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Background

 Adequate oral vocabulary knowledge and reading is crucial for 
accessing the curriculum

 Expectations of independence: focus on ‘reading to learn’

 Poor oral vocabulary knowledge and reading will be a barrier to exam 
performance

 Focus here is on oral vocabulary knowledge and reading, though 
other aspects of language and literacy (e.g., grammar, spelling, 
writing) are also important

 Little is known about oral vocabulary and reading progress in 
secondary school → VaRiSS project
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Simple View of Reading
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Reading comprehension = word recognition x language comprehension

Vocabulary knowledge is 
particularly important
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Reciprocal relations between vocabulary and reading
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 Role of vocabulary in reading comprehension 
and word-level reading 

• Large longitudinal study

 Role of reading in vocabulary development:

1. Reading → new lexical representations, 
specification of existing lexical representations

2. Orthographic support for vocabulary learning

Vocabulary Reading

Focus for today: Diversity
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N = 195
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 6 hours with each pupil (2 hours per year)

 Nonverbal reasoning

 Oral vocabulary (two measures)

• Receptive, expressive, depth and breadth

• Also, semantic relationships between words (where possible)

 Word-level reading (six measures)

• Nonwords, regular words, irregular words, accuracy, efficiency

 Reading comprehension (one measure)

• Minimum four passages (individual differences, reliability)
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Measuring vocabulary and reading
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 Standardised assessments (administration, norm-referenced)

 More than one measure of each construct (reliability)

16% 16%68%
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Oral vocabulary
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average 9yo

x
x

x
average
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average 9yo

average 9yo
means on all measures 

commensurate with test 
norms

minimal growth
large individual differences
parallel lines

xx
x average

xx
x average
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Oral vocabulary difficulties
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 Comprehension

• Likely didn’t know: canine, polluting, illumination, rodent, 
foundation, interior, embracing, ascending

 Production

• Likely didn’t know: decade, tradition, enthusiastic, improvise, 
haste
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Word reading
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average 9yo
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Word reading difficulties
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In 45 seconds
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Questions (literal, simple inferences):
• Who played in the sea? Literal
• Why did the family decide to go to the beach? Knowledge-based inference

aimed at 7-8 year olds (Year 3)
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Accessing the Year 7 curriculum
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Goodnight Mister Tom, Michelle Magorian

Science Works 1, Gordon-Hulme et al.



Royal Holloway
Department of 

Psychology
Summary

16

 Large individual differences: diversity

 Poorest performing 10-20%:

• not exceeding levels of the average 9 year old (12 – 14 years)

• not catching up with their peers

• increased risk for FSM, SEN 

• many not FSM or SEN i.e. not attracting additional support or 
resources

 Minimal growth

• but commensurate with test norms



Royal Holloway
Department of 

Psychology
Implications for practice and policy
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 The gap between the poorest and highest achievers is not closing in 
the early secondary years

 Vocabulary and reading difficulties – barrier to accessing the 
curriculum

 There is progress in vocabulary and foundational reading skills from 
but this is limited

• clearly learning a lot of new information (e.g. subject-specific vocab)

 Limited input, materials, teacher knowledge: 

• Vocabulary and reading instruction needed (universal, targeted)

• Initial teacher education, continuing professional development

• Materials…
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