparison of the results of the phonics checks in 2012
and 2013

Results for 2012

The ‘Statistical first release’ of the results of the phonics screening test was
published in September 2012.What was claimed as the ‘expected standard
of phonic decoding’, namely 32 out of 40, was met by only 58 per cent of
pupils. However, there was wide variation in the percentages passing within
different groups of children (62 per cent of girls scored 32 or more but only
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54 per cent of boys) and only 44 per cent of those on free meals met this
‘required standard’. Although there was a year’s difference between the
youngest and oldest children tested, information on this was not available
from published tables. I requested this information and, as I anticipated,
found there was a wide discrepancy, with the pass rate for the oldest boys
65 per cent and for the youngest (still only 5 years of age) 44 per cent; for
girls the two figures were 72 per cent and 51 per cent.

An even more disturbing feature was that a breakdown by percentages
scoring each mark revealed that while only 2 per cent of pupils gained a
mark of 31, 7 per cent were awarded 32, a pattern unlikely to be explained
by the structure of the test. I drew attention to this anomaly, commenting
that this pass mark was known in advance to the teachers, that the struc-
ture of the actual test could not have explained this distribution, and that it
must have been tempting to give 32 rather than 31 when this made the
difference between a pass and a fail. When in 2014 and 2015 the pass mark
was no longer known in advance there was not a peak in percentage pass
at the pass mark as in the first two years.

Results for 2013

The test for 2013 was similar to the previous year, again with the first
twelve words pseudo words (with coloured illustrations). The pass mark
again was 32 out of 40 and again the teachers were informed in advance
that 32 is the pass mark. To quote:

This mark was communicated to schools in advance of the screening
check being administered so that schools could immediately put in
place extra support for pupils who had not met the required standard.

The pattern was similar to 2012, but with a higher percentage achieving the
pass mark, 69 per cent meeting the expected standard, an increase of 11 per
cent since 2012; as previously, girls outperformed boys. The results for Year
2 are presented nationally by pupil characteristics and include a local
authority summary. By the end of Year 2 in 2013 85 per cent of pupils (typi-
cally aged 7) met the expected standard. This includes those who passed in
Year 1 in 2012, those retaking the check in 2013 and any taking the test for
the first time in 2013. This is claimed to represent an increase of 27 percent-
age points from 58 per cent.

In 2013 I again requested information by date of birth. The relevant
figures for Year 1 children in 2013 are 75 per cent for the oldest boys and
55 per cent for the youngest, and 81 per cent and 64 per cent for the girls.
Again one might question whether the younger children might by the
following year have matured sufficiently to pass the test without further
synthetic phonics. No reference has been made to this important difference
by date of birth in DfE statements.
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I drew attention to the spike in percentage pass in 2012 when the pass
mark was know in advance to the teachers. In the first interim report from
the NFER research commissioned by DfE, attention was also drawn to this
anomaly in the first year’s results in Topic Note: 2012 Phonics Screening
Check: research report May 2013, (L. Townley and D. Cotts) where they
made a very telling comment, reinforced in their final report in 2015.

a spike at the threshold of meeting the expected standard, suggesting
that pupils on the borderline may have been marked up. [my italics]

By removing pupils’ scores around the spike and using regression tech-
niques, it is estimated that 46% of pupils would meet the expected
standard if there was not a spike at the borderline’ (28). [that is instead
of 58%]

Since the administration of the check was similar in 2013, with the pass
mark known in advance, it was not surprising that again the numbers of
pupils passing the check would have been over-estimated. There was indeed
a ‘spike’ at mark 32, known in advance to be the pass mark, with 1 per cent
of children scoring 31 and 7 per cent scoring 32. There may actually have
been differences between schools, or markers, in the extent to which border-
line pupils have been marked up, making the whole exercise even more
questionable. Were the pass mark not to have been divulged in advance this
effect might have been minimised. However, it would no longer be possible
to compare results from one year to the next. In the light of comments such
as this I was interested to note that the threshold mark in 2014 and 2015
was no longer revealed in advance. No reason was given for this change and
when disclosed it turned out again to be 32 in these years also.

Concerns about the check after two years

The NFER research interim report raised issues about the costs and bene-
fits of a one-off test versus teachers being well trained to monitor children’s
progress. There may be a faulty logic in a one-off pass/fail test, where the
child reaches or fails to reach an arbitrary prescribed standard, a mark
known to the teachers in advance, a test that is vastly expensive to develop
and administer, which may over-estimate those at risk, is not diagnostic and
where there is no specific funding linked to identified needs of individual
children that follows the identification of children who are struggling. The
following are relevant:

• No clear rationale has been provided for identifying the mark of 32 as
meeting the expected standard.

• No clear explanation has been given for the inclusion of pseudo words
in the test.
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• No analysis has been undertaken of the contribution of the pseudo
words to the final scores, yet more latitude is permitted in pronuncia-
tion of pseudo words than the real words.

• The evidence of a spike in percentage of children gaining a mark of 32
rather than 31 in the first two years of administration of the test, a pass
mark known to the teachers in advance, raises serious questions about
the validity of this test. 

• The implications of a large difference in pass rate between the youngest
and oldest children needs to be considered.

• The needs of those who failed to reach the arbitrary pass mark on this
test may not be met by a focus on synthetic phonics as the solution to
their problems.

Results of the 2014 phonics check

The press release from gov.uk claims on the basis of the results of the 2014
phonics check: ‘100,000 more pupils on track to succeed in reading via
phonics’. This claim is backed in headings in various daily papers:

Rise in children passing literacy benchmarks as phonics method pays off.
(The Guardian, 25 September 2014)

Pupils doing better on phonics tests year on year.
(The Independent, 25 September 2014)

The ‘Statistical first release’ from the Department for Education on 25
September 2014 stated that there had been an increase in Year 1 pupils
passing the test from 58 per cent in 2012, to 69 per cent in 2013 and 74 per
cent in 2014, and that 88 per cent of pupils met the expected standard by
the end of Year 2. This includes those retaking the test or taking it for the
first time in 2014. It is also stated that within the various groupings the
proportions achieving the expected standard had increased within the last
year. In a series of articles I considered these aspects in some detail.

Yet again in 2014 the check began with twelve pseudo words. Again in
2014 no published tables contained the difference in percentage pass
between the youngest and oldest children. I requested this, and found as
expected, yet again a wide difference in percentage pass rate between the
oldest and youngest children, with 82 per cent of the oldest children pass-
ing and only 65 per cent of the youngest. Thus 36 per cent of the youngest
boys and 29 per cent of the youngest girls were required to re-sit the check
in 2015. Surely a statistic such as this should have been worthy of comment
by DfE!

Unresolved issues on the phonics check 143

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
14

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 

http://www.gov.uk


Results of 2015 phonics check

DfE on 24 September 2015 released its report on the results of the phonics
check for 2015, stating that since the assessments were introduced in 2012,
the proportion of Year 1 pupils achieving the phonics standard has
increased year on year and that in 2015:

77% of pupils met the expected standard of phonic decoding at the end
of Year 1. This compares with 58% in 2012.

(DfE SFR 32/2015: 3)

It was with some concern that I noted recently, even after the publication of
the NFER report, that the Secretary of State for Education, Nicky Morgan
has added her voice to those of Sir Michael Wilshaw and Nick Gibb in
claiming in the House of Commons:

We have a relentless focus on academic standards, with 120,000 more
six-year-olds on track to become confident readers thanks to our focus
on phonics.

(19 October 2015: Hansard Column 680)

On 4 November I received a reply under the Freedom of Information Act
to my enquiry for details by month of birth for the percentage pass on the
2015 phonic check. This year I have received actual figures, rather than
percentages. Roughly twice as many of the youngest boys and of the
youngest girls failed to meet the standard of phonic decoding. Each month
there were roughly 54,000 children eligible to sit the check, similar numbers
of boys and girls. A comparison of the youngest and oldest children by
month of birth with regard to those not passing the check revealed that:
6,847 of the youngest compared with 3,085 of the oldest girls failed, and
9,224 and 4,714 boys. Again this year a much higher percentage of boys
failed. I noticed a further significant feature that more of the younger boys
and girls were listed as absent from the check, though these figures were
low, as the testing was carried out over a two week period. More significant
was the fact that there was a difference between the oldest and youngest
children in those ‘disapplied’ from sitting the check: 371 and 222 for girls
and 792 and 426 for the boys. 

Value and validity of the check

The NFER research interim report had already raised issues about the costs
and benefits of a one-off test versus teachers being well trained to monitor
children’s progress. The final report considered in the previous chapter
raised further concerns and did not support the claims by the government
that it had so far had an impact on attainment.
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It is disturbing how much money and time has been devoted by DfE to a
detailed analysis of the results of this test which by most standards of test
construction seems flawed, including a breakdown by types of schools and
by local authorities. Furthermore detailed results for individual schools are
available at RAISEonline, accessible to Ofsted as evidence for inspections,
including percentages within the various categories (often based on very
small numbers) then compared with national percentages.

In spite of the lack of evidence on the effect of the phonics check on
attainment even from the NFER research commissioned by DfE, discussed
in the previous chapter, the government is still embarking on further initia-
tives related to synthetic phonics. The following was announced in a press
release from DfE on 29 June 2015:

Next summer there will be a voluntary pilot in 300 schools to extend
the check to Y3 pupils who have not met the standard. The pilot will
inform future decision-making on the screening check.

On 4 November in a reply from DfE I learnt that 300 schools will be
involved and that this will cost approximately £95,111. The DfE will
analyse the data to inform future policy.

The Department for Education has also offered grants of £10,000 to eight
primary schools to become partners ‘by building a network and sharing their
success with other schools’. The names of the schools were announced on 14
July 2015. It is claimed that the selected schools would reflect ‘a range of
school circumstances to work in partnership to develop sustainable models
for raising phonics teaching’. In the press release Schools Minister Nick Gibb
said: ‘To ensure as many young people as possible develop a strong grasp of
reading’ … ‘Achieving the expected standard in the phonics check is a strong
indicator of a pupil’s performance in wider reading assessments’.

Encouraging and supporting reading in primary schools in
England

It has yet to be established just what effect the government’s current policy
on synthetic phonics is having on the literacy experiences of young children
in state schools in England. We need among other things to talk with the
young children themselves, those who are failing and those who were
already well on the way to becoming successful readers, to examine their
opinions of the experience of the check and the extent to which it is colour-
ing their views on literacy.

On 5 March 2015 in a press release Nick Gibb, education minister,
reported that the government’s plan was working and that they will be:
‘strengthening the requirement in primary schools to teach children to read
through systematic synthetic phonics, since evidence shows this is the most
effective approach to early reading’.
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The Beating Heart of the School: improving educational attainment
through school libraries and librarians was the report of the Libraries All-
party Parliamentary Group July 2014. At a Westminster Forum on 11
February 2015 Lord Tope the Chairman of the committee, reported the
four, modest, achievable recommendations they made, on which there
appeared to have been no action by the government. I expressed my concern
that large sums of money continue to be spent on synthetic phonics
commercial programmes and the phonics check; this approach is manda-
tory; the pass mark on the check is an important criterion in Ofsted
inspection. In contrast, school libraries in England are not mandatory, are
not inspected and lack funding; thus I felt a distorted view of literacy was
being given. (See Clark, 2015b for further information). It is important that
we learn more about the effects of current government policy on the liter-
acy experiences at home and at school of young children in England. The
NFER research was commissioned to focus mainly on phonics teaching.

In Chapter 18 the cost of the commercial phonics programmes and train-
ing courses schools have been encouraged to purchase with funding from
DfE will be reported. The discussion there will be widened to include expe-
riences in other countries, including US, Germany and France.
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18 Whose knowledge counts in
government literacy policies
At what cost?

The first part of this chapter is based on an article in the Education Journal
Issue 186, 2014: 13–16 with additional information acquired from two
enquiries under the Freedom of Information Act. The discussion is then
widened to the United States with evidence from Big Brother and the
National Reading Curriculum: how ideology trumped evidence, R. L.
Allington (ed.), 2002 and Whose Knowledge Counts in Government
Literacy Policies? Why expertise matters, K. S. Goodman, R. C. Calfee and
Y. M. Goodman (eds), 2014.

Background

In the previous chapter I questioned the cost of the commercial phonics
programmes and training courses for teachers that schools in England were
encouraged to purchase, with additional funding from DfE between
September 2011 and October 2013. I noted that only selected programmes
and training courses were available for such funding. The information I was
able to secure on the cost of this initiative obtained under the Freedom of
Information Act forms the first part of this chapter. In this revised edition I
have added information on the cost of the phonics check over the past four
years, also requested under the Freedom of Information Act.

The discussion is then widened to include information from the United
States, France, Germany and developing countries where similar develop-
ments involving commercial programmes have taken place. This is based on
two edited books from the United States, the first published in 2002, edited
and with chapters by R. L. Allington, has been added to this revised edition.
The other in 2014 was edited by K. S. Goodman, R. C. Calfee and Y. M.
Goodman. Concerns at government policies are expressed in both books,
and by a number of distinguished researchers. I have added information
from Allington and his fellow researchers as they provide a critique of inter-
pretations of the National Reading Panel in The United States, one of the
sources cited by the current government in England as supporting synthetic
phonics as the method of teaching reading.
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1 Costing the synthetic phonics policy in England

Match-funding for commercial programmes and training courses
on synthetic phonics

Over the period September 2011 to October 2013 the Department for
Education made match-funding available for schools that either purchased
commercial materials or training courses from ‘The Importance of Phonics’
catalogue. The match-funding programme was managed for the govern-
ment by a group of five organisations known as Pro5; an agreed
commission was included in the catalogue sale price. The breakdown of the
spending is detailed below.

1 Over that period a total of £23,593,109 match-funding was provided
by DfE for schools, approximately £22 million for materials and a
further £1.3 million for training courses. At least a similar amount was
spent by schools. Furthermore this only covers expenditure during that
period, and only on the materials on the list issued by the government.

2 The claim for the commercial programmes was approximately £19
million (excluding VAT), but it was possible to obtain a breakdown by
programme for only mainstream programmes, accounting for about
£11 million of the match-funding for programmes. The other categories
were supplementary resources (£3.5 million), supplementary resources
decodable readers (£3.7 million), phonics catch-up schemes (£501,000)
and phonics catch-up supplementary resources (£108,000). The three
programmes receiving the largest amount of the £11 million were Read
Write Inc. (over £4 million), Phonics Bug (nearly £4 million) and
Floppy Phonics (approx. £3 million). Four other programmes were
listed as receiving the rest of the money. It was stated in the response I
had from DfE that, ‘schools were free to choose which products and/or
training to purchase from the catalogue independently of the
Government’.

3 A breakdown of those receiving the largest amounts within the training
programme of approximately £1,095,733 showed that £546,614 went
to Ruth Miskin Literacy Ltd, Sounds Write Ltd received £129,734 and
Ann Foster Literacy £73,654. The remaining 27 providers listed
received the rest of the money.

4 Over the period September 2011 to October 2013 when match-funding
was available, it was claimed by 14,263 schools (233 for training only
and 1,697 for training and products).

Some other costs of the phonics check

I also asked further questions under the Freedom of Information Act
concerning the cost of elements of the phonics check and about those
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involved in the development of the check. The answers to these are as
follows for 2012 and 2013 taken together:

Distribution to schools including printing and collating £458,000
Guidance products £217,000
Item level data collection £176,000
Main data collection and production of the statistical 

first release £63,000

The total over the two years was noted as £914,000 plus £300,000 for the
pilot survey. There would in addition be the cost of the NFER research
commissioned by DfE. Not included in these figures are any of the addi-
tional costs to schools in administering the phonics check.

Who were the experts consulted?

I asked for the names of those who were responsible for devising the
 phonics check. I was informed that as the answer to that question was
‘already reasonably accessible’ DfE were not required to provide it under
the Freedom of Information Act. However, I was directed to:
http://media.education.gov.uk/assets/files/pdf2/phonics%202011%20
 technical%20report.pdf.

That publication is the Year 1 Phonics screening check Pilot 2011:
Technical Report of 131 pages. On page 11 of that it is stated that ‘the pilot
framework was initially developed in conjunction with four leading phon-
ics experts: Jenny Chew; Ruth Miskin; Rhona Stainthorp and Morag
Stuart’.

On page 18 the following experts are listed as involved in the independ-
ent review of the assessment framework: Alison Bailey, Bryan Byrne, Rhona
Johnston, Maggie Snowling and Janet Vousden. I was informed that, ‘The
test was constructed by test development experts within STA following the
pilot, including test development researchers and psychometricians, to meet
the specification’.

From the detailed technical report I was not able to establish who was
responsible for several of the aspects of the final check that I and others crit-
icised. It was clear that the experts named supported the use of pseudo
words. However, from this detailed report it is still not clear who decided:

• to make the first twelve of the check all pseudo words
• to inform the teachers in advance of the pass mark of 32 out of 40
• to restrict the information made available (including to parents) to a

pass/fail
• that there would be no diagnostic information from the test, and
• that those who scored less than 32 retake the test the following year.
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I wonder whether any of these decisions caused concern to any of the inde-
pendent experts consulted for the pilot study.

Some information on costs to schools of the check was reported in the
final research report from NFER (see Chapter 16). Further information has
been obtained from DfE under a second request under the Freedom of
Information Act in 2015.

Expenditure on the phonics check and related initiatives over the
period 2012–2015

The following request for further information on the costs of aspects of the
phonics check between 2012 and 2015 was sent to DfE on 28 July 2015
under the Freedom of Information Act:

1 The costs each year of the printing of the materials distributed to all
schools to enable them to conduct the check (i.e. booklets, forms and
guides).

2 The costs of distributing these materials to schools.
3 The costs of collating the results from schools following the testing.
4 Whether there are any centrally held records on the costs to schools and

local authorities of implementing the phonics check.
5 Whether there are any records of payments made to external advisers

assisting in the development of the check? If so, to provide details.

I have been informed that some of the information I requested is ‘reason-
ably accessible’ in the evaluation report STA published on gov.uk that sets
out various costs: www.gov.uk/government/publications/phonics-screening-
check-evaluation-final-report.

This refers to the NFER final report discussed in Chapter 16.
The costs provided by DfE in answer to the above are:

1 Over the years 2012 to 2015 the cost of the materials was £266,250.
Only Year 1 children were tested in 2012.

2 Distribution costs over the four years were: £718,500.
3 Collation of results costs were: £101,000. This final figure only

includes costs up to June 2015 and only refers to DfE expenditure.
4 DfE had no information on costs to schools other than in the NFER

report.
5 The only payment to an external adviser recorded was in 2013 of

£11,750 to University of Reading, ‘contracted to review the words and
pseudo-words in the phonics screening check to validate their suitability’.

I acknowledge the help I received from DfE and the detailed answers
prepared for me under the Freedom of Information Act. Clearly these costs
are only ‘the tip of the iceberg’ as they do not take account of materials or
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training courses purchased before or after the match-funding initiative,
other costs to the schools in administering the phonics check or to local
authorities of collating the results from schools. There will also have been
costs to institutions involved in training teachers, as they are required to
give synthetic phonics a high profile in their training courses. Many such
institutions will have purchased commercial programmes and/or employed
synthetic phonics experts as trainers on their courses.

Further planned expenditure related to the phonics check since
May 2015

The Conservative government elected in May 2015 announced further
expenditure on the phonics check:

1 The phonics check will continue for all children in Year 1 and in Year 2 for
those who do not pass the check. Also a pilot study in 300 schools will be
undertaken next year with a view to extending the check to children in
Year 3 who failed the check in Year 2. On 16 November 2015 DfE
announced that NFER had been commissioned to undertake this research.

2 Eight schools have each been awarded £10,000 to work in partnership
with neighbouring schools to improve their results. In his press release
on 14 August 2015 Nick Gibb announced the names of the schools,
stating that the grants would be to develop models to improve phonics
teaching that have potential to work for other schools. Head teachers
have questioned this further £80,000 expenditure on phonics on
http://schoolsweek.co.uk

Thus the funding still has phonics teaching as its focus.

2 A wider perspective on the commercialisation of literacy policies

Evidence from Big Brother and the National Reading Curriculum:
how ideology trumped evidence (R. L. Allington, 2002)

Part I, entitled ‘Unreliable Evidence’, has six chapters with responses to the
National Reading Panel Report published in 2000 by a selection of authors
who challenge a number of claims made in and about it. Part II ‘Politics,
Policies and Profits’ has four chapters in which the political context of the
National Reports is discussed. Some of the information is specific to the
United States; however, much is also relevant to claims made for a research
base for current policy in England, as this report has been cited by the
government in support of its synthetic phonics policy.

Two interesting observations made by Allington should be noted by poli-
cymakers and practitioners. He cites an interesting research, backed by
evidence from other studies, where the researchers found that:
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the reading of poor kids improved just as much as the reading of their
wealthier peers, during the school year… But every summer the poor
kids’ reading achievement experienced a setback (13). Italics in original.

He claims that the best indicator is whether the children read during the
summer months. He also refers to research evidence that: ‘Expert teachers
simply ignore mandates and go about teaching all their students to read’
(17).

In England as well as in the United States, it is becoming increasingly
difficult for teachers to use their professional judgement and ‘ignore
mandates’.

In Chapter 4, Elaine Garan presents a critique of the National Reading
Panel Report on Phonics. Commenting on this Allington states:

It’s one thing when profiteers and ideologues (sometimes one and the
same) distort the research to fit their agendas, but it is something quite
different when the distortion carries the imprimatur of the federal
government. (91)

There is not space to give a detailed analysis, however, it is worth citing
Garan’s comment and concerns on page 109 that the findings are affecting
classroom instruction:

If Teaching Children to Read were a typical research study, published
in an education journal and destined to be read only by other
researchers, then I could simply end my analysis by saying the panel’s
own words have established that the research base in its report on
phonics is so flawed that the results do not even matter.

Chapter 6 is by Joanne Yatvin, who was a member of the National Reading
Panel and wrote a minority report in which she stated that ‘the work of the
NRP is not of poor quality; it is just unbalanced and, to some extent irrele-
vant’ (125). On page 126 Allington quotes from her minority report also that:

Summaries of, and sound bites about, the Panel’s findings will be used to
make policy decisions at national, state, and local levels. Topics that were
never investigated will be misconstrued as failed practices. Unanswered
questions will be assumed to have been answered negatively.

Allington’s claim cited below is pertinent to what is being experienced in
other countries also:

The push for evidence-based reading instruction is but a thinly
disguised ideological push for a national reading methodology, for
reading instruction that meets the ‘phonics first’ emphasis of the
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Republican Party platform and the direct-instruction entrepreneurs,
those who profit financially when federal and state governments
mandate the use of curricular materials like the ones they produce.
(265)

Evidence from Whose Knowledge Counts in Government Literacy
Policies? Why expertise matters (Goodman et al., 2014)

This book is in two parts: Part I ‘The Political Realities’ and Part II ‘Aspects
of Literacy: the knowledge base’. Part II explores many important aspects
of literacy teaching, including the curriculum, text complexity, the role of
children’s literature, diversity in children’s literature and the roles of writing
teachers. Part I is the focus here, however, as it extends the discussion
beyond what is happening in England and reveals similar concerns among
professionals in other countries about who determines literacy policies and
at what cost. The chapters in Part I are as follows:

• Kenneth Goodman: Whose Knowledge Counts? The pedagogy of the
absurd (Chapter 2);

• Patrick Shannon: Re-reading poverty; reorienting educational policy
(Chapter 3);

• Jacques Fijalkow: Neoliberal and Neoconservative literacy education
policies in contemporary France (Chapter 4);

• Henrietta Dombey: Flying blind: government policy on the teaching of
reading in England and research on effective literacy education
(Chapter 5);

• Sue Ellis: Whose knowledge counts, for whom, in what circumstances?
The ethical constraints on who decides (Chapter 6);

• Renate Valtin: About the dubious role of phonological awareness in the
discussion of literacy policies (Chapter 7).

As Chapters 5 and 6 refer directly to policy in England and in Scotland I
will consider these first. In Chapter 5, Henrietta Dombey critiques the
current coalition government policy on synthetic phonics in England
discussed in the previous chapters. She places this in a wider context, stress-
ing that we are enduring a policy that is likely to be counter-productive and
that:

The challenge for the future is to change this state of affairs, by persist-
ently calling attention to research and practice in England, and to the
experiences of our colleagues elsewhere in the world. (76)

Sue Ellis, in Chapter 6, while contrasting the position in England with that
in Scotland, stresses that:
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Literacy educators and researchers are finding themselves in an increas-
ingly tangled political and legal landscape, where frameworks that help
to locate what evidence really means in the context of complex inter-
ventions are extremely important. (90)

In Chapter 4, Jacques Fijalkow points out that France has a highly
centralised state system; programmes are decided in Paris and ‘imposed
throughout the country by means of an impressive array of training and
control policies’ (47). He deplores the fact that those whose knowledge
should count does not also count.

research from the human and social sciences… is not valued at all
…teachers’ knowledge does not count either…. Clearly there is an irony
that leaves an important question unanswered. How do people with
knowledge that should count make themselves heard? (65)

In Chapter 7, Renate Valtin cites similar concerns in Germany where politi-
cians prefer the advice of those who offer simplistic solutions, ignoring the
wealth of research available. On page 96, for example, she questions
whether there is sufficient empirical evidence on phonological awareness
for it to be regarded as the strongest predictor of learning written language
in alphabetic orthographies, and on page 99, she stresses that: ‘The task of
segmenting words into sounds or phonemes is very difficult’. She expresses
concern that pre-school programmes in Germany disregard linguistic and
educational knowledge about emergent literacy in school. Her final
comment is:

In kindergarten, time should be devoted to oral language development
and to experiences with the functions of written language by providing
a rich literacy environment. (106)

I have deliberately left until last the insights from Chapter 2 by Kenneth
Goodman. Although part of it concerns tracing the development of the
programmes holding sway in the United States and how this power devel-
oped, there are also many important points of universal concern. He states
that:

While there are still major differences among researchers, the issues that
should be the ones being debated are not the ones politicians and the
press are highlighting. (23)

He refers to a small group of new neo-conservatives whose mission is to
control the curriculum. The following quote seems to resonate well beyond
the United States:
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Their strategy is to frame the campaign as reform of a failing educa-
tional system. They chose to attack reading methodology and write into
law a simplistic phonics model as a key to making public education
appear to be failing. They are responsible for the emphasis on testing,
the labelling of schools, and the punishments, which are designed to
lead to their privatization. (26)

Part of Goodman’s chapter is devoted to the development and spread of a
particular screening test DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early
Learning Literacy Skill), a series of sub-tests each of which takes only one
minute to administer. One sub-test is a test of the ability to sound out
nonsense digraphs and trigraphs, the premise being that the best test of
phonics is non-words where meaning doesn’t get in the way of the phonics.
However, Goodman claims that there is widespread agreement among read-
ing authorities and psychometricians that DIBELS is a very bad test, yet the
test is administered three times a year and those who fail are taught the skills
of the test and retested. He notes a conflict of interest as the authors of that
test were sitting on committees judging applications by states for funds, and
making the adoption of the test a condition of approval for state funding. He
discusses the effects of such tests on the curriculum and on teachers and
reports a further worrying development. A similar test EGRA (early grade
reading assessment) has been developed and translated into English, French,
Spanish and several native languages. He claims that DIBELS showed little
linguistic sophistication in its construction and that EGRA (early grade read-
ing assessment) did not go beyond that. The story becomes even more
disturbing, as not only was this test used in developing countries, but, in
Senegal, according to Goodman, where the home language is French for only
2 per cent of the pupils, they were tested in French!

Final comments

As may be seen from the information cited above from two American
researchers with very different perspectives, England is not the only coun-
try where evidence from research is being ignored, simplistic tests are
driving the curriculum, available resources for schools are being spent on
commercial products linked to the tests and schools are being ranked on the
basis of such tests. In the words of Fijalkow:

How do people with knowledge that should count make themselves
heard?
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Part V

Interpretations of literacies in
the twenty-first century

A number of international reports on attainment have been published in
recent years. The assessment of 10-year-olds in 35 countries for the PIRLS
report discussed in Chapter 19 was undertaken in 2001 and published in
2003. The focus here is on the sampling and interpretation of the results
and on claims made by politicians and the media on the basis of the results.
More recently further reports have been published, including PISA, on the
attainment of 15-year-olds in 2009 in 65 countries, and 2012 in 64 coun-
tries. Following this more recent report both the media and politicians have
again made claims as to how the findings should be interpreted and what
actions should follow, on this occasion because of a claimed fall in the
standing of the United Kingdom in the international league. See the
Education Journal, Issue 184, 2013 where a number of articles are devoted
to an analysis of the most recent PISA report. There are lessons to be learnt
from my detailed analysis of the earlier report, revealing as it does the limi-
tations even of a carefully conducted study such as this with all the
resources at its disposal. This chapter is an adapted version of an article
published in the Education Journal in 2003 and is published here with
permission from Education Publishing.

Chapter 20 is a shortened and edited version of Chapter 5 in Improving
the Quality of Childhood in Europe, 2012, vol 3, C. Clouder, B. Heys, M.
Matthes and P. Sullivan (eds), based on a paper presented in Brussels in
2011. It is included here with the permission of the editors.

In Chapter 21 the complexities of written language and in particular the
English language are explored further. The focus in this book, and in much
research, has been on learning to read in English. Here the discussion is
widened to include other languages and orthographies.
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19 International studies of reading,
such as PIRLS
A cautionary tale

This chapter is an edited version of an article in the Education Journal,
Issue 75 in 2003: 25–27.

Background

PIRLS, the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study, conducted in
2001 and reported in 2003, generated headlines highlighting how well
Britain was doing in that international study. One reason might be that
England was ranked high among the 35 countries involved in the study, for
reading, for literary experience, and for acquiring and using information.
Typical headlines were, ‘English rank third in world reading chart’ (TES),
or ‘English primary pupils are among the best readers in the world’, and
‘the most successful English-speaking country’ (DfES). Yet there were star-
tling differences between England and Scotland. In this chapter I analyse the
extent to which the results were caused by the structure of the survey rather
than the children surveyed.

The sample

The target population for the study was:
All students enrolled in the upper of the two adjacent grades that contain

the largest proportion of 9-year-olds at the time of testing. In most coun-
tries this was Fourth Grade with an average age of 10.3 years.

In England and in Scotland these children were in their fifth year in
primary school and the average ages at the time of testing were respectively
10.2 and 9.8 years. Thus most of these children would have started primary
school in 1996 and have learned to read before the National Literacy
Strategy commenced in England. The range of average ages in the different
countries in the survey varied from about 9.7 to 11.2 (the mean age in
Sweden, the highest performing country was 10.8). The tests were specifi-
cally designed for the study. In addition to the assessment of reading
achievement, questionnaires were completed by the pupils, their teachers,
head teachers and parents.
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In most countries the sample of schools was drawn from the whole coun-
try, with approximately 150 schools in the initial sample and about 3,000
pupils. Where schools did not agree to participate, first and even second
replacement schools were selected. Should the sample not meet certain crite-
ria this is indicated in the tables and, if after first and second replacements
they still did not meet the requirements, these figures are not listed in order
in the tables. Very small schools and special schools were excluded, as were
certain pupils within the sampled classes.

The results

The international results were published in 2003 and were available on the
internet (Mullis et al., 2003). A separate report for England was published
by the National Foundation for Educational Research which was responsi-
ble for the research conducted in England (Twist et al., 2003a). A summary
of the latter report is also to be found in (Twist et al., 2003b). Media cover-
age was extensive, and press releases were issued by DfES. No separate
report was available for Scotland, where the Scottish Executive was respon-
sible for the research.

There was extensive coverage of the main results; therefore these will not
be discussed in any detail. Attention will be on specific aspects of the sampling
which may have implications for comparisons between countries and any
policy decisions that might be considered as a consequence of the findings.

The basis for this chapter is the following step-by-step study of PIRLS

• a reading of the various media and press reports that were released as
the results appeared

• a detailed study of the International Report
• a study of the report by NFER of the study as conducted in England
• a response to questions posed to the NFER team and to the Scottish

Executive.

When studying the International Report, I took as my focus comparison of
the results for England and Scotland. With some knowledge of develop-
ments in both countries before and after devolution, including the National
Literacy Strategy in England, I was alert to any surprising differences
between the results for these two countries. This led me to further detective
work when studying the NFER report where there was more detail on the
precise nature of the sampling in England; in particular I paid attention to
the appendices. In some instances where I still felt the need for more infor-
mation, I contacted the NFER, raising specific points. I then contacted the
Scottish Executive with similar questions about the Scottish sample. I am
grateful to both NFER and the Scottish Executive for their cooperation. I
also refer in this chapter to the Swedish sampling patterns, as Sweden was
the highest performing of all 35 countries.
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An analysis of the sampling

Four aspects will be studied in detail, namely:

1 relative participation rate of sampled schools
2 response rate to the various questionnaires
3 questioning of head teachers and parents with regard to reading readi-

ness and literacy materials in the homes
4 information on aspects of behaviour within the sampled schools.

Sampling within countries

The school participation rates before replacements were as follows:

England 57 per cent
Scotland 76 per cent
Sweden 97 per cent.

In England, of the 150 schools selected, only 88 agreed to participate. It
took 38 first replacement schools and for large schools a further five
schools to achieve the final sample of 131 schools. Extremely small schools
and special schools were excluded. The final sample thus met only the
second category; therefore the results were included in the tables with a
sign to indicate the need for replacement schools. NFER reported that after
the study the SATs results for the participating schools were compared
with the national results; this showed that the achieved sample was compa-
rable to a national sample as far as achievement was concerned. I enquired
of NFER what the definition of small schools was in England and was
informed that schools with fewer than eight pupils in the target age group
were excluded. In England about 14 per cent of pupils were in schools of
fewer than 100 pupils. There were a number of exclusions from the target
within school groups, including children with statements of special educa-
tional needs and those with limited facility in English, also a number of
absentees.

In Scotland, in the participating sample of 118 schools there were 113
schools from the main sample, five replacement schools, and no second
replacement schools. Special schools, Gaelic medium schools and very small
schools (with fewer than five pupils in the target age group) were excluded.
These account for 3.8 per cent of the target population in Scotland.

As Sweden achieved a high participation rate from the initially sampled
schools no entries for that country are asterisked in the report. Of 146
schools involved, only four were replacement schools. Thus there seems no
reason to question the high standing of that country in the results.

A cautionary tale from PIRLS 161
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Response to the questionnaires

Questionnaires for students, teachers and head teachers

As was noted above questionnaires were prepared for the pupils, their class
teachers and their head teachers. In most countries, including England,
Scotland and Sweden, the response rates to these questionnaires was high,
over 90 per cent.

However, my interest was aroused when studying the appendix to the
NFER report on England where details of the types of school are listed. In
the English sample there were infant, primary, junior and middle schools as
well as independent schools. It occurred to me that only the primary school
heads could have responded appropriately to questions about reading readi-
ness of the majority of children beginning primary school. Following my
enquiries, I learned that only the head teachers of primary schools in
England were asked these questions; this amounted to only 91 of 124 head
teachers who responded to the questionnaire. In Scotland in contrast, all the
schools in the study were primary schools; thus all the head teachers could
appropriately have responded to these questions.

Parent questionnaires

The response rates to the parent questionnaires were as follows:

England 55 per cent (one of the lowest)
Scotland 63 per cent
Sweden 92 per cent.

The response rates for some countries to the parental questionnaires were
high. However, the parental questionnaire returns for England and Scotland
were low, barely acceptable to be entered in the tables. The NFER report
repeatedly draws attention to this. However, this raises serious questions
where evidence is based only on the parents’ responses. It seems unlikely
that such parents would be typical; it is more likely that they were more
interested, provided more literacy-related activities in the homes and had
higher levels of literacy than the rest of the parents. Yet, England is singled
out in the International Report for the amount of support provided by
parents, and for other aspects where the information came only from the
parents.

It is thus possible that the differential response rates to the questionnaire
from parents in England and Scotland may provide more favourable
responses concerning aspects of home support than those from other coun-
tries such as Sweden, where the coverage of parents’ views and backgrounds
was more representative. In view of this one must regard with some caution
the finding that:
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Highest levels of engagement were reported in England and Scotland,
where more than 80 per cent of students had parents reporting often
engaging in literacy related activities before their child began school.

(Mullis et al., 96)

Attainment on entry to school

I noted earlier that major, unexpected differences between England and
Scotland in some tables alerted me to seek explanations. I found there were
such differences between England and other countries, including Scotland,
in the reported knowledge of print on entry to primary school. While one
source of this information was the parent questionnaire, another was the
head teachers and their expectations of the majority of children entering
their schools. Particular attention is drawn in the International Report to
the high level of readiness and awareness of print of children on beginning
school in England. I noted above that only a proportion of the head teach-
ers in England were asked this question.

The difference between England and all other countries is so striking that
it puzzled me, especially as it was based not only on the parents’ responses
but also those of the head teachers.

The heading for Table 5.4 reads: ‘Students in Schools Where Principals
Estimate That Most Students (more than 75%) Begin School with Specific
Early Literacy Skill (Mullis et al., 134).

The results given for England and Scotland are as follows.

Percentage of students attending such England   Scotland
schools who can: (%) (%)

recognise most letters of the alphabet 58 2
read some words 64 2
read sentences 29 1
write letters of the alphabet 55 5
write some words 44 1

When studying the appendix to the NFER report I noticed that the question
asked in England was:

‘About how many of the children in your school can do the following
when they begin year 1?’ 

(Twist et al., 91)

I had interpreted the findings in the International Report as referring to
 children beginning primary school, which is how the tables are headed. I
therefore raised this with NFER and it was confirmed that the question to
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head teachers and parents referred to entry to Year 1 as I had suspected, not
to Reception class. On raising the matter with colleagues in Scotland they
confirmed that the question asked there was:

‘About how many of the pupils in your school can do the following
when they begin their first year?’ (This would refer to Primary 1)

Thus the questions asked in England and Scotland referred to a different
class, since in Scotland children’s first experience of education in a primary
school is in Primary 1. Children in England enter Reception class, prior to
entering Year 1, and may well have had literacy experiences during that time.

Admittedly the children entering statutory education in most European
countries are older than those in Scotland and England. However, attention
had already been drawn to that point in the report. Thus it seems wrong to
have made a further point namely, that not only are the children in England
younger on entry to primary school, but also have a greater awareness of
concepts of print, where the baseline for this was not entry to school. This
I would argue is an erroneous conclusion from this data.

Attitude to various aspects of schooling

In the report there is a chapter devoted to school climate based on responses
to the questionnaires by head teachers and by pupils. Scotland is one of the
countries singled out for mention because more than 60 per cent of students
attended schools perceived by the head teachers as having high morale, high
academic expectations, regard for school property and a high level of
parental support (Mullis et al., 242). In Scotland and Sweden a very posi-
tive response is given with regard to school resources; and absenteeism is
not regarded as a problem.

When studying this section of the report I observed that there were no
entries in the tables for England either from head teachers or pupils; nor is
an explanation given for this either in the International or the NFER report.
I therefore raised this with NFER and was told that these questions were
omitted from the questionnaires in England.

The items were subject to the normal review process during the prepara-
tion of the materials for use in England. These particular items were
withdrawn at the request of DfES because it was felt that these areas
required more sophisticated data collection methods than were being
proposed. (correspondence with L. Twist of NFER).

It is interesting to speculate what the responses would have been in
England. This could have been significant particularly since, in spite of the
high achievement, the pupils’ attitude to reading and self confidence in their
reading was surprisingly low.
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Conclusions

As may be apparent it took some detective work to tease out these points
from this study, and there may be others, had I probed further. There was
careful monitoring of the sampling and the scoring. New tests were devised
for the study. It contains a great deal of interesting data. However, surely
the points raised here with regard to the findings, and, for only selected
countries indicate the need for caution in interpreting any international
study, even one as carefully monitored as this. It is perhaps appropriate to
finish by drawing attention to a few specific findings.

A sex difference in attainment in favour of girls was found in all coun-
tries. Girls were also more likely to read for pleasure at home; however, the
difference was not apparent with reading for information. In England the
gulf was greatest between boys and girls in the weakest group.

In the following respects results for England differed from those of other
countries, in spite of its high average level of attainment:

• England is reported to be one of the countries with the widest span of
attainment.

• The range of reading ability in rural and urban schools, and in schools
with the highest proportions of economically disadvantaged pupils is
wider in England than in most other countries.

• Ten-year-old pupils in England have a poorer attitude towards reading,
and read less often for fun than pupils of the same age in other coun-
tries.

These and many other points in the report have relevance for the approach
to the teaching of reading, the nature of the materials used with the children
and the likelihood that the children will retain an interest in reading for a
variety of purposes.

On claims such as the following the jury must remain out!

• Children in England start school earlier, show more reading readiness
and have a higher level of early learning skills than their international
peers (Twist et al., 2003a: 60).

• The relative support for literacy activities in the homes of children in
England is greater than that enjoyed by their counterparts in other
countries.

Footnote in 2015: It seems likely that there would be similar anomalies in
some aspects of sampling in other international studies where between
countries attainment is assessed. Yet we still find extravagant claims made
either of delight, or concern at lowering of standards, or a fall in place in
the league tables. Blame is then attributed by politicians to either a particu-
lar political party or some method of teaching reading. The politicians then
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look with envy at particular countries that have scored highly, and on occa-
sion draw dangerous or simplistic conclusions.

One must suspect that if a similar analysis were undertaken on the
recently published Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
some anomalies might well be uncovered. For that study half a million 15-
year-olds in 64 countries and territories were tested (see Education Journal,
December 2013 for a series of articles on the results of PISA).

A footnote for the revised edition

Clearly the concerns expressed in this chapter are not confined to PIRLS or
to the interpretation of the results for the United Kingdom. I recently came
across a publication where the claims of a crisis in American public educa-
tion are analysed in detail, claims of a crisis made by politicians based on
internal tests and international surveys. Glass in 2008, claims that when
fluctuations in scores from one international survey to the next are exam-
ined they reveal that the source of the inconsistencies arise from vagaries of
how the tests were administered, the samples selected, non-response rates,
the selection of replacement schools or other variables unrelated to the
levels of attainment in the respective nations (see Chapter 2 in Fertilizers,
Pills and Magnetic Strips: the fate of public education in America).
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20 Literacies in and for a changing
world
What is the evidence?

This chapter is a shortened and edited version of Chapter 5 in Improving
the Quality of Childhood in Europe, 2012, vol 3, C. Clouder, B. Heys, M.
Matthes and P. Sullivan (eds), based on a paper given in Brussels in 2011.

Outline

Even in the most advanced societies there are still adults, including young
adults who have recently left school, whose literacy competence is not
adequate to meet the demands of life and work in an increasingly digitalised
world. Many make every attempt to hide their inadequacy. Successful adult
literacy programmes are one way of breaking the cycle of intergenerational
illiteracy, as the children most likely to fail are those from families where
the parents’ literacy level is low. Evidence is now available that processing
and understanding written language for a variety of purposes is a complex
process and that no one simple method meets the needs of all children, or
all languages. There are additional problems in learning to read in a
language where the sound to symbol relationship is less regular. In countries
where the formal teaching of reading starts at an earlier age the standard of
literacy is not higher; this may also lead to a negative attitude to reading,
particularly among boys. Successful schools and adult literacy programmes
have a number of things in common: early intervention with sound diag-
nostic procedures; well trained teachers using imaginative curricula;
inclusion of the new technologies; high expectations.

In this chapter brief reference will be made to implications from several
of my own researches; studies of pre-school children; and a study of pupils
in the first year of secondary school. In the secondary school research the
literacy demands made by the subject teachers and the pupils’ response
within different subject areas were studied. The attitudes of the various
subject departments to the literacy needs of their subjects were also investi-
gated. The remainder of the chapter is devoted to evidence from selected
researches and official reports as to how functional literacy is currently
being defined; what has so far been achieved; who has been left behind. The
role of families, schools and the community will be considered. Finally I will
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consider how and when we can identify and assist those with difficulties,
both children and adults. The annotated reference list at the end of the
chapter will enable readers to find further information.

Introduction

This is a written version of a paper delivered in Brussels in 2011, and while
the message is the same, the distinction between these two modes of
communication, spoken and written, is important. For many years empha-
sis was placed on the similarities between spoken and written language,
almost as if printed language was merely speech written down, a visual
representation of speech rather than a language communication in a differ-
ent medium to an unknown person. Coupled with this assumption was the
idea that only teachers of younger children, and those working with older
backward readers, need expertise in literacy. Over the years there have been
claims for one or other method as the method for teaching all beginner
readers. In some instances, and in the hands of the initial enthusiasts, there
may have been a dramatic rise in standards with the introduction of a new
method. Evidence is against such a simple solution, or that one approach
meets the needs of all children, or all languages. There is now a greater
appreciation of the cognitive processing involved in comprehension of writ-
ten language for different purposes. A sound foundation in spoken language
is an important prerequisite for learning to read. Stories read, and reread to
children, coupled with dialogue around the story with the mother, father or
other adult, provide a valuable foundation for young children, extending
their vocabulary, helping them to appreciate the forms and features of writ-
ten language, and not least to enjoy its variety and richness.

Furthermore, there is no evidence that school systems that rush to intro-
duce the formal teaching of reading at an earlier and earlier age achieve higher
levels of literacy among the adult population. Formal reading programmes
introduced at an early age may result in negative attitudes towards reading in
some of the children, particularly boys, who may read rarely and thus do not
maintain even their limited literacy skills into adulthood.

The comprehension of narrative prose, extraction of information from
textbooks, understanding of written instructions and digital literacy all
require very different skills. Children’s initial experiences of written
language should be comprehensive, stimulating and meaningful to them.
Thus all teachers in primary schools and subject teachers in secondary
schools, have a part to play in partnership with each other and with
parents. There is evidence of intergenerational illiteracy, that where parents
cannot read they are likely to have children with limited literacy. In some
instances this may be a self-fulfilling prophecy, where professionals have too
limited aspirations for some pupils that may lead to lowered expectations,
even a more limited curriculum for some groups of pupils. Successful
schools, those where there is a stimulating curriculum, good leadership,
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partnership between professionals and with parents, high expectations of
all pupils, clear diagnostic procedures followed by early intervention, can
enable virtually all pupils to become literate. The involvement of parents in
intervention programmes, even those with limited literacy themselves, has
been shown to have the greatest success. Furthermore the parents may also
be stimulated to become ‘functionally literate’, breaking cycles of depriva-
tion, and enabling them to achieve longer term employment and a richer
cultural life for themselves (see ‘When mama can’t read: counteracting inter-
generational illiteracy’, Cooter, 2006).

Pupils in secondary schools who are described as illiterate are unlikely to
be completely unable to read; rather they have such a low level of competence
that they are unlikely to read for pleasure or to understand the complex
meanings in various forms of written language. As adults they will avoid situ-
ations requiring them to read, and their level of literacy will become lower
rather than be maintained. Many adults with limited literacy make every
attempt to hide this; thus, even where support programmes are available there
may be problems in identifying those adults who need support.

There is a reciprocal relationship between reading and writing, each help-
ing to develop the other. It is simplistic to assume a sequential development
from oral to silent reading and from reading to writing, or that children
should only be encouraged to write when they have acquired a certain level
of reading fluency. Many with limited competence in reading think they are
more competent than is the case, and have a negative attitude to books and
other printed materials. They are thus unlikely to broaden their knowledge
of written language. As a consequence when required to write they produce
writing that fails to communicate, or is little more than colloquial speech
written down, a far cry from the richness of real written language. (See
Awakening to Literacy, Goelman, Oberg and Smith, 1984 and New
Directions in the Study of Reading, Clark, 1985.)

Selected researches by the author with continuing relevance

My interest in literacy and child development was stimulated early in my
career when as a primary school teacher I was responsible for a class of 54
children aged 7–8 years of age who had started school at 5 years of age. As
I became aware of a number of issues with policy implications I was able to
secure funding to investigate these with a wide range of children from pre-
school to secondary age, children who were advanced in their literacy
development and others who were struggling in learning to read and write.
I realise that there are still lessons to be learnt from these researches. I there-
fore gave a brief outline of a selection of these in my lecture in Brussels.
Here I will discuss only two, those of pre-school children and pupils in
secondary schools. I have omitted my studies of children with reading diffi-
culties and into children who were already reading fluently when they
started school as these are discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.
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Pre-school studies

The focus of one of a series of observational studies of children aged 3 and
4 in nursery schools was on children who had high or low interest in books
and stories. We were able to show the influence of their homes and also the
effect of stories on their appreciation of written language (see Chapter 8
here and Lomax in Clark and Cheyne, 1979, Chapter 6). In another study,
also as early as the 1970s, parents who would have been labelled ‘disad-
vantaged’ were supported as they interacted with their young pre-school
children around books and discussed these experiences with other parents.
Not only were the parents’ expectations and self-confidence raised, but also
the children’s first teachers, who had interacted with the parents in advance
of the children entering school, were more positive in their expectations of
the parents and children (Donachy in Clark and Cheyne, 1979, Part III). A
recent study of 3- and 4-year-old children showed how competent with a
variety of technologies many of today’s children are even before they enter
school. It is debatable whether teachers take sufficient advantage of this in
planning their curriculum for young children (Stephen, McPake and
Plowman in Clark and Tucker, 2010).

Pupils with learning difficulties in secondary schools

The focus of this research was 12-year-old pupils in their first year in seven
secondary schools in Scotland. A new policy for helping pupils with diffi-
culties was being introduced in these schools where all first year classes
were of ‘mixed ability’. Sixty-three target pupils were observed in a number
of classrooms. They were nominated by subject teachers, three within a
class, one nominated by all subject teachers as good, one as poor, one whose
performance fluctuated from subject to subject. Samples of their written
work were analysed and writing tasks were set involving three different
types of communication: narrative writing, a science report following a
video presentation and a description for a younger child of how to play a
game of their choice. The views of promoted/senior staff and subject teach-
ers were sought on the level of competence in literacy required for their
subject and whether they felt any responsibility for identifying and support-
ing those with limited literacy. We found that in its early stages this
initiative was still fragile, dependent on the continuing presence of a few key
individuals. We were disturbed at the lack of support for the pupils with
difficulties, many of whom were not sufficiently competent to benefit from
the formal curriculum and type of assessment expected of them. Even the
spelling level of some was still too low for them to communicate in writing.
It was therefore a matter of great concern that many subject teachers,
including English teachers, did not regard it as one of their responsibilities
to improve the literacy level of the least competent, or make allowance for
their deficits.
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This research dates from the 1980s (Clark, Barr and McKee, 1982).
However, evidence from a recent research in 11 countries on Teaching
Struggling Adolescent Readers (ADORE, 2010) suggests that there is still a
long way to go in developing whole school policies that provide those with
difficulties with both a stimulating curriculum and support to enable them
to overcome their difficulties.

What has been achieved?

Literacy levels in schools

Evidence from a variety of sources on literacy (narrative and informational)
in schools has raised concern in many European countries, including the
United Kingdom. Two main sources are the IEA PIRLS study in 2001 of 10-
year-olds in 35 countries who will now be reaching adulthood and the more
recent OECD PISA study in 2009 of 15-year-olds in 65 countries (24
members of EU) where not only levels of achievement but attitudes to liter-
acy and school factors were explored. Many governments are disturbed at
their ranking and whether they are retaining their place in league tables.
What is also of concern is that in most countries there are many children
who leave school with very limited literacy skills and also with no desire to
engage in any literacy activities or to improve their level. Their failure has
adverse consequences for their employability, their family and social life. In
all countries the level of literacy in boys seems to be lower than that of girls,
and many boys have negative attitudes to books. Some ethnic groups and
socially disadvantaged groups also have low literacy levels. If pupils reach
adulthood without becoming functionally literate there are likely to be
problems in identifying them to provide them with the necessary support,
as many deny they have problems, or do all they can to hide their illiteracy.
Successful schools can achieve literacy for most if not all their pupils. One
study in England by Ofsted (the inspection body for England) considered
what features appeared to be crucial in the schools and other institutions
inspected, particularly for those at risk (Removing Barriers to Literacy,
Ofsted, 2011). The following were stressed: the importance of an emphasis
on speaking and listening skills from an early age; teachers with high expec-
tations; carefully planned provision to meet individual needs with early
diagnosis and early intervention for those with problems; literacy training
for all staff and partnership with parents.

Raising literacy levels in adults

Historically, there has been a deep distrust of literacy, and possibly still is in
some cultures, or for some people. Limited access to everyday contact with
written language and a lack of access to other readers and writers who
might support literate competence creates a complex obstacle to literacy
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(Whitescarver and Kalman, 2009). Yet there is a link between adult learn-
ing and civic activities such as voting, and those with the poorest literacy
skills often lead an isolated life. It should be remembered that marginalised
communities may use reading and writing for a variety of purposes that are
unacknowledged by mainstream institutions, and some may have a sophis-
ticated oral tradition. Literacy in the Information Age (OECD, 2000) is a
valuable source of information. The data was collected between 1994 and
1998, from a nationally representative sample in 20 countries (age group
16–65). Three aspects of literacy and at several levels of functioning were
assessed: prose literacy; document literacy and quantitative literacy. There
was a wide variation between countries in the extent of inequality in the
population distribution of literacy skills; countries with the highest levels
had been most successful in bolstering the literacy levels of their least
advantaged. Initial education was the main factor in improving the literacy
levels, particularly of youth from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (89).
Even in the most economically advanced societies a ‘literacy deficit’ was
reported, with many adults without a suitable minimum skill to cope with
the demands of modern life and work. The following points are stressed in
the report:

• the importance of growing up in a literate culture and of high expecta-
tions in schools

• gender differences are noted as in other reports
• the need for regular engagement in reading activities to maintain skills
• it was felt that special measures were required to assist adults.

A recent report by the Inspectorate for Scotland, Improving Adult Literacy
in Scotland (HMIE, 2010) assesses the extent to which adult literacy
programmes in colleges, local authorities and in prisons in Scotland meet
the needs of the adult learners. Successful programmes were found to
involve good planning, partnerships, assessment of needs and monitoring of
progress, together with effective use of ICT.

The National Institute of Adult and Continuing Education (NIACE)
established an enquiry into adult literacy in England; lifelong literacy, in,
out and beyond work. The scope of this enquiry was to ascertain: what are
the challenges; what has worked well; what has not worked well and what
are the priorities for the future. The final report published in 2011 stresses
the importance of breaking the cycle of inter-generational difficulties with
literacy. More teachers must be trained and there need to be more innova-
tive and cross-sector partnerships to help the many millions of adults who
do not have the literacy skills they need for everyday life in the modern
world.

The level of literacy among many pupils when they leave statutory educa-
tion may be higher than in the past, but some pupils and particular groups
in EU countries, still leave school without the competence to enable them to
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function in an advanced society, particularly as the literacy demands
increase. In the current economic climate there are high levels of unem-
ployment among the younger adults who have not yet been employed;
many of these will still only have limited literacy skills. In the United
Kingdom, for example, in the age group 16–19, the group referred to as
NEETs (Not in education, employment or training), increased over a period
of ten years and was claimed in 2011 to be one in eight of the age group.
This is one of the groups where further literacy education is important, yet
they are a neglected group (www.poverty.org.uk).

The languages of literacy

There is surprisingly little research information on the difference in
complexity in learning to read in languages where there is a more or less
regular relationship between the sounds and spelling of words, or of learn-
ing to read in a language that is not your first language. Yet, it is
increasingly common for children to learn to read in more than one
language, and is estimated that currently at least half the world’s children
learn to read in their second language (Deacon and Cain, 2011).There must
now be many classrooms in the EU with numerous different languages
spoken by the children, not necessarily understood by their classmates, or
even the professionals. One comparative intervention study using Reading
Recovery diagnostic procedures followed by one-to-one individual support
for young, at-risk children was undertaken by Hobsbaum (2003). This
study involved five countries with different starting dates for children enter-
ing primary school, namely England, Ireland, Denmark, Spain and
Slovakia, countries with languages of different levels of regularity in their
orthography. The six subtests in Reading Recovery diagnosis, a programme
developed by Marie Clay in New Zealand in 1980s provided sensitive meas-
ures for assessing the children’s strengths and weaknesses as a guide to the
most appropriate strategies to help them to make progress. This has been
widely used in many countries and was recommended following sponsored
funded research in England with government support. There is a European
Centre coordinating this work based in the Institute of Education in
London University (www.ioe.ac.uk or www.everychildareader.org.uk). See
Chapter 7.

In a further research entitled ‘Foundation literacy acquisition in
European orthographies,’ Seymour, Aro and Erskine (2003) studied the
foundations of literacy in a number of European countries with more or less
regular spelling. This revealed that in the majority of European countries
children became accurate and fluent at the foundation level before the end
of their first school year. The exceptions were those learning to read in
Portuguese, Danish and particularly in English. These findings did not
appear to be related to the age of starting school. Hanley (2010) claims that
a number of studies have shown that word recognition skills in children
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learning to read English develop more slowly than in other countries using
alphabetic systems. He compared the word recognition skills of matched
groups of children learning to read in Welsh (with a transparent orthogra-
phy) and children learning to read in English (with an opaque orthography).
He found a ‘tail’ of poor English readers, but no such tail of those learning
to read in Welsh. He argues that English is a difficult writing system for
children to learn.

The PROREAD study (2009) was undertaken in six EU countries with
test data from 3,000 children and 6,500 remedial teachers to investigate the
effectiveness of remedial support for poor readers. It is argued that for poor
reader support to be successful it should be aimed at students and teachers.
This is one of the few reports where the influence of learning to read in
different languages is considered. It is argued that learning to read in differ-
ent languages does not require different cognitive skills and thus evidence
of effective intervention programmes across language barriers may be
 valuable.

The way ahead

There have been intervention programmes that have raised the literacy level
of most young children. These have been successful where they have had a
coherent policy for reading tuition covering the whole area, with all schools
participating, additional training for staff and extra resources.

The following are the most important issues that require to be addressed
if the levels of literacy in the European countries are to meet the needs of
adults in the twenty-first century:

• Speaking and listening as a foundation for literacy development must
be recognised.

• The changing nature of literacy, including the impact of new technolo-
gies for children as well as adults, must be acknowledged, including
their value as a new medium of instruction, and as requiring new strate-
gies from readers and writers.

• The differential problems of learning to read in more or less ortho-
graphically regular languages should be acknowledged.

• The characteristics of successful schools and school systems must be
analysed, those that result not only in high average standards of liter-
acy, but also avoid a long tail of very poor readers.

• Pre-service training and continuing development of teachers must be
planned that will provide them with a range of strategies and insights
giving them high expectations for all their pupils, with a creative
curriculum that will motivate the development for a variety of purposes

• The importance of a partnership with parents must be acknowledged,
including those whose own literacy level is limited, to encourage their
participation and to motivate them to improve their own literacy.
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• It is important to identify assessment measures that both monitor
progress within and between schools and provide diagnosis of difficul-
ties for those at risk leading to early intervention;

• There is a need to identify and support adults whose literacy level is so
limited that it reduces their prospects of continuous employment or
restricts their participation in the social and cultural life of their
community.

In February 2011 the European Commission set up an independent group
of experts from 11 countries to meet over the following 18 months to assess
how to raise literacy levels, to analyse scientific evidence and evaluate what
policies work best. The report was released in 2012, ‘EU high level group
of experts on literacy; final report’ (www.ec.europa.eu/education/literacy/
resources/finalreport). The following are among the recommendations:

• Adopt a coherent literacy curriculum.
• Create the role of specialist teachers of reading as resource persons for

other primary and secondary teachers.
• Ensure that all newly qualified teachers obtain a master’s degree, with

competences in, for example, critical evaluation of literacy research and
new instructional methods, tailoring instruction to student language
diversity and engaging parents in their children’s reading and writing
work at school.

Note: A special issue of Literacy, a journal of the United Kingdom Literacy
Association, published in November 2011, was devoted to literacy and poli-
tics with articles from England, Scotland and New Zealand covering many
of the topics discussed in this chapter. In England, concern is expressed at
the lack of attention to the expertise of practitioners in policy debates and
explanations for the gender gap in literacy attainment are considered. The
implications for literacy teaching of the increasing cultural and linguistic
diversity in New Zealand, as in many other countries is considered; also
what changes are required in the early years curriculum to counteract New
Zealand’s failure in recent years to maintain its high ranking in interna-
tional surveys. Resisting deficit approaches to learning in adult literacy
practices in Scotland is the focus for another article. The journal, which has
valuable reference lists on these topics, can be accessed online
 (www.wileyolinelibrary.com).
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beyond work. Enquiry commenced 2010 ten years after previous report. Progress
report December 2010. Scope of the Commission to ascertain: what are the chal-
lenges, what has worked well; what has not worked well and priorities for the
future. NIACE: National Institute of Adult and Continuing Education.

OECD (2000) Literacy in the Information Age: final report of the International
Adult Literacy Survey. Online at www.oecd.org.

OECD (2010) Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) reading,
maths and science every three years since 2000, 2009 main focus on literacy.
Fifteen-year-olds in 65 countries (separate reports for England www.nfer.ac.uk
and Scotland www.scotland.gov.uk). Girls do better than boys, importance of
parental involvement, need for autonomy of schools within a well-controlled
overall framework, attendance at pre-school, in less selective systems those from
lower socioeconomic classes do better. See also article by Andreas Schleicher of
OECD presented in January 2010, ‘The quality of childhood: evidence from the
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)’. Two further linked
studies are ‘Against the odds –disadvantaged students who succeed in school’ and
‘Quality time for students learning in and out of school’. Literacy Skills for the
World of Tomorrow. A further PISA report has appeared in 2013, See Education
Journal, Issue 184 for reviews of the findings.

Ofsted (2011) Removing Barriers to Literacy www.ofsted.gov.uk. Ofsted inspection
of pre-schools, primary and secondary schools, colleges, independent providers,
LEAs, prison and young offenders’ provision in England during 2008–2010 to
identify successful settings, particularly for those at risk.

PROREAD Bromert, L. (2009) Cognitive and Educational Profiling of Reading and
Poor Reader Support Within the EU. Online at www.ec.europa.eu/education.

NB. The Report of the European Working Party EU High Level Group of Experts
on Literacy: Final Report 2012 can be downloaded from www.ec.europa.eu/
education/literacy/resources/finalreport.
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21 Insights on literacy from research

Introduction

This final chapter brings together insights on the development of written
language from a number of sources, including my own studies. I have
drawn on some publications cited elsewhere in the book; others have been
introduced here to widen the discussion. The illustrative examples reveal
ways in which children’s development parallels some aspects of the history
of written languages. My aim throughout the book has been to show that
knowledge of research on literacy is relevant to professionals, those
involved in policy decisions, and practitioners. Their sensitivity to the stage
of development and needs of individual children and adults can be
enhanced by insights from literacy research.

The development of written language

People have tried to record words in some form throughout history; amaz-
ingly varied ways have been used for written communication. Some
representations are closer to what we regard as drawing, with a direct asso-
ciation between the features of the object and the written representation.
Written communication may take a variety of forms within different
cultures and has changed greatly over the years. There may be differences
in the way shapes follow each other on the page in written language, from
left to right, from right to left, from top to bottom, or alternating (Balmuth,
1982).

The use of spaces to represent meaningful groups of sounds is a conven-
tion we adopt in some written languages. Those of us who can read tend to
believe that speech also is in the form of words, with a pause representing
word boundaries. There are no such gaps in the flow of speech; this may be
one reason that we find it difficult to grasp the flow of meaning in speech
in a language with which we are not familiar. We may not have sufficient
awareness of the probabilities of particular structures within words, word
endings and sequences of words, in languages with which we are unfamil-
iar, to enable us to split the flow of sounds into meaningful units.
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It is a convention in alphabetic languages that there is a relationship
between the approximate length of a written word and the time it takes to
say it. The relationship between sound and symbol might have been other-
wise, and is so in non-alphabetic languages. In The Roots of Phonics: a
historical introduction (Balmuth, 1982) Balmuth traces the history of writ-
ing systems in general, and the English writing system, spoken English and
English spelling patterns. Kennedy, in The Psychology of Reading (1984)
gives a brief history of the development of writing systems, with interesting
illustrations from different cultures and through the ages.

We take silent reading for granted, but it was not common practice
initially, as may be seen from a fourth century example recorded by St
Augustine. To quote from Women who Read are Dangerous (translated
from Bollmann, 2008: 26):

On his (usually unannounced) visits to the bishop, he would find him
‘silently immersed in reading’ for Ambrose never read aloud … his
voice was silent, and his tongue was at rest. … Does he wish not to be
distracted during these brief moments, Augustine asks, or not to have
to enter into discussions with other listeners?

In this same publication, in the foreword, Karen Joy Fowler, traces the
history of reactions to women reading, other than when associated with
piety and chastity. The book is graphically illustrated with famous paintings
over the ages of women in the act of reading.

Features of written English

To any literate adult the relationship between oral and written language
may seem obvious. What else could the letters represent except the sounds
of speech? What else could the series of letters with blanks in between
represent except the words we speak? However, young children and illiter-
ate adults may not appreciate this and may be interpreting the writing they
see in consistent but erroneous ways. They may not appreciate the functions
of letters, words, numbers and punctuation. The language of our instruc-
tion may add to this confusion. Most young children have indeed come
across the word ‘letter’ before they come to school, however, some may only
have heard it used as a message received through the post as opposed to an
alphabetic symbol. See Chapter 8 for illustrations of young children’s grow-
ing awareness of the conventions of drawing and writing, and the wide
variation in children of the same age.

A study of the development of our alphabetic writing system is helpful in
gaining insight into some of the early assumptions of young children as they
come to grips with the conventions of written language. Their individual
development may mirror in some aspects that development. It is interesting
to note, for example, that lower case letters were a later development than
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capital letters and that early alphabetic writing did not have spaces between
words. I have illustrations from children adopting both these strategies.
Examples of the early attempts at spelling by the young fluent readers in my
study in the 1970s revealed even when words were correctly spelt there
might be a mixture of upper and lower case letters (see Chapter 5 and
Clark, 1976). For example:

BeG friEnd lOuD womeN

Glenda Bissex’s study of her young son’s early written communications,
before he started school, reported in GNYS AT WRK, (1980) were
mentioned in several chapters in Part I. As she traces his development, she
describes how Paul, at the age of 5:2, and not yet at school, presented her
with the following typed message:

EFUKANOPNKAZIWILGEVUAKANOPENR

In her bewilderment she asked him to read it aloud to her which he did as:

‘If you can open cans, I will give you a can opener’.

As he read it, he pointed to the appropriate letters and paused between
words. Had she not then mentioned that many writers put spaces between
words he might not have so soon appreciated this feature of written English
which he then adopted (Bissex, 1980: 11). Glenda Bissex gives as her first
example of Paul’s written messages at the age of five, his attempt to attract
her attention in a new way. He printed:

RUDF
For the next month Paul wrote avidly, developing an alphabetic spelling
system that served his needs, and producing a variety of forms (signs,
captions, notes, statements, lists, directions, a game, and a story).

(Bissex, 1980: 3)

Bissex does provide us with the meaning of these words: ‘Are you deaf?’ In
1980 when I first read her book, I did not single this example out as possi-
bly an early example of texting; this thought only occurred to me when
checking the quotation recently.

I have examples of writing from a teen age boy with language difficulties
whose problems with spelling were not merely that words were spelt incor-
rectly but his ideas of word boundaries were faulty; thus a dictionary would
have been of limited help to him. The following is an extract from an essay
he wrote for me, showing the unfortunate effect of his limited grasp of
spelling conventions and word boundaries on what was a reasonably
competent argument:
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Can yoos you to theyr best edvanteg and then made shoore that you
bont get the … taking infor manhen from you … that has been carfuly
colected for the yoos of your self.at that meeting … then has to be
handes over to somdodya ells to yoos.

When children come to learn to read, they have to learn to observe new
features in order to discriminate letters of the alphabet and words. In addi-
tion they have to understand the language used to describe letters, numbers,
words and punctuation. Are children clear about the distinction between
‘three’ and ‘3’, both representing a number? Ask adults to define ‘word’,
and some will refer to a group of letters. Yet, some words have only one
letter, such as A and I, confusing for any child who has come to think that
a word is a group of letters! See the comment of the Red Queen to Alice,
quoted at the end of Chapter 8:

‘Of course you know your A B C,’ said the Red Queen … ‘I can even
read words of one letter.’ … ‘You’ll come to that in time.’

Pre-school children would have come to accept that something does not
change its name, or become a different object whichever way it faces.
Capital letters are more distinctive than lower case letters, and most retain
their identity even when reversed, in contrast to lower case letters. I
observed in some of my young fluent readers a preference for using capital
letters, at least in place of some lower case letters. Perhaps this was because
they are easier to identify when your motor coordination is not well-devel-
oped. We should not be surprised that young children make mistakes, and
that a number of these are reversals; rather we should be impressed at how
quickly they come to recognise the critical features of written language.

In my community study of children with reading difficulties, 1,544 chil-
dren were assessed individually on a word reading test at the age of 7. More
boys than girls were backward in learning to read at that age. The children’s
laterality preferences were also tested, and it should be noted that there was
no relationship between reading level and either left-handedness, crossed
laterality (of hand and eye preference) or doubtful handedness. However,
more boys than girls were left-handed. Furthermore at that age, 60 per cent
of the children still found it difficult to differentiate right and left. These
were important findings at that time in view of the controversy on dyslexia,
and relationships claimed, based on small samples of clinic cases (Clark,
1970). The results of the spelling test are also relevant. This was taken by
230 of these children at the age of 8, the 15 per cent with the lowest scores
on the word reading test. An analysis of their reversals was made to ascer-
tain how common this still was in backward readers at that age. Reversed
and inverted letters, and reversals of letters within a word, were counted.
Such features were found in about half this group of backward readers, and
the reversals were commoner in those with the lowest reading ages. Thus,
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when seeing young children in a clinic whose reading level is low, such
reversals are likely to be the rule rather than the exception.

Such problems are not confined to young children, as can be seen from
the following extract from a message sent to me by a well-educated dyslexic
adult, who even in his 20s interspersed lower and upper case letters:

I must ApolAgise for Being so lat. I Don’t normaly wer a watch … I
only Discovred This LATAR …

This young man had learnt to read successfully, but only when about 12
years of age. Until then his experience of written language had been orally
presented to enable him to experience a wide curriculum. Later, with the aid
of a scribe, he had achieved a university degree, yet as can be seen, he was,
even as an adult, only at a rudimentary stage in written communication.
Indeed it must have taken courage for him to send this message to me, to
explain why he missed our first meeting. He came to make a presentation
to my students who were training to become educational psychologists, and
was articulate in the way he was able to explain to them the range of his
problems, and to distinguish spoken and written language. He informed us
that he insisted that the examination answers he dictated should be tran-
scribed, as they were written language, intended to be read rather than
heard.

Charles Read in Children’s Creative Spelling (1986) analyses the types of
representations of words to be found in children’s early attempts at writing.
In my research on young fluent readers, discussed in Chapter 5, I showed
that these children were already becoming sensitised to English spelling
patterns and that most knew whether or not they could spell words
correctly. In contrast, I found that some older children and adults with
spelling problems with whom I worked, not only found it difficult to decide
whether they had spelt a word wrongly, they were not even confident when
they had spelt a word correctly. In order to assess the extent of their diffi-
culties, an initial task I set them was to write an essay for me, using as wide
a language as possible, not worrying if they couldn’t spell the words. I then
asked them to underline any words they thought were incorrectly spelt and
put question marks at those about which they were doubtful. Only then
were the full stresses they faced revealed to them and to me. Many under-
lined as wrongly spelt words those that were correct; it must have been very
difficult in these circumstances to concentrate on what they were writing,
particularly when a high premium was placed on correct spelling.

In our research in secondary schools, discussed in Chapter 20, we set the
first year pupils, aged about 12 years, three types of writing task in addition
to a spelling test. These were a science report, a description for a younger
child of how to play a game of their choice and an essay with the title,
‘From fear to safety’. We were able to show how strongly the demands of
the task influenced the apparent spelling competence and breadth of
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language used by these pupils. We were also able to show the range of
competence within a single age-group, not always appreciated by the
subject specialists. Some pupils were clearly not able to fulfil many of the
written tasks with which they were confronted (Clark, Barr and McKee,
1982). Similar evidence was collected by Jennifer Barr who worked with me
during her PhD on spelling. A very useful summary of her research was
published in 1985 as Understanding Children Spelling. She found that the
spelling of one boy whom she helped appeared to his teacher to have dete-
riorated until the written work was analysed. He was having the courage to
risk take and use a wider vocabulary; his spelling had in fact improved.

Margaret Peters was responsible for pioneering research into child and
teacher variables which influence children’s spelling progress. In Spelling:
caught or taught? Peters (1967 and new edition 1985) indicates practical
implications from her work; full details of which are given in Success in
Spelling (Peters, 1970). She contrasts the task of reading with that of accu-
rate spelling. While flying saucer would be read accurately by most
8-year-olds out of context, in her study of 967 ten-year-olds, fewer than half
wrote it correctly, the remainder between them offered around 200 alterna-
tive spellings. The commonest were sauser, sorcer, sacer (Peters, 1970: 95).
However, many of the errors were such that a dictionary would not have
helped the children to find the correct spelling! She stresses, however, that
spelling is a skill that can be taught to and learned by most children. We
found a similar range of spelling errors in pupils in their first year in second-
ary school (Clark, Barr and McKee, 1982).

Spell it Out: the singular story of English spelling by David Crystal
(2012) is a more recent valuable source on the development of written
English. He stresses that literacy involves three skills, not two; reading,
writing and spelling. He traces the development in English towards the
convention of a correct spelling for words, claiming that many of the
features of English spelling were shaped because they were recommended
by individual writers. Dr Johnston, he claims, did for British spelling what
Webster did for American English (196). Spelling, he claims, is a matter of
internalising letter sequences in words, and the more opportunities children
have to see these sequences the better. He reminds us that currently many
people’s names are still pronounced differently by different people.

Crystal provides an interesting illustration of the complexity of English
spelling, and why spell checkers are of only limited value in identifying
errors in written English. He quotes the first two stanzas of an ode to a spell
checker, by Mark Eckman and Jerrold H. Zar (from Crystal, 2012: 7):

I have a spelling checker,
It came with my PC.
It plane lee marks four my revue
Miss steaks aye can knot sea.
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Eye ran this poem threw it,
Your sure reel glad two no.
Its vary polished in it’s weigh.
My checker tolled me sew.

A spell checker would not spot anything wrong here, yet count how many
words are indeed incorrectly spelt!

Lewis Carroll’s famous books for children first published over a hundred
years ago are wonderful source books for insights into the subtleties of writ-
ten forms of the English language and the fun to be derived from play with
words (Carroll, 1865 and 1872). Several examples are given at the end of
Chapters 8 and 10.

Orthographies and literacy

A valuable source of information on the impact of different orthographies
on learning to be literate is the Handbook of Orthography and Literacy
(Malatesha Joshi and Aaron, 2013). In Part I there are 26 chapters giving a
wide ranging account of literacy acquisition in different writing systems;
Part II describes literacy acquisition from cross-linguistic perspectives; Part
III develops the theme of literacy acquisition: instructional perspectives.
Two chapters are particularly relevant to the present discussion, Chapter
27, ‘The theoretic framework for beginning reading in different orthogra-
phies’, is by Seymour whose earlier publication was mentioned in Chapter
20 (Seymour, Aro and Erskine, 2003).

Seymour points out that:

Languages differ in their phonological and morphological structures,
and these aspects may influence the way in which literacy is acquired.
Equally, the languages have different writing systems (orthographies)
that vary in the way in which speech and meaning are represented and,
indeed in the consistency and logic of the relationship.

(Seymour, 2013: 441–442)

He cites Chinese and Japanese, Hebrew and Arabic in one group, and
alphabetic scripts in which the letters represent the vowel and consonant
phonemes in another. These latter he divides into shallow orthographies in
which the relationship is coherent and consistent (such as Finnish) and deep
orthographies ‘in which the correspondences are variable, inconsistent,
sometimes arbitrary, and subject to lexical and morphological influences
(English for example)’ (442). He argues that in shallow orthographies ‘it
seems natural to teach reading by synthetic phonic methods ‘by which
letters are decoded to sounds and then combined to form larger units such
as syllables’ (442). In deep alphabetic orthographies, such as English, he
argues for a ‘combined method by which children learn basic alphabetic
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decoding procedures and at the same time master a ‘sight vocabulary’ of
familiar words’ (442). He sets forth four levels for acquisition that he claims
are applicable to all languages and orthographies, but claims the differences
between languages influence the time needed to pass through a given phase
and the linguistic units that are emphasised at each level. In his concluding
remarks he points out that age of starting school and method of teaching in
part determine the course of literacy acquisition, but:

aspects of syllable structure and variations in orthographic depth, may
be crucial in determining how the structures are formed and the amount
of learning necessary for successful progression through each phase.
(461)

In Chapter 28, ‘Orthography, phonology and reading development: a cross-
linguistic perspective’, Goswami claims that:

Children come to the task of learning to read with varying degrees of
phonological awareness, and so reading acquisition is never a purely
‘visual’ task. However, as languages vary in their phonological structure
and also in the consistency with which phonology is represented in
orthography, cross-language differences in the development of certain
aspects of lexical representation and in the development of phonologi-
cal recoding strategies should be expected across orthographies.

(Goswami, 2013: 463)

She states that it is simpler for children learning to read in consistent
orthographies such as Italian, Spanish, Turkish, Greek and German and
they seem to acquire reading at a faster rate than children learning to read
in inconsistent orthographies such as English.

It seemed important to highlight issues such as these identified by
Seymour and Goswami, as they make the level of discussions in England
around learning to read appear somewhat simplistic when they fail to take
account of the complexity of English orthography. This is also relevant in
international comparisons of literacy, such as PIRLS and PISA (discussed in
Chapter 19).

Furthermore, figures released following a question in the House of
Lords on 3 March 2014, revealed that by January 2013 19 per cent of
pupils starting school in England in Year 1 had English as an additional
language. (Education Journal, 2014, Issue 193: 23). The effect of this on
literacy learning has received little attention in the debates. As noted in
Chapter 20, by 2011, at least half the world’s children learnt to read in
their second language (Deacon and Cain, 2011). This percentage is likely
to increase.
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Endnote

It is to be hoped that the issues discussed in this book will raise the level of
debate around literacy learning and will show the relevance to both policy
and practice of insights from research. The inclusion of illustrations both
from children who learnt to read with little instruction, and at an early age,
and of the continuing problems of older children and adults highlight some
of the complexities of learning to be literate, in particular in a language such
as English, with its deep orthography.
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Publications on literacy by 
Margaret M Clark, 1957 to 2015

Publications marked with an asterisk have been adapted for this book.
Papers given at United Kingdom Reading Association conferences are listed
separately, by date of publication.

Papers at UKRA conferences, by date of publication

1967 Clark, M. M. ‘The use of television with backward readers in the Glasgow
area’. In Reading: current research and practice vol. 1, A. Brown (ed.): 24–32.
Edinburgh: Chambers. Paper delivered at 3rd conference in Cambridge in 1966
reprinted in the following:

1972 Clark, M. M. ‘The use of television with backward readers in the Glasgow
area’ in 1972. In The First R: yesterday today and tomorrow, J. Morris (ed.):
162–168. London: Ward Lock Educational. See above.

1972 Clark, M. M. ‘Training the teachers of reading (report of a working group),
185–190 and Reading difficulties in schools’. In Literacy at all Levels, V.
Southgate (ed.): 213–218. London: Ward Lock Educational. Given at 8th confer-
ence in Manchester in1971.

*1973 Clark, M. M. ‘Reading and related skills’ (presidential address). In Reading
and Related Skills, M. M. Clark and A. Milne (eds): 3–13. London: Ward Lock
Educational. Given at 9th conference in Hamilton in 1972.

1975 Clark, M. M. ‘Language and reading: a study of early reading’. In The Road
to Effective Reading, W. Latham (ed.): 17–26. London: Ward Lock Educational.
Given at 10th conference in Totley-Thorbridge in 1973.

1977 Clark, M. M. ‘The realities of remedial reading’. In Reading Research and
Classroom Practice, J. Gilliland (ed.): 37–43. London: Ward Lock Educational.
Given at 13th conference in Durham in 1976.
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