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So, what is reading?
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Gough & Tunmer (1986)
Tunmer & Chapman (2012)

The Simple View of Reading

Both word recognition and language 
comprehension are necessary, neither 
sufficient

Learning to read and teaching of reading 
is not simple but framework is simple

Adopted by Rose Reviews (2006; 2009), 
National Curriculum 2013 and in initial 
teacher education



language 
comprehension

Reading words is necessary but not 
sufficient

word 
recognition

Mockingbirds don’t do one thing but 
make music for us to enjoy. They don’t 
eat up people’s gardens, don’t nest in 
corncribs, they don’t do one thing but 
sing their hearts out for us. That’s why it’s 
a sin to kill a mockingbird.
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(no points for 
guessing the book!)



Another way of representing this
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The Reading Comprehension House

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/news/eef-blog-
supporting-reading-comprehension-in-key-stage-2

Both word reading and language 
comprehension are complex, in 
their own right

Many pressure points or barriers 
to successful reading



It isn’t all about proficiency
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A broader definition of reading

• Knowledge and skills, but also:

• behaviour (e.g. frequency)

• affect (e.g. motivation, engagement)

• (and lots of other things, there are many definitions of reading)



Reading and vocabulary
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vocabulary reading

“The more that you read, the more things you will know” (Seuss, 1978)

“A mind needs books like a sword needs a whetstone, if it is to keep its 
edge. That is why I read so much.” (Tyrion Lannister from Game of 
Thrones). 

We need longitudinal and 
experimental research…



Longitudinal research
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Aston Literacy Project  

(Time 1: Oct 2011) 

Year 5 

(Jun 17) 

Year 6 

(Jun 18) 

Year 7 

(Oct 18)  (Jun 19) 

Year 8 

(Oct 19) 

n    788            
598 299 

School entry 

Transition to 

secondary 

266 263 233 

Summer 

holiday 

Reading and Vocabulary Project  

(from June 2018) 

Measures:

Word reading proficiency

Leisure reading

Vocabulary knowledge



frees resources for comprehension (Perfetti et al., 2005)
quality of existing lexical representations determines integration (James et al., 2017; Mak & Twitchell, 2020)

More proficient readers 
read more books (e.g. van 

Bergen et al., 2018)

More able readers are better at learning new words

Which enhances vocabulary

Direct, indirect, both?

…and syntax, 
background knowledge... 
(Torppa et al., 2019)
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Both
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Partial mediation (both direct and indirect)

χ2(113) = 171.99, p <.001, CFI = .99, 
RMSEA = .013, 90% CI = .010–.020

Note. Regression paths equal i.e. relationships between variables stable over time
Also, early vocabulary and letter knowledge independently predicted vocabulary 



Longitudinal study conclusions

• 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…
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BUT, causality? An experiment
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An experiment, can we increase 
reading amount?
Behavioural change approach: goal 
setting, diary, text messages



Engaging teenagers…
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Completing the diary unlocks 
clues to solve the case



What did we find?

When adolescents read real books because they choose to, in their own time, the 
quantity of leisure-reading is linked to vocabulary growth

BUT 

Despite developing an attractive tool with input from experts, teachers and 
teenagers, few participants completed the diary consistently

We need to collaborate more deeply…

van der Kleij, Groenhoej, Vousden, Burgess, Shapiro & Ricketts. Stage 1 
Registered Report accepted, Scientific Studies of Reading.

…tempest….tempest…. …….tempest….
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Some take home messages

Exploring how Skilled Independent Reading Supports Vocabulary Learning in 
Primary and Secondary School, is available for download here from 22 June 2023:  
https://www.aston.ac.uk/sites/default/files/aston_hls_rav_report_2023.pdf 
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1. Reading for pleasure matters

2. Reading is not a primary school issue

3. Two-step screening can help

4. Don’t worry about the transition slump

5. Teacher training must be prioritised

For more information, 
see our brand new report

https://www.aston.ac.uk/sites/default/files/aston_hls_rav_report_2023.pdf
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https://bit.ly/AstonLiteracyProjectTeam 
https://lara.psychologyresearch.co.uk 

Collaboration: researchers, practitioners, 
young people, charities, industry
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