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Is there an issue?

 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

Multiple choice



Why adolescence?

 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
 We know very little about reading in adolescence (some hints: 

Foorman et al., 2015; Reynolds & Turek, 2012; Francis et al., 1996)

• Growth to 15y but slows over time?

Much is changing in adolescence
 Reading-related brain regions (Ben-Shachar et al., 2011)
 Language processing (Dawson et al., 2017)
 Reading behaviour?



Objectives of the project:

Objective 1. Test the relationship between reading ability, reading 
practice and vocabulary knowledge – Longitudinal study

Objective 2. Experimentally test the influence of independent 
reading on vocabulary acquisition – Intervention study

Objective 3. Measure the influences of SES and secondary school 
transition on growth in reading and vocabulary – Longitudinal study

Reading and Vocabulary Project

Sanne van der Kleij

Jemma Baker

Laura Shapiro1, Jessie Ricketts2, Sanne van der Kleij1,Adrian Burgess1

1 Aston University, 2 Royal Holloway, University of London



Update on the longitudinal study

primary secondary
UK year R 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Age 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

n = 790        598 299
transition to secondary 

(2018; 16 primary vs. 53 secondary)

266

Aston Literacy Project

233



What is the link between reading ability, reading 
activity and vocabulary?



Both reading activity and reading ability independently predict vocabulary and reading 
comprehension

Better readers read more books; reading more books increases vocabulary 

Being a better reader drives vocabulary directly

Improving word reading skills likely to have knock-on effects on vocabulary (and 
reading comprehension)

Interventions to support basic reading skills (e.g., decoding efficiency) should continue 
into early secondary school… BUT

Interventions that increase reading should also be beneficial…

What is the link between reading ability, reading 
activity and vocabulary?

van der Kleij, S.W., J., Burgess, A.P., Ricketts, J., & Shapiro, L.R. (2022). From bibliophile to sesquipedalian: 
Modelling the role of reading experience in vocabulary and reading comprehension. Scientific Studies of Reading. 



Across transition:

There is progress for word reading and 
everyday vocabulary

Standards maintained for reading 
comprehension and curriculum vocabulary

Transition summer looks the same as a non-
transition summer: no evidence for a slump

Note: It matters how we measure vocabulary

Transition slump?

van der Kleij, Burgess, Ricketts & Shapiro (under review). Tracking vocabulary and reading growth in children from low 
and high socioeconomic backgrounds during the transition from primary to secondary education.



Greatest SES ‘gaps’ for reading comprehension 
and vocabulary

No gap for word reading

Gap not widening and not exacerbated by 
transition

Note: Variability – enormous, inevitable

SES differences?

van der Kleij, Burgess, Ricketts & Shapiro (under review). Tracking vocabulary and reading growth in children from low 
and high socioeconomic backgrounds during the transition from primary to secondary education.



An experiment, can we:

Increase reading amount?

See changes in vocabulary knowledge?

Behavioural change approach

Goal setting, diary, text messages

Evidence-based principles

Access, choice (cf. Love to Read Project)

Registered report

The intervention (paused, but not underway!)

van der Kleij, S.W., Grønhøj, A., Vousden, J., Burgess, A.P., Shapiro, L.R.*, & Ricketts, J.* (Stage 1 Registered Report accepted, 
2019). Does reading for pleasure support vocabulary learning? A naturalistic experiment to test the link between print 
exposure and vocabulary gain. Scientific Studies of Reading. 



assess vocabulary 
knowledge

Can we increase reading amount?

pre-test post-testintervene (10 weeks)

assess vocabulary 
knowledge

intervention group:

access to books + SMS reading diary 

control group:

access to books



Stage 1: Pre-Tests
• 4/4 schools complete
• End: March 2022

Stage 2: Practice SMS 
Diary and Drop-In Session
• 4/4 schools complete
• End: March 2022 Stage 3: SMS-Diary 

Intervention
• 4/4 schools complete
• Expected end: May 2022

Stage 4: Post-Tests
• 1/4 schools complete
• Expected end: June 2022

Opt-Out Consent
• Delivered Sept/Oct 2021
• Collected Oct 2021

Reading Screener
• Delivered Oct 2021
• Collected Oct 2021

Opt-In Consent
• Delivered Oct/Nov 2021
• Collected Nov 2021

Intervention Timeline



Oxford University Press – thank you!

4 books chosen (with help from young people)

40 words

Oxford Children’s Corpus

all words in all books included

we know which words appear on which pages

Use the diary to track page numbers and therefore exposures

The books



The diary






Y7-9 students (n = 2802)

Opt-outs (n = 91)

Reading screener (n = 2500)

Opt-ins (n = 434):
Excluded (n = 8):
• Phone number not stated (n = 7)
• Not in Y7-9 (n = 1)

Randomised (n = 246)

Intervention Group (n = 124) Control Group (n = 
122)

Randomly selected (n = 253)
• Plus 1 student who turned up to pre-

tests (n = 254)

Pre-tests (n = 243)
• Did not attend (n = 4)
• Not finished (n = 1)

Lost (n = 6):
• Withdrew (n = 4)
• Moved school (n = 2)

Lost (n = 2):
• Withdrew (n = 2)

Signed up to reading diary (n = 86)
Maximum (n = 119)

Post-tests (n = 54)
Expected (n = 237)

Withdrew (n = 6)

Withdrew (n = 2)

Withdrew (n = 1)

Withdrew (n = 
1)

Background measures (n = 114)
Maximum (n = 246) 

Intervention Flowchart



Flowchart



Findings: watch this space!



Children’s fiction, but not non-fiction reading is 
associated with their Theory of Mind

No evidence for a developmental relation between 
reading exposure and ToM

Remaining questions: 

What types of (fiction) reading materials might 
be beneficial?

What level of exposure to fiction is needed for 
benefits on children’s social understanding?

Next steps: theory of mind and reading

Van der Kleij, Apperly, Shapiro, Ricketts & Devine (2022). Reading fiction and reading minds in early adolescence: A longitudinal study. JECP

What is theory of mind?

Understanding others’ 
beliefs, desires, intentions, 
perspectives…



Check out our blog

https://educationblog.oup.com/secondary/english
/the-reading-and-vocabulary-project-what-
happens-as-pupils-transition-from-primary-to-
secondary-school

https://educationblog.oup.com/secondary/english/the-reading-and-vocabulary-project-what-happens-as-pupils-transition-from-primary-to-secondary-school


Some resources: OUP and GL assessment reports

 https://reports.gl-assessment.co.uk/wordsmatter/

 https://bit.ly/oup_transition

https://reports.gl-assessment.co.uk/wordsmatter/
https://bit.ly/oup_transition


Some resources: newsletters and posters

LARA website: 
http://pc.rhul.ac.uk/sites/lara/information-for-teachers/

Amrita Bains, Ellie Gray & Ele Crow
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