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Plan for today

1. Reading and vocabulary development in adolescence

2. Educational attainment at 16 years (preliminary)
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 We know very little about reading in adolescence, (some hints: 
Foorman et al., 2015; Reynolds & Turek, 2012)

Background

3

 Adequate reading is crucial for accessing the 
curriculum

 Expectations of independence: focus on 
‘reading to learn’

 Poor reading will be a barrier to exam 
performance

Much is changing in adolescence
 Brain (Ben-Shachar et al., 2011)
 Processing (Dawson et al., 2017)
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Reading in secondary: Is there an issue?
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 20% of adolescents exhibit reading 
that is below acceptable standards 
(PISA 2015; Jerrim & Shure, 2016)

 PISA 2009 items…

100 years of Solitude: Gabriel Garcia Márquez

Reflect and evaluate

Simple multiple choice 
questions
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Heads up…
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 Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) guidance reports

• Early years

• Key Stage 1

• Key Stage 2

• Secondary (brand new, published today!)

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/
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What underpins reading success?

Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986)
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What underpins reading success?

7 Reading Systems Framework (Perfetti & Stafura, 2014)
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Vocabulary and Reading: Reciprocity
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 Vocabulary knowledge is particularly important

 Vocabulary (and spoken language more broadly) and foundational 
reading skills increasingly downplayed in curriculum from upper 
primary (KS2)

vocabulary reading
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The VaRiSS project
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Phase 3
14.01 yrs (.33)

N = 186
48.4%

Phase 1
12.01 yrs (.33)

N = 208
48.6% girls

Phase 2
13.07 yrs (.34)

N = 195
49.7% girls

what does summer mean?

pump, chicken
cough, cello
delk, seldent

Measures:

 Oral vocabulary

 Word reading

 Reading comprehension

New in: GCSEs
16 yrs

N = 93, 46.24% girls
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Development: three separable processes

 First longitudinal study tracking progress within adolescence

 Growth: Is there progress over time?

 Stability (Bornstein et al., 2014; 2016): Does pecking order stay the 
same over time?

 Spread: Is there evidence for Compensation? Matthew effects (Pfost
et al., 2014; Stanovich, 1986)? 
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Visualising development
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 Individual trajectories too messy

 10% bins i.e. mean for ~n = 20

 Based on phase 1 data

1. top 10%

2. next 10% 

3. and so on…
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Word reading (accuracy)

• Significant growth (small but functionally relevant?)
• Very high stability
• Gap narrows
• Same pattern for reading comprehension and vocabulary

average

Age-appropriate performance on average: M ≈ 100, SD ≈ 15

bottom 10%

12
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Development and change
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Word reading (accuracy)

Oral vocabulary (BPVS)

Reading comprehension

 Growth: YES

 Stability: YES

 Spread: narrowing (but not closing) gap

 Poorest performing 10-20%:

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

• can‘t assume they can access the curriculum, will constrain 
outcomes
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Summary
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 Poorest performing 10-20%:

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

• can‘t assume they can access the curriculum, will constrain outcomes

 Significant growth (but commensurate with test norms)

• small in real terms but may be functionally important

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

 High stability: rank order also preserved

 Evidence of compensation: narrowing of gaps (but not closing)

 Vocabulary and reading comprehension inextricably linked
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1. Reading and vocabulary development in adolescence

2. Educational attainment at 16 years (preliminary)
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Educational data… preliminary findings
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 KS2 SATs: before VaRiSS, age 11 (end of primary)

 GCSEs: all subject choices, all grades

 Also, teacher assessments from Year 9
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KS2 SATs reading (Year 6, before VaRiSS)
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 Do we have a representative sample?

% ≥ level 4

England:  87%

83%

93%

Target (as was in 2012) 
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New GCSEs
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 Focus on English

 Have all grades (maths?)

71% / 69%
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Does reading and vocabulary at 12 predict GCSE 
English grades? Preliminary findings…
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 Word reading

 Language (reading comprehension, vocabulary)

Word reading

Language

GCSE
English language/ 
English literature

Year 7 (age 12) Year 11 (age 16)

Curriculum 
knowledge

(for some, 
not overall)
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 Language abilities at age 12, as indexed by vocabulary and reading 
comprehension, are a strong predictor of individual differences in 
educational outcomes at age 16

• Word reading may still be a predictor for some

 Thus, while knowledge of the curriculum is crucial for academic 
attainment, success may also be driven by foundational language 
and reading abilities. 

 More analyses to come e.g., maths
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Take home message
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 Foundational language and literacy matters in secondary school

 There is some growth, though with more input it might be greater

 GCSEs:

• Content knowledge is important, but

• Foundational language and literacy abilities are important too
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Thanks and acknowledgements

 To you for listening!

 Pupils, teachers and schools:

 Collaborators:

• VaRiSS: Nicky Dawson, Charles Hulme, Arne Lervåg

• Lianne Farrer and research assistants at Royal Holloway, University of 
London

 LARA lab: http://pc.rhul.ac.uk/sites/lara/; @ricketts_lara

 VaRiSS project: www.variss.org; @varissproject; www.facebook.co.uk/varissproject
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