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Overview

1. What is reading comprehension and what do 
children need to learn?

2. Who are poor comprehenders and what are 
the causes of poor reading comprehension?

3. The language bases of poor reading 
comprehension

4. Reflections on instruction

1. what is reading?
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“Reading is a form of telepathy.  By means 
of inking symbols onto a page, you are 
able to send thoughts and feelings from 
your mind to the reader’s.  It’s a magical 
process, so commonplace that no one 

stops to wonder at it.  Reading a sentence 
and understanding it are the same thing… 
there is no gap during which the symbols 
are unravelled.  You see the word castle, 

and it is there.”

From Atonement by Ian McEwan

perplisteronk
statticultify

Magdalen choir
Thames, Thame
Bicester Village

dumbledore
quidditch

their, there and they’re
too, to and two

tear and tear
wind and wind

skilled readers: silent reading 
for meaning, average 

238 words per minute 

high heritability:  individual differences in 
reading are, in good part, explained by genetic 

influences
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what is reading?

biologically secondary skill that’s 
parasitic on more primary 

systems: perception, learning and 
memory and language

Denise was stuck 
in a jam.

She was worried 
what her boss 

would say.

identify the 
words

activate 
contextually-
appropriate 
meanings

causal 
connections

background 
knowledge

inferences
active construction of 

meaning: 
mental representation 

of the situation 
described by the text
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writing is not the same as speaking, and 
reading is not the same as listening

learning to read is “an unnatural act”

identify the 
words

https://www.tes.com/news/what-teachers-
need-know-about-shared-reading

Tes (Nation, March 2018)

Book Language
books, even those designed 
for pre-schoolers, are very 

different in language 
content and structure than 

spoken language

Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986)

Reading Comprehension = Decoding x Linguistic Comprehension
both components necessary – neither sufficient
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2.  who are poor 
comprehenders and what are 

the causes of poor reading 
comprehension?

Kim stopped on her way to school.  In the 
middle of the traffic lay two children.  Their 
bicycles had crashed into each other.  Kim 
ran quickly to help.  She saw that no-one 
was hurt.  The children pointed to a 
television camera.  ‘We are taking part in a 
road safety lesson’ they said.

1. Where was Kim going?

2.  Why did Kim stop?

3. What had happened to the bikes?

4. How do you think Kim felt?

5. What did Kim do?

6. Were the children hurt?

7. What were the children really doing?

8. How did Kim find out what was happening?
Example from Neale Analysis of Reading Ability

Who are Poor Comprehenders?

Who are Poor Comprehenders?

• Average word readers for 
age but poor at reading 
comprehension

• Approx. 7% of population in 
mid-childhood

• Critical that children 
identified and their needs 
are met

• Useful population to assess 
theoretical questions
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Denise was stuck 
in a jam.

She was worried 
what her boss 

would say.

identify the 
words

activate 
contextually-
appropriate 
meanings

causal 
connections

background 
knowledge

inferences
active construction of 

meaning: 
mental representation 

of the situation 
described by the text

Typical Research Strategy

• Screen classrooms to find poor comprehenders and 
a comparison group (usually matched for age, 
nonverbal ability and word reading)

• Design an experiment that tests whether poor 
comprehenders perform differently on a specific 
aspect of reading comprehension

• Most experiments are with 7-10 year olds

• For these children, not with reading words

• Difficulty holding information in memory

• Difficulty understanding words, or accessing 
their meanings rapidly and in context

• Difficulty connecting ideas in text

• Difficulty making inferences

• Less knowledge and difficulty bringing 
knowledge to bear when reading

• Difficulty using strategies to foster 
comprehension

overlapping and interactive –
no ‘magic profile’Nation, 2005 

language, and the 
knowledge that 

language 
represents
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3. The language bases of poor 
reading comprehension

• Reading develops from an oral 
language base  

• Do poor comprehenders find aspects 
of oral language difficult?

• And, if so, is this causally implicated in 
their difficulties with reading 
comprehension?

Oral language:
complex and multi-dimensional
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Semantic task: synonym judgement
vs.

Phonological task:  rhyme judgement 
Nation & Snowling, 1998

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

1000

1100

Synonym Task Rhyme Task

R
T

 (
m

s
ec

)

Poor Comprehenders Controls

< 1%
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9.4%

21.3%

Nation & Snowling, 1998

• Considerable evidence base that 
phonological aspects of language (generally) 
OK

• But many (not all) poor comprehenders show 
relative weaknesses on tasks tapping non-
phonological aspects of language

Show diagram again

?
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From language to reading

• Most poor comprehenders have difficulties with 
oral language

• Some (about 1/3) have clinically significant levels of 
language impairment

• Yet most ‘go under the radar’
• Though note attention, behaviour, motivation and ‘poor 

listening’

 

‘poor comprehenders’

Oral language weaknesses  poor reading 
comprehension

Poor reading comprehension  oral language 
weaknesses

• Reading is major determiner of vocabulary growth
• Poor comprehenders read less leading to deficits in 

comprehension and vocabulary becoming compounded 
over time

• Written language is harder and so places additional 
challenges

What’s cause and what’s effect?
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Time 1
Beginning
Reception

Time 2
End

Reception

Time 4
Mid-End
Year 2

Time 3
Mid-End
Year 1

Approximately 250 children at each time point drawn from 17 
Primary Schools in Oxfordshire

Time 5
Mid-End
Year 3

Combination of 
standardised tests, 

experiments, teacher ratings, 
parent report and school 
achievement at each time 

point
Nation, et al., 2010

Just one question, for today!

If oral language weaknesses  poor 
reading comprehension…

… then language weaknesses should be 
evident early in development, before 

reading comprehension fails

Group Selection: NARA (8.0 years)
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NARA reading accuracy over time

No evidence of slow start 
to word reading

NARA reading comprehension over time
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• Children who go on to become poor 
comprehenders:

• Are good word readers from the outset
• (have appropriate phonological skills from the outset)
• Start school with lower levels of oral language
• Language deficits not a consequence of poor reading 

(though reciprocal links to be expected)

• Differences in oral language are fairly modest but 
nevertheless consistent across time and across 
measures – and place children at risk of poor 
reading comprehension 

Catts, et al., 2006; Elwér et al., 2015; Nation, et al., 2010

 

‘poor comprehenders’

4. Reflections on instruction
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Reading comprehension is the goal – but this is complex 
and multi-faceted:  it’s a product not a ‘thing’

Direct teaching at the foundations and 
comprehension should follow

Causal theories are critical to 
educational practice

theory

practice

Research on how children learn and 
the nature of their difficulties is 
critical. To translate, we need:

• A strong theoretical foundation 
specified in cognitive mechanisms

• Rigorous evidence of effectiveness 
(e.g., RCTs)

• Effective partnership and 
collaboration: a virtuous circle

theory

practice

Reading comprehension is 
compromised by low oral 

language

improve oral 
language and reading 

should improveassessment
intervention

professional training

policy

for example….
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Clarke, Truelove, Hulme & Snowling (2013)
Clarke, Snowling, Truelove & Hulme (2010) 

• Large study of poor comprehenders aged 8-9 
years

• Intensive, 20-week programme delivered by 
trained TAs, 3x30 mins per week (individual 
and group work)

• Oral language vs. text comprehension vs. 
combined vs. control

• RCT showed all three groups improved in 
reading comprehension at post-test

11 months later, children in the oral language group 
showed sustained growth; gains mediated by growth in 

vocabulary

for more information and links to papers and resources: 

readoxford.org/language-the-elephant-in-the-reading-room

Selected children with low oral 
language at school-entry

Oral language intervention 
improved language and
transferred to reading 

comprehension differences 6 
months later

Fricke, Bowyer-Crane, Haley, 
Hulme & Snowling, (2013)

 

‘poor comprehenders’
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‘classic dyslexia’

Reading comprehension and 
dyslexia
• Relatively little research focussing on reading 

comprehension 

• Low-average as a group, but large range from poor to 
good

• Tendency to consider poor reading comprehension as a 
downstream consequence of poor word reading

• Yet, approximately 50% of children with dyslexia have 
poor oral language

For discussion, Nation, 2019

Family-risk studies
• Recruit babies and young children, over-sampling  

from at-risk populations

• Reveals profile of strengths and weaknesses before 
reading develops (or fails to develop)

• Low oral language is common and evident before
the onset of literacy

• Reading comprehension not just (or not always) a 
downstream consequence of poor decoding
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Dyslexia/DLD

www.radld.org

www.seehearspeakpodcast.com

DLD: children who have difficulty acquiring their 
own language for no obvious reason

On average, 2 children in every class of 30 will 
experience DLD severe enough to hinder 

academic progress

spoken language
“book language”explicit instruction 

and practice in 
how the writing 
system works

systematic phonics
[decodable books]
morphology links

language-rich environment

explicit 
instruction in 

vocab & grammar 
in context 

Active engagement 
with content-rich 

stories & texts

and reading! and reading!
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educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/school-themes/literacy/

Take Home Messages I

• Reading comprehension is complex and multi-
faceted

• Poor word reading is a major block to reading 
comprehension but some children read well yet 
understand poorly

• Poor oral language likely to underpin range of 
differences on experimental tasks (vocabulary, 
memory, integration, inference…)
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Take Home Messages II

• Good evidence that improving oral language is 
associated with gains in reading comprehension

• Low oral language at school entry is a major risk 
factor

• intervention at/just before school entry produces 
positive effects

• Oral language important to consider in ‘classic’ 
dyslexia too, and DLD

• Implications for assessment and intervention: 
who, what and when

Available free to download from the journal:
Psychological Science in the Public Interest

www.readoxford.org

@ReadOxford

Further Information

www.seehearspeakpodcast.com
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