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Abstract 

The aim of this study was to investigate if the teaching of vocabulary could lead to 

increased confidence and achievement in reading for disadvantaged Y6 children. 

The literature highlighted the importance of teaching vocabulary from an early age in 

order to have the greatest impact and to ensure that children are taught a range of 

strategies that they can then apply independently to work out unknown words. 

Following the literature review, I was interested to investigate how far daily teaching 

of vocabulary closes the vocabulary gap between disadvantaged and non-

disadvantaged children. In addition, I also wanted to find out if explicitly teaching 

vocabulary impacted on children’s reading comprehension skills and confidence.  

In March 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic led to the shut down of schools across the 

country which meant I was unable to carry out my planned intervention. I had already 

collected some data from questionnaires, vocabulary and reading tasks along with 

reading. From this data, I found that some of the more accomplished disadvantaged 

readers still lacked confidence in their own ability.  In addition, the data found that 

some of the children with poor vocabulary knowledge passed the reading test 

whereas others who had a wide vocabulary knowledge scored poorly. This suggests 

that whilst vocabulary knowledge is important; there are also other factors which 

contribute to being a successful reader. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

1.1 Background and rationale 

As a passionate reader, I have always tried to encourage and develop reading for 

pleasure in my classroom. In 2019, I investigated reasons for underachievement in 

reading and found that early parental influences, a lack of confidence and a poor 

understanding of vocabulary all had a significant impact (Brownfoot, 2019). One child 

commented that he could not understand what the words in the story meant so he 

avoided reading altogether (Brownfoot, 2019). Therefore, I have extended this 

research (Brownfoot, 2019) by looking at possible solutions.  

During my teaching career, I have regularly encountered children who are 

disengaged with reading and often these come from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Many of these children also appear to have a limited spoken and written vocabulary, 

which is often due to poor access and exposure to books (National Literacy Trust, 

2012). Therefore, I was keen to research whether there is a ‘vocabulary gap’ in 

primary school and if so which children are affected by this. Additionally, I had 

planned to investigate whether there was a link between using a vocabulary 

intervention and an increase in reading confidence and achievements of older Key 

Stage 2 (KS2) children.  

  

1.2 Context of the school 

The research was undertaken in a Church of England Primary School in the Midlands, 

England. The school is located in an ex-coal mining village and has 334 pupils on roll 

from Foundation Stage 2 (FS2) to Year 6 (Y6). Of these, a large number of pupils are 
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from a working class background. Currently, 26% of children are eligible for pupil 

premium (PP) funding, 13% have special educational needs (SEND) and less than 2% 

have English as an additional language (EAL) (SEF School X 2020).  

During the last Ofsted Inspection, (before the school converted to an academy), the 

school was rated as ‘good’ (School X Ofsted Report, 2014). Since then, achievement 

across all year groups has improved, especially in KS2 (SEF School X 2020). Under 

the English primary school testing system, the Department for Education (2019a) 

explained that ‘to reach the expected standard, (in the end of Y6 SATs test) a pupil 

must achieve a scaled score of 100 or more and to reach the higher standard (greater 

depth), a pupil must achieve a scaled score of 110 or more’. The scaled score is 

calculated from the raw score and the pass mark fluctuates each year depending upon 

the performance of children nationally (Department for Education, 2019a).  

At the school, 2019’s Y6 SATs results were very strong in maths (90% of Y6 achieved 

expected standard or above) but they were much lower in reading (61%) and writing 

(79%). Generally, the disadvantaged children performed much more poorly than the 

rest and the significant difference between reading results can be seen in Table 1.1. 

The table also shows that, with the exception of Y2 and Y4, non-disadvantaged 

children significantly outperform disadvantaged children across school. 
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Table 1.1: Reading Progress July 2019 

Year 

Group 

All children PP Children 

Expected or 

above 

Greater 

Depth 

Expected or 

above 

Greater Depth 

Y1 68% 14% 50% 6% 

Y2 73% 20% 88% 13% 

Y3 64% 18% 27% 7% 

Y4 52% 2% 63% 0% 

Y5 45% 5% 33% 0% 

Y6 61% 29% 33% 19% 

 

It has been recognised that Literacy is a weakness across the school (School X SEF, 

2019). In addition to this, Ofsted (2019) have recently highlighted the importance of 

early reading in order to ensure children have the best chance of succeeding in school 

and therefore, reading is a key focus and priority (School X SEF, 2019). When 

analysing reading performance, the children’s limited vocabulary has been highlighted 

as a major issue across school and Senior Leaders believe it is a factor in the lower 

results in reading. Consequently, the teaching of vocabulary has been a priority area 

to help to improve reading confidence and achievement across all year groups. 
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1.3 Disadvantaged Children   

In the school, 26% of pupils are in the disadvantaged category, which is broadly in line 

with national (27%) figures (DfE, 2020). The definition I will be using when describing 

a disadvantaged child, is: ‘those who were registered as eligible for free school meals 

at any point in the last six years, children looked after by a local authority or who have 

left authority care in England and Wales through adoption, a special guardianship 

order, a residence order or child arrangements order’ (DfE, 2019b).  

 

1.4 Reading in school 

In order to become secure, confident readers, it is important that children are given 

the best opportunities to succeed (Clark, Woodley and Lewis, 2011). However, many 

children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, begin school below the 

expected standard compared to their richer socio-economic peers (Hansen and Joshi, 

2007). The school has recognised this and therefore interventions have been put in 

place to help narrow the gap. This is essential to ensure children improve and become 

good readers as they move through school in order to give them the greatest chance 

of success in secondary school and beyond (Lawton and Warren, 2015). All children 

(with the exception of SEND children) should be able to pass the KS2 SATs reading 

test by the time they leave primary school as without this essential skill, they may 

struggle to find employment and develop mental health issues in the longer term 

(Quigley, 2018:23). 
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1.5 Teaching vocabulary in school 

When reading about the teaching of vocabulary, I found reference to the three tiers of 

vocabulary which is a method of putting words into categories (Beck, McKeown and 

Omanson, 1987:147). Tier one includes everyday words and tier three focuses on 

more technical, academic vocabulary (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2003:9) but for this 

research, I focused on using tier two words from this system. In addition, I used the 

golden triangle of teaching vocabulary which is looking at the process of recognition, 

pronunciation and definition of individual words. (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:5). 

For my intervention, I planned for the children to complete a range of tasks and 

activities, to implicitly and explicitly teach them tier two vocabulary (Jennings, 2019:7).  

Throughout the year, the staff had training from myself and the Deputy Head on 

using vocabulary in the classroom. As reading is such a significant issue in the 

school, I was interested to see if the intervention enabled Y6 children to improve 

their reading confidence and achievement. In the longer term, it will be interesting to 

see if it improves reading confidence and ability across school. 

 

1.6 Questions and issues to investigate in the literature review 

During my reading, I aim to investigate the following areas: 

 How great is the vocabulary gap between disadvantaged and non-

disadvantaged children? 

 How far does learning vocabulary help children with reading confidence and 

achievement? 

 What type of vocabulary instruction is effective when teaching vocabulary? 
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 

2.1 Reading and disadvantaged children  

Historically, there has always been an attainment gap when comparing the academic 

performance of children from poorer and more prosperous backgrounds (Quigley, 

2018:3). In all of the schools that I have worked in, this has been a constant problem 

and staff are always working hard to try to narrow this gap. Before the Fisher Act of 

1918 (which brought in compulsory education for all 5-14 years olds), many children 

from working class backgrounds were sent out to work rather than attending school 

(Akenson, 1971). These families had to prioritise income rather than education as 

many were living in poverty. The Education Act of 1944 strengthened the Fisher Act 

further by insisting young people stayed in education until they were 15 years old 

(UK Parliament, 1944). Before The Education Act, 80% of students left school at 14 

years old because many of these students were from poorer backgrounds so they 

were required to go out to work to support the rest of the family (Barker, 1947). 

Consequently, some left school with a lower level of education so they were only 

able to get low skilled jobs and had poor literacy skills (Akenson, 1971). This meant 

that when they had children, some parents would have struggled to support their 

child’s education and this allowed the poverty cycle to continue. 

Currently, all young people have to stay in education until they are 18 years old 

(House of Commons Education Committee, 2014). Despite this, along with 

interventions and pupil premium funding, children from middle and upper class 

backgrounds still consistently outperform children from less wealthy backgrounds 

(DfE, 2018). Significantly, in the most deprived areas of the country, 40% of UK 

adults do not have the expected literacy skills of an 11 year old and nationally 16-24 



7 
 

year olds have the poorest literacy skills of any age group (National Literacy Forum, 

2014). This is concerning, as it suggests that the literacy education in the UK has 

worsened over recent years rather than improved, although, the UK has improved in 

the international school rankings with the country now in 14th position for reading 

compared to 22nd in 2015 (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development, 2018). However, the UK is still a long way from the high achieving 

countries such as China and Canada who have succeeded in ensuring children from 

all backgrounds are successful academically, despite the OECD (2018) suggesting 

that the socio-economic background of an individual is the strongest indicator of 

future performance. This proves that it is possible for children from even the most 

disadvantaged backgrounds to be successful and I have experienced this myself in 

schools. Furthermore, when looking at GCSE results 14% of disadvantaged 

individuals scored in the top quarter for reading performance at GCSE in 2018 

(OECD, 2018), suggesting that with the right opportunities and support individuals 

from lower socio-economic backgrounds can go on to succeed academically. 

In 2011, the British Government attempted to narrow the gap between 

disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged 1tudents by introducing Pupil Premium 

funding (Quigley, 2008:3). This is extra funding, which the Government has 

allocated, to support children who are considered ‘disadvantaged’ and therefore 

schools should use this to provide extra support to help reduce the academic gap 

between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged children (Hutchinson, Dunford and 

Treadaway, 2016). For the academic year of 2019-2020, the funding will cost the 

government £2.41 billion but despite the huge cost, there are still gaps between the 

two groups of children as shown in Figure 2.1 (DfE, 2019b) casting doubt on how far 

the Pupil Premium funding has been successful or value for money. In other 
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respects, without this funding, the gap could be even larger than it currently is and 

consequently the gap may have increased further without this support rather than 

slightly decreasing. Notably, recent results from the OECD (2018) confirm that the 

overall UK literacy skills of disadvantaged children in UK schools are improving so 

the extra money, which is providing opportunities for interventions and support for 

disadvantaged children, could be having a positive impact on mitigating the 

disadvantaged gap. Alongside this, Ofsted are now holding schools to greater 

account if their disadvantaged children are not performing as expected and they are 

putting more pressure on schools to ensure disadvantaged children succeed 

(Ofsted, 2015). In the area where I work, this has led to a number of schools not 

receiving the inspection outcome they previously would have expected so there is 

now an increased focus on making sure disadvantaged children are achieving their 

full potential. Consequently, this will hopefully be beneficial in reducing the 

‘disadvantaged gap’. 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Disadvantaged attainment gap index (DfE, 2019a:1) 

LouiseG
Text Box




The figure originally presented here cannot be made freely available via ORA because of copyright.  The figure was sourced at Department For Education (2019) National Curriculum Assessments at Key Stage 2 in England.
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Despite Ofsted’s renewed focus on disadvantaged children’s achievement and the 

OCED recognising that disadvantaged children’s literacy skills are improving; the 

gap between the two groups is not narrowing as it should be (see Figure 2.2). This 

shows that because the disadvantaged children are improving at almost the same 

rate as the non-disadvantaged children (DfE, 2019a) the reading gap between the 

two groups is still substantial (DfE, 2019a) which means that the disadvantaged 

group are still not on equal terms of attainment and changes are needed in order to 

narrow this gap without impacting on the progress of the children who are not 

disadvantaged.  

 

Figure 2.2: Percentage reaching expected standard in reading, writing and 

maths over the last four years (DfE, 2019a:10) 

 

The Department for Education (2019a) found that when children leave primary 

school, one fifth of all children and one third of disadvantaged children do not pass 

the Y6 reading test. This can create long-term issues into later life as they are 

already behind their expected year group expectations before they begin secondary 

school. It then becomes even more difficult to catch up and as they become older the 

gap only gets wider (Lawton and Warren, 2015). My own previous teaching 

experience has shown that if children reach secondary school unable to read well, 

they are not able to access tasks, can often misbehave and miss out on lessons that 

LouiseG
Text Box



The figure originally presented here cannot be made freely available via ORA because of copyright.  The figure was sourced at Department For Education (2019) National Curriculum Assessments at Key Stage 2 in England.
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they may have otherwise enjoyed such as technology and humanities as they have 

to have extra English lessons to ‘catch up’. Consequently, this can lead to bullying, 

lack of motivation and self-belief, which only continues the downward spiral. It is 

therefore important that interventions are put in place from an early age to begin to 

address the attainment gap between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged 

children. 

 

2.2 Vocabulary Gap 

Many writers (e.g. Hart and Risley, 1995; Nation, 2001; Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 

2013; Fernard, Marchman and Weisleder, 2013; Biemiller, 2015) believe that 

vocabulary is the most significant barrier to progress with Nation (2001:20) claiming 

that, “To read with minimum disturbance from unknown vocabulary, language users 

probably need a vocabulary of 15,000-20,000 words”. Clearly, this is an issue when 

it comes to teaching disadvantaged children to read because research has shown 

that at three years old, a child from a poorer socio-economic background will know 

only 300 to 600 words compared to a child from a more well off background who will 

know approximately 1200 words (Hart and Risley, 1995). Significantly, Fernald, 

Marchman and Weisleder (2013) suggest that the gap in vocabulary between 

different socio-economic groups can be found in children as young as 18 months old 

which suggests the gap begins from a much younger age than previously thought 

meaning that it is essential that early interventions take place to narrow the gap. 

In the classroom, I have seen that the vocabulary gap only increases as children 

become older because they become further and further behind as the reading texts 

and vocabulary become more difficult. This is supported by Lawton and Warren 
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(2015) who found that as children become older, if no work is done to address the 

vocabulary gap then the gap widens ever further so early interventions are essential. 

Crucially, by the time they reach secondary school, children need to know about 

50,000 words in order to be successful in school and later life (Graves, 2009). This is 

a big challenge for many children who know very little vocabulary by the time they 

start school. Hansen and Joshi (2007) found that when children start primary school, 

those from less affluent backgrounds are over a year behind in vocabulary 

knowledge compared to those from more well off backgrounds and research has 

shown that these children tend to fall even further behind (Feinstein, 2003). This is 

not the case for every disadvantaged child as as many children from poorer socio-

economic backgrounds actually start at school the expected level. 

Writers have found that there are a number of reasons for the lower levels of 

vocabulary found in homes from poor socio-economic backgrounds. Firstly, Uttal 

(1999) discovered that many children from poorer backgrounds are kept at home 

until school age, which limits their opportunities to socialise, increase their 

vocabulary and experience quality teaching in nursery at a crucial age. Significantly, 

Uttal’s research was based in America, which slightly differs to the UK due to 

different attitudes, religions, family situations and a lack of funding for childcare in 

America. Adding to this, many children do not begin preschool or nursery until two 

years old or older by which time Fernald, Marchman and Weisleder (2013) had 

already found a difference in their vocabulary. Another limitation, which could cause 

lower levels of vocabulary, is that there are fewer opportunities for children from poor 

socio-economic backgrounds to attend high-quality preschools and nurseries as 

deprived areas often have a lack of quality resources and can have difficultly 

recruiting good staff (OECD, 2009). Therefore, any vocabulary gap could be difficult 
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to narrow without the guidance of good quality staff and nurseries whereas children 

in richer areas have the opportunities to attend high quality nurseries so that any 

early gaps are identified. However, the quality of a preschool setting can be a 

‘subjective notion’ (Moss and Pence, 1994) as different stakeholders can have 

different opinions on what quality is (Dickinson, 2006). An example of this are 

parents who may have different views to the government on what a quality setting 

looks like (Georgeson, Campbell-Barr, Boag-Munroe, Mathers, and Parker-Rees). 

The opportunity to attend high quality early years settings is important for 

disadvantaged children to narrow the gap as Biemiller (2003) and the Department for 

Children, Schools and Families (2008) found that the main contributor to a child’s 

early vocabulary is their home environment. Hansen and Joshi (2007) believe that 

children from richer socio-economic backgrounds have a larger vocabulary because 

their parents use a greater number and variety of words when speaking to them or in 

front of them. Biemiller (2003) even found that the home environment was the 

greatest contribution to vocabulary growth in children up to the age of seven years 

old. This is a concerning finding as it suggests children from poorer socio-economic 

backgrounds could therefore struggle to catch up despite interventions and guidance 

from school. However, Uttal (1999) disagrees and argues that nursery and early 

schooling actually has the largest impact but does recognise that it is only effective if 

children are able to experience quality teaching and learning (OECD, 2009). 

Consequently, this is an issue which needs addressing in struggling early year 

settings and particularly those in deprived areas. 

When looking at reading achievement, like vocabulary growth, parental involvement 

is one of the main contributors to success (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-

Blatchford and Taggart, 2004; Quigley, 2018; NLT, 2012; and DfE, 2016). Sylva et 
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al. (2004) believe this is because young children spend the majority of their time at 

home while hearing vocabulary from their parents. Therefore, this can limit children’s 

reading ability if they do not get read to or have good oral language practices 

modelled to them (NLT, 2012). Despite this, I have often encountered enthusiastic, 

supportive parents who do not know where to start when teaching or supporting their 

children with reading. Clark, Osborne and Dudgale (2009) agreed with this and also 

found that some parents from poor socio-economic backgrounds do not have the 

skills or confidence to support children in their reading or acquisition of a range of 

vocabulary at an early age. The Early Learning Partnership Project (ELPP) was a 

short term family support programme which ran interventions to support parents in 

early reading (Evangelou, Sylva, Edwards and Smith, 2008). The research found 

that the interventions provided many benefits for parents such as increased 

confidence and ideas to educate their children as well as helping to create a better 

relationship between parent and child (Evangelou et al. 2008). However, better 

relationships and learning opportunities do not always lead to improved learning 

outcomes (Melhuish, Belsky and Leyland, 2008). 

As parental influences appear to have a significant impact on both reading and 

vocabulary knowledge, it is essential that the cycle of disadvantage is broken. 

Therefore, it is important parents are taught how to teach vocabulary and reading but 

this needs to be carefully managed. The National Literacy Forum (2014) found that 

parents need support in the home environment to develop a child’s early language 

before they begin school. Although, when considering some of the families that I 

work with, it needs to be recognised that it is not just parents from lower socio-

economic backgrounds that struggle to teach early language. Many parents 

(including those from professional backgrounds) do not have the knowledge or 
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confidence to do this so it is important that these families are not forgotten. 

Significantly, Weizman and Snow (2001) recognised that the language used by 

poorer socio-economic parents may not be as broad as richer families but it still 

provided benefit for their children along with helping them to grow their vocabulary. 

In response to this, the Government have allocated funding to local authorities to 

help support parents in the home and local community by putting in place a trial 

scheme run by the Education Endowment Fund (EEF) to support parents in building 

their child’s language, reading and vocabulary (EEF, 2018). With the correct support 

and training, parents (including those from low socio-economic backgrounds) can 

learn how to use a larger variety of vocabulary with their children and use suitable 

methods to explain a larger range of words to develop their child’s vocabulary 

(Weizman and Snow, 2001). 

When looking at vocabulary in the home environment, the widely regarded Hart and 

Risley 1990s research study instigated the ’30 million word gap’, (Hart and Risley, 

1995) which led to a number of other research projects and initiatives. They found 

that parents from more affluent backgrounds said 30 million more words to their 

children compared to parents from the poorest working backgrounds whose children 

had smaller vocabularies in comparison. Even though they noticed a difference in 

vocabulary size, they did not find any differences in the richness (the number of 

different words used) or quality of the language spoken by parents from different 

backgrounds (Hart and Risley, 1995). This study was widely discussed and used by 

other researchers but there were a number of issues with it. Firstly, there were no 

independent measures for the two variables (the language the children hear and the 

vocabulary size of the children). In addition, they only wrote down the words the child 

said during their observed time but this would not be a true measure of their 
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vocabulary size as they would not be able to share all of their vocabulary depth 

during this time. Another issue was that adults (with high academic qualifications) 

observed the families and this could cause some to speak less and others to speak 

more than was normal (Labov, 1969). Therefore, this may not have been a true 

reflection of the language and vocabulary spoken in the household during normal 

times. Consequently, the validity of the vocabulary gap is called into question, as is 

its significance.  

Over twenty years later, Gilkerson, Richards, Warren, Montgomery, Greenwood, 

Kimbrough, Hansen and Paul (2017) built on the study by Hart and Risley but 

conducted it on a much larger scale (329 families compared to just 42) and used 

modern technology so that parents were able to speak freely without being observed 

by a person in the room. The study found that there was a vocabulary gap as Hart 

and Risley (1995) suggested but they found that there was a gap of four million 

words between the richest and poorest families, which was much smaller than the 30 

million initially thought by Hart and Risley. The difference could have been due to the 

recording technology, which meant that parents did not feel the pressure of having 

someone observing them, or it could have been because the study was of a larger 

scale. In addition, Sperry, Sperry and Miller (2018) also tried to replicate the study of 

Hart and Risley with the same number of families and recording technology. They 

found that there were differences between the amount of language spoken in the 

home but it was spread fairly equally across all socioeconomic backgrounds rather 

just focused on those from poorer backgrounds. However, there were some 

significant issues with this study. Sperry, Sperry and Miller (2018) included bystander 

talk (the talk between people but not the child) and they only looked at working and 

middle class families rather than professional families. This limits the validity of study 
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as they did not look at the full range of socioeconomic backgrounds and other 

research suggests that children learn best from speech directed at them rather than 

speech which is overheard (Gilkerson et al. 2017).  

Some research suggests that vocabulary is not the most significant barrier to 

reading. O’Connor (2014) found that word recognition is the largest barrier to reading 

ability in SEND and lower ability children. However, this research only focused on 

children who were of a lower ability and at this point word recognition is the most 

important skill as without this they may struggle to develop even basic vocabulary. 

Along with this, Ofsted (2011) highlight in their Early Barriers to Reading report that 

phonics is one of the most important aspects when learning to read. Salvin, Lake, 

Davis and Madden (2011) agreed as they investigated a number of studies and 

found that the most successful early reading programs were strongly associated with 

phonics. Indeed, phonics are important during the early reading stage but this 

becomes less relevant as children become older, as if children do not have the 

vocabulary depth and knowledge they will struggle to progress as the reading texts 

become longer and more challenging (Biemiller, 2015).  

 

2.3 Tiered vocabulary 

Beck, McKeown and Omanson first introduced the concept of tiered vocabulary in 

1987. It is a method of categorising words, which helps teachers to pick out the most 

useful words to teach children, and provides suggestions for vocabulary instruction 

(Beck, McKeown and Omanson, 1987). They also created the tiered vocabulary 

triangle (see Figure 2.3) which explains the different types of vocabulary found in 

language. The majority of writers believe that the first and third vocabulary tier do not 
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need to be taught in vocabulary instruction as most people use tier one words daily 

in their oral language whilst tier three words are only used during specialist or 

academic work (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2003:9). Therefore, only tier two words 

are commonly found in primary school vocabulary instruction as they are rarely 

spoken but regularly used in the written language (Quigley, 2018:17).  

 

 

Figure 2.3: Tiered Vocabulary (Beck, McKeown and Omanson, 1987:147) 

 

Despite the tiered vocabulary triangle being in existence for over thirty years, my 

experience has shown that vocabulary is taught incorrectly in many schools in 

England as many teachers tell children to look up definitions of unknown words in a 

dictionary. However, the majority of these definitions are not child friendly which 

means children do not always understand the definitions (Jennings, 2019). Along 

with this, children do not always retain the definition, as they can be dull and 

uninspiring (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:43). In my own practice, I have done 

LouiseG
Text Box






The figure originally presented here cannot be made freely available via ORA because of copyright.  The figure was sourced at Beck, I.L., McKeown, M.G. and Omanson, RC. (1987) The effects and uses of diverse vocabulary instructional techniques, in M.G. McKeown and M.E. Curtis (ed.) The nature of vocabulary acquisition, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Assocates Inc.
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this and I agree with Beck, McKeown and Kucan that the children find this work dull 

and therefore do not retain the information. McKeown (1991:141) conducted 

research into vocabulary activities using dictionary definitions and found that only 

60% of sentences made sense when children were asked to write sentences using 

words that they had looked up in the dictionary which emphasises the importance of 

using more accessible, child friendly language and teaching strategies to improve 

their vocabulary knowledge (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:45). Doing this 

ensures that vocabulary teaching is long lasting and effective. 

When it comes to choosing which words to teach, Biemiller and Slonim (2001) 

believe that you should teach the vocabulary in the same order as children would 

normally learn it which builds on previous word learning and understanding. 

However, this does mean that the teaching would be very restrictive and 

consequently children may miss key learning opportunities along with the opportunity 

to learn words from stories and texts. In addition to this, vocabulary learning does not 

necessarily happen in a particular order or sequence (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 

2013:87). Hiebert and Kamil (2005) attempted to teach vocabulary by working 

through a frequency lists of words, which they had created for Y2-Y5 by looking at 

studies involving word frequency in writing and they found this was relatively 

successful. However, this could open up the opportunity for misconceptions if 

children came across words with multiple meanings because they would have only 

been taught one meaning at a time. Nevertheless, Stahl and Nagy (2006) agree with 

Hiebert and Kamil (2005) that teaching using frequency lists is beneficial but they 

emphasise the importance of including general vocabulary and a child’s individual 

needs in order to be the most effective. 
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Both Hiebert and Kamil (2005) and Biemiller (2015) agree that teaching common 

high frequency words, which the children will often come across in oral language, is 

a potentially time wasting exercise as they are likely to understand these words 

without teacher input but this could differ for SEND and low attainment children who 

may not be able to do this independently. Therefore, it is important that teachers 

consider carefully which words to teach to their own classes in order to have the 

most impact (Stahl and Nagy, 2006; Nation, 2001; Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 

2013:3). Often, this isforgotten in the classroom as some teachers stick to set 

schemes or lists rather than adapting for the individuals. 

When choosing the vocabulary to teach, Stahl (1999) and Quigley (2018:16) 

emphasise that the words chosen must be words that can be linked to others. 

Learning each new word opens up the opportunity to understand a larger number of 

words (Quigley, 2018:16). However, the research differs regarding how to teach 

words with multiple meanings. Some (Biemiller and Slonim, 2001; Hiebert and Kamil, 

2005; Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:49) believe that you should teach one 

meaning at a time to prevent confusion whereas others believe it is important that 

children are taught the different meanings of words at the same time as then children 

have to pay attention to contextual clues (Stahl, 1999; Nelson and Stage, 2007). In 

addition to this, Stahl (1999) found that by mapping words to other linked words it 

can help children to build their vocabulary knowledge. Furthermore, it is useful to link 

the words through a text or book, as it then gives the children a context, which helps 

with the learning of new words and meanings (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013).  

During vocabulary instruction, teachers should use the rules of the golden triangle of 

words (see Figure 2.4) which focuses on recognition, pronunciation and definition of 

individual words (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:5). As well as using these key 
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terms, it is important that children are being explicitly taught vocabulary through 

structured tasks such as games, words of the day, modelling, examples and applying 

words in sentences to allow them to access the vocabulary in a range of contexts 

(Jennings, 2019:5).  

 

 

Figure 2.4: Golden triangle of words (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:5) 

 

When teaching tiered vocabulary, explicit instruction of words is only one aspect and 

a multi-component approach should be undertaken to have the most impact (Sedita, 

2005). Using written vocabulary tasks are useful but it is also important that 

language is taught orally too. Clark, Woodley and Lewis (2011) and Beck, McKeown 

and Kucan (2013:86) found that the teaching of oral language led to an improvement 

in language skills but an even greater improvement in reading comprehension when 

compared to other strategies. In my teaching, I have noticed that many of the 

children who struggle with vocabulary and reading are not keen on writing hence oral 

activities could be more engaging and suitable for these types of children. However, 
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it is important to remember that children still need to answer questions related to a 

written text as this is what they have to do in the reading SATs test. 

2.4 Teaching vocabulary to help reading 

The National Reading Panel (2000) found that for children to be successful in 

reading they need to have phonemic awareness, phonics, comprehension, fluency 

and vocabulary. If a child is missing any of these aspects then they will struggle to be 

a confident and accomplished reader. The recent Government focus on phonics has 

meant teachers have improved the decoding skills of their children but the end of key 

stage one and two tests suggest that they still lack comprehension skills (NLF, 

2014).  

Salvin et al. (2011), Ofsted (2011) and the NLF (2014) recognise that phonics is a 

key part of the early reading process yet so is the understanding and knowledge of 

vocabulary (Biemiller, 2015). The research by Sedita (2005) found that this was 

particularly true when it came to comprehension skills as a lack of vocabulary 

knowledge makes reading comprehension very difficult because the knowledge and 

understanding of words is essential to access the texts. Admittedly, Sedita’s 

research was undertaken in a SEND context rather than a mainstream school which 

could make a difference. Perfetti and Adlof (2012:14) also found that,”.. for any 

encounter with a given test, it is the quality of the reader’s word knowledge (form as 

well as reading) for the words in that text that is crucial to comprehension”.  

Over the last thirty years, reading researchers have agreed that a child needs to 

know at least 90% of the words in a text in order to comprehend it (Hirsch, 2003). 

Nevertheless, Laufer (1989) believes that to have a good understanding you need to 

know 95% which Quigley (2018:71) agrees with if the work is teacher supported. 
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However, if working independently on more challenging texts he actually found it 

could be as much as 98%. This shows the importance of a good understanding of 

vocabulary in order to be able to progress in reading. 

When beginning to teach vocabulary in order to support reading, it is important to 

have an accurate assessment of a child’s understanding of reading and vocabulary 

as during a multi-choice test, Curtis (1981) found that children with poor vocabulary 

knowledge could only explain half of the words that they said they knew. Beck, 

McKeown and Kucan (2013:12) support this and say that teachers need to consider 

the extent of children’s’ understanding as many children will say they understand a 

word but when asked to explain it or put it into a sentence they have difficulties. 

Many times, I have experienced children saying they recognise a word but are 

unable to explain it. Curtis (1981) found that when children were tested on words 

they said they knew, 70% could give a very simple explanation of it; 50% could give 

an example and only 20% could provide a synonym of the word and a full 

explanation. Even though Curtis’s study is dated, it still reminds teachers about the 

need for using different types of measures to get an accurate assessment of 

children’s understanding of words (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:93). 

There are two main methods to teach vocabulary. These are indirect (reading, 

conversations, overheard speech and seeing words) and direct (key words, context, 

pre-teaching and repeated exposure) vocabulary instruction (Armbruster, Lehr and 

Osborn, 2003). Despite evidence supporting the importance of vocabulary in 

improving reading, Quigley (2018:12) found that the explicit teaching of vocabulary 

rarely takes place in school but much of Quigley’s research is based in secondary 

schools so this could differ in primary schools. Nevertheless, as a teacher, I have 

rarely witnessed the teaching of vocabulary in the classroom and it appears to be a 
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missed opportunity to help support all children with their reading skills. In addition, it 

would be particularly beneficial for disadvantaged children as these children have 

few examples of indirect vocabulary to build on. If schools do not teach vocabulary, 

the vocabulary gaps between different socio-economic groups will not change, as 

the children with poorer vocabulary will generally not be learning it at home (Beck, 

McKeown and Kucan, 2013:1).  

Along with disadvantaged children, the teaching of vocabulary has been found to be 

particularly successful for low ability children (Salvin et al. 2011) and the explicit 

teaching of vocabulary can be three times more beneficial for these particular 

children (Elleman, Lindo, Morphy and Compton, 2009). This could suggest that the 

teaching of vocabulary is not that useful for children who are middle or higher 

attaining or it could be that the low ability children have such a big vocabulary gap 

that they make lots of progress very quickly. Alternatively, it could be that the studies 

of Elleman et al. (2009) and Salvin et al. (2011) are not challenging the higher ability 

children enough. Nelson and Stage (2007) also support this and during their 

research found that children who began with a lower vocabulary range showed the 

greatest improvements whilst those who already had a wide vocabulary made fewer 

improvements. Significantly, this was only a short-term intervention so it may have 

been too early to see the full impact on the higher attaining children. Nelson and 

Stage (2007) also found that the Y4 children benefitted more than the Y6 children. 

Again, this was part of a short-term intervention but the difference could have been 

due to the increased vocabulary gap in Y6 that only becomes more difficult to correct 

as children become older (Chall and Jacobs, 2003). Despite this, Nelson and Stage 

(2007) reported that after the intervention, all the children (including the higher 

ability) showed improvement in their reading comprehension skills which they argue 
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showed that their intervention was a success and is still beneficial to older children 

and those working at a higher level. 

The research suggests that vocabulary teaching is particularly useful for lower 

attainment children but writers found that it is beneficial for all children whatever their 

ability or background (Nelson and Stage, 2007; Salvin et al. 2011). Nagy and 

Anderson (1984) believe that opportunities during story time should be used to 

discuss language whenever possible. This is something I regularly do as it also 

affords opportunities to extend the higher ability children. Also, this is particularly 

useful as it allows the lower ability children to access and be exposed to more 

difficult vocabulary in a supportive, group environment (EEF, 2017). It is important 

that lower ability children are exposed to difficult vocabulary as in some classes they 

are regularly placed into interventions with teaching assistants and miss whole class 

learning opportunities. However, it is important that children still get time to enjoy the 

story and it does not become disjointed by interruptions to discuss vocabulary. In 

addition to this, the middle and higher ability must not be forgotten, as they should 

continue to be challenged. Beck, McKeown and Kucan (2013:55) emphasise that it is 

important to extend the high ability children by using a range of tier two words and 

allowing them the opportunity to investigate their word consciousness, explain why 

certain words are used by the author and the impact it has on the reader. 

When it comes to teaching vocabulary, for children to meet age related expectations, 

they should be learning 2000-3000 new words each year (Beck, McKeown and 

Kucan, 2002:43). Therefore, it is important that from a young age, children are 

exposed to language-rich environments throughout their school years so that they 

hear and learn about as many words as possible, (NLF, 2014) as the KS2 SATs 

reading tests are a challenge for many children due to their technical, academic 
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language, which is unfamiliar to many children (Chall and Jacobs, 2003). Duke and 

Moses (2003) point out that you cannot teach children all of the vocabulary that they 

need to know by explicit vocabulary teaching alone and therefore the most effective 

method of developing vocabulary is by using a range of strategies, as Graves (2009) 

says, ‘one size does not fit all’. The National Reading Panel (2000) agree and 

believe that there is no ideal method for teaching vocabulary and that both direct and 

indirect methods can be used successfully. The research highlights the importance 

of using a range of strategies in order to produce the most effective and enjoyable 

vocabulary instruction. Beck, McKeown and Kucan (2013:3) found that for 

vocabulary teaching to be seen as a ‘success’ it needs to have a positive impact on 

reading comprehension skills and building children’s vocabulary (Beck, McKeown 

and Kucan (2013:3). This should then lead to improved reading confidence and 

achievement, which may help narrow the gap between disadvantaged and non-

disadvantaged children. 

Writers (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2002:43) have found that direct vocabulary 

instruction is an effective vocabulary teaching method because it was a way of 

children learning and remembering new words. Armbruster, Lehr and Osborn (2003) 

support this as they found that using direct vocabulary instruction led to an 

improvement in both a child’s knowledge of vocabulary and their reading 

comprehension skills. However, their research recognised the importance of using a 

range of methods, as it is essential to adapt the teaching to the children you are 

working with. Alternatively, the research by Beck, McKeown and Kucan (2013:47) 

found that vocabulary teaching was successful when teachers simply explained the 

meanings of words and children then completed fun activities about the word and 

definition though this may not be a suitable method for all children, which is 
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something the study did not recognise, as those children who are lower ability or 

SEND could struggle with this activity while other activities may be more beneficial.  

Nash and Snowling (2006) agreed partly with Beck, McKeown and Kucan that the 

use of definitions were important but they found that other activities and strategies 

need to be used to create improvements in vocabulary with this being especially 

important for children who were far behind where they should be. In contrast, Stahl 

and Fairbanks (1986) found that vocabulary interventions, which just used definition 

examples, showed no improvements in a child’s reading comprehension skills but 

this study was run over a very short time frame (three months) so there were 

limitations regarding its reliability.  

Adding to this, many writers (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:4; Nash and 

Snowling, 2006; Armbruster, Leher and Osborn, 2003) believe it is important that 

vocabulary is taught in context as this helps children to create links and remember 

words. Nash and Snowling (2006) completed two vocabulary interventions, which 

were both definition based, but only one group was taught with a context. Three 

months into the intervention, they found that the group which was taught in context 

showed a greater knowledge and understanding of vocabulary compared to the 

group who were not. In addition, the context group demonstrated that they had 

improved their reading comprehension skills and showed that they could apply their 

newly learnt strategies to unknown vocabulary independently, which the other group 

struggled to do (Nash and Snowling, 2006). By teaching words in context with 

examples, the words are more likely to be remembered and this is particularly 

important with words that have more than one meaning (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 

2002:86). Despite this, McKeown (1985) points out that this can still be a difficult task 
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for children with a poor understanding of vocabulary as they often struggle to work 

out the meanings of words even in context.  

Teachers need to remember that stories rather than definitions can be used to teach 

words in context as Biemiller and Boote (2006) completed a story based vocabulary 

intervention with two groups of children and after one week looked at the 

understanding of word meanings in the stories. The first group was read the same 

book three times and had no vocabulary instruction. After the week, they found there 

was only a 12% average increase in the understanding of word meanings. However 

with the second group, they read the same book four times but alongside this ran 

five days of vocabulary instruction lessons, which were related to the vocabulary in 

the book, and they found a 41% increase in word meaning understanding. This 

method is time consuming so it limits the number of books and vocabulary children 

are exposed to but Biemiller and Boote (2006) believed they could teach four 

hundred words each year using this method. In addition, after five days of lessons 

and reading the book a number of times, a lot of recap may have taken place so it 

would have been interesting to know what percentage of word meaning had been 

retained a month later.  

Many of the interventions and activities, which have been discussed, have limitations 

as there is no perfect method to teach vocabulary and it is important a range of 

strategies are used. The MCVIP Project (Manyak, Blachowicz, Graves, Arner, Bates, 

Cieply, Davis, Peterson and Olejnik, 2014) was created following the findings that 

multiple methods or strategies are needed to effectively teach vocabulary. They 

created four key principles for effective vocabulary instruction, which included 

language experience, teaching individual words, strategies to learn new vocabulary 

and creating word consciousness. This project ran over a three-year period and 
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showed promising results with the children making significant progress in vocabulary 

depth and reading comprehension skills (Manyak et al. 2014), which suggests they 

could be useful principles to follow when teaching vocabulary. 

The opportunity to have language experience was recognised as an important 

principle in the MCVIP Project (Manyak et al. 2014). When speaking, most people 

use the same two thousand words in their oral language which are mostly made up 

of tier one words (O’Keeffe, Carter and McCarthy, 2007). Therefore, teachers need 

to ensure they use a range of vocabulary when speaking to individuals and groups of 

children to expand the range of depth of children’s language (Quigley, 2008:17), as 

Clarke, Snowling, Truelove and Hulme (2010) found that a lack of oral language is a 

major barrier to a child’s reading comprehension skills. Consequently, the EEF 

(2019) carried out a study into oral language interventions, which showed some 

promising results with improved reading comprehension skills. Along with this, there 

is some evidence that the oral language interventions involving problem solving lead 

to some disadvantaged children making up to six months reading progress whereas 

interventions focusing on meaning were not as successful but still showed some 

improvement (EEF, 2019). This suggests that the more interactive activities led to an 

increase in progress and this was particularly the case for disadvantaged children. 

As it is not possible to teach children all of the words they need to know by direct 

vocabulary instruction, it is important that children read widely to improve their 

vocabulary depth and knowledge (Nagy and Anderson, 1984). Beck, McKeown and 

Kucan (2013:9) suggest that children should be encouraged to read challenging 

texts, which include tier two vocabulary, to expose them to a large range of 

vocabulary. However, Sedita (2005) disagrees and believes that when working with 

children with a lower level of vocabulary, it is important to slowly introduce them to 
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difficult texts so that they are challenged and expand their vocabulary without 

damaging their confidence. Chall and Jacobs (2003) agree and found that 

challenging texts could be an issue for lower attaining children as if children have 

limited vocabulary; they avoid reading more tricky texts. This is something that I have 

experienced in the classroom, where children who are the poorer readers, stick to 

the easier texts and avoid reading altogether if possible. This is often because they 

do not want to fail. Furthermore, if they do read enough, these children do not have 

enough context or background knowledge in order to work out the meanings of a 

large number of unfamiliar words (McKeown, 1985:140). This could be a particular 

issue for those children who are dyslexic, as these children need to be taught 

vocabulary to help their reading confidence (Biemiller, 2015). Without intervention, 

as the lower ability and dyslexic children become older, the gap widens even further 

with the so-called ‘Matthew effect’ where the richer get even richer and the poorer 

get even poorer (Stanovich, 1986).  

When learning vocabulary through reading alone, the word needs to be read a 

number of times in different contexts in order to become known words (Beck, 

McKeown and Kucan, 2013:56). A study by Swanborn and De Glopper (1999) found 

that when reading, if a child met one hundred unknown words only 5-15% of these 

words would be learnt through reading alone. This is quite a large variation in 

percentage because the number of words a child would learn from reading depends 

upon the age, reading ability and previous vocabulary knowledge of the child 

(Swanborn and De Glopper, 1999). Another issue with learning words through a 

reading strategy is that the learning of new words only takes place when children 

actually read enough to come across unknown words multiple times and have 

enough context from previous reading to apply this to word learning (Beck, McKeown 
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and Kucan, 2013:56). Biemiller (2015) found that this is another reason why this 

method normally only works for more accomplished readers as they read more 

challenging texts and they have the context knowledge that is required to work out 

word meaning. Despite this, Biemiller still supports the use of this method in the 

classroom although he found that only children who are competent readers by the 

end of KS1 would be able to learn new vocabulary from reading books as they 

progress onto KS2. Consequently, this will not be a suitable strategy for those who 

have already fallen behind year group expectations. 

When working with a whole, mixed ability class, the most successful way of teaching 

vocabulary is using a range of strategies (Snow, Lawrence and White, 2009; Lesaux, 

Kieffer, Faller and Kelley, 2010; EEF, 2017). The EEF Project (2017) found that 

repeated exposure of challenging words for all children (including the lower ability), 

the use of words in context and pre-teaching activities were all beneficial as a whole 

class activity. Along with this, the repeated exposure of vocabulary so that the words 

become part of a child’s active vocabulary (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:86), 

different activities (reading, writing, hearing and saying a word) as well as focused 

work on a small number of words a week (Snow, Lawrence and White, 2009) were 

all found to be useful activities as a class. However, it is important to adapt strategies 

and personalise interventions when working with smaller groups of children because 

they need to be specifically targeted at these children to have the most impact 

(Snow, Lawrence and White, 2009). 
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2.5 Reading achievement and confidence 

The research by Clark, Woodley and Lewis (2011) found that there is a significant 

relationship between reading frequency, enjoyment and attainment. This is not 

surprising, as if children do not enjoy reading they are unlikely to read regularly, 

which in turn means that their reading attainment drops and they can begin to lose 

interest in reading because they find it difficult, which then becomes a downward 

spiral.  

The PIRLS International Reading Report (2006) by Mullis, Martin, Kennedy and Foy 

(2006) highlighted that children’s attitudes to reading in the UK were very poor (only 

42% of students were very confident with reading and only 40% were very engaged 

in reading lessons). Worryingly, children’s confidence and enjoyment in reading had 

actually declined compared to the results from the earlier PIRLS report in 2001 

(Mullis, Martin, Gonzalez and Kennedy, 2001). Following this report, Sainsbury and 

Clarkson (2008) shared their research into children’s attitudes to reading over time. 

In contrast to the PIRLS survey, they found that attitudes and confidence had 

actually improved since they began their research in 2003. However, there were 

differences in the two pieces of research which may explain the variation such as a 

slight difference in age groups (PIRLS worked with Y5 and Sainsbury and Clarkson 

Y4 and Y6), different methods of sampling and the research ran over different years 

(PIRLS ran from 2001-2006) with the latter being more recent (2003-2007). Perhaps, 

Sainsbury and Clarkson were accurate with their research or it could have been a 

cohort blip as according to more recent PIRLS research, the attitudes and 

confidence in reading has improved significantly (53% of students are now very 

confident readers and 57% are very engaged with reading lessons). This is 

encouraging data, which shows that both attitudes and confidence can be improved.  
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Despite the recent improvements in reading attitudes and confidence, Fletcher-

Campbell, Soler and Reid (2009) found that if children had early reading difficulties, it 

had a negative impact on their self-esteem and future reading success. This means 

that children who find reading difficult, are more likely to give up on reading, not 

progress, become even further behind and this is something I have experienced in 

the classroom. It is a difficult balance as for children to become more competent 

readers they need to read more challenging texts to expose them to more language 

as they move through school (Quigley, 2018:17). This is particularly important for the 

higher ability children who need to be challenged but they are normally the more 

confident individuals as Mercer, Wegerif and Dawes (1999) point out that children 

who experience success are more likely to be confident readers. 

Guthrie and Knowles (2001) and Sainsbury and Schagen (2004) found that 

children’s attitudes to reading have an impact on their future success in tests and 

reading ability. If children do not enjoy reading, it can be very difficult to get them to 

engage with a text and without practice; they will not become more accomplished 

readers (Guthrie and Knowles, 2001). Alongside this, if they do not enjoy reading 

they are likely to pick easier books, which they can finish more quickly (Sainsbury 

and Schagen, 2004). Figure 2.5 shows that having access to texts which children 

enjoy and the confidence to read are two of the most important factors when 

encouraging children to read (NLT, 2012). It also shows how attitudes have 

improved over time but boys still appear to have more negative attitudes to reading 

than girls (NLT, 2012). It is very important teachers ensure children have access to a 

wide variety of suitable texts and that they can read in both an encouraging and 

supportive environment. In my current setting, the use of reading corners and action 
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books such as the Stormbreaker and Percy Jackson series have been very popular 

with the older boys in school.  

 

 

Figure 2.5: Attitudes towards reading by gender (NLS, 2012:3) 

 

Quigley (2018:17) claims to have found a link between the understanding and 

knowledge of vocabulary, and reading achievement, as he found that weaker 

readers often have significant gaps in vocabulary. Consequently, this could have a 

negative impact on their confidence because they may struggle to read for pleasure 

due to their vocabulary limitations (Fletcher-Campbell, Soler and Reid, 2009). Other 

factors such as phonic knowledge can have an impact; the DfE (2016) found that the 

Y1 phonics screening test is the strongest predictor of future reading ability at KS2 

and beyond. Duff, Mengoni, Bailey and Snowling (2015) agree and found that the 

children who demonstrate a confidence in phonics usually go on to be accomplished 

readers. It is also supported by the DFE (2018) who found that 88% of children who 
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passed the phonics test were at the expected standard at KS2 in 2018. However, for 

those that did not pass only 30% reached the expected standard in the reading test. 

Significantly some of the children, who do not pass the phonics test, are children that 

have very specific learning difficulties and despite intervention they will not be able to 

pass or access the reading test at the end of KS2 (O’Connor, 2014). However, it 

could be argued that the children who learn phonics easily are the naturally brighter 

children, with a wider knowledge of the world around them and these are normally 

the children with larger vocabularies and better reading skills. 

In 2019, despite the 2018-2019Y6 cohort having the highest phonic scores when 

they were in KS1 (compared to previous years), the reading attainment actually 

declined as shown in Figure 2.6 (DfE, 2019a). Consequently, this brings into 

question whether phonics is a reliable indicator of future reading ability as initially 

thought. However, it is important to remember that other factors could have 

contributed towards this such as the changes in assessment and the phonics test 

(Fisher Family Trust, 2019).  

 

Figure 2.6: Attainment in phonics and KS2 reading (FFT, 2019:1) 
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2.6 Summary 

Most writers agree that the vocabulary gap exists from a very young age between 

children from different socio-economic backgrounds (HoCEC, 2014). This is thought 

to be due to the depth, range and quantity of vocabulary taught by a child’s parents 

through talk at home before they begin school. (Gilkerson et al. 2017). However, the 

richness and quality of the talk does not seem to vary according to the child’s socio-

economic background (Hart and Risley, 1995). Therefore, early intervention 

strategies need to be put in place to support parents to develop the amount of talk 

and vocabulary taught at home and this needs to have a particular focus on those 

children from poorer socio-economic areas (Weizman and Snow, 2001). Otherwise, 

these children are unlikely to fulfil their reading potential and may never catch up 

with their economically better off peers (NLF, 2014). 

The teaching of tier two vocabulary is an important strategy to support children in 

their reading development and it has been found to be particularly beneficial for 

lower ability children (Nelson and Stage, 2007; Elleman et al. 2011; Salvin et al. 

2011). If a child has a good grasp of vocabulary, this can help build confidence, 

achievement and the all-important, reading for pleasure (Clark, Woodley and Lewis, 

2011). In addition to this, if children are successful they are more likely to want to 

continue reading and this, along with the use of oral language in the classroom will 

develop a child’s vocabulary further (Quigley, 2018:17). However, it is important to 

recognise that this is just part of a child becoming a more confident and competent 

reader and a number of other factors are significant e.g. word recognition and an 

understanding of phonics, in order for a child to be a confident and competent reader 

(National Reading Panel, 2000). 
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The NLF (2014) highlight that it is important that the interventions, which are used, 

are sustainable and long-term, as they need the time to demonstrate any success. 

Directly teaching vocabulary across the school ages from FS1 to Y6 and even 

beyond, gives the opportunity for children to build in confidence, achieve and to 

narrow the vocabulary gap (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013:3). Many writers 

(National Reading Panel, 2000; Sedita, 2005; Snow, Lawrence and White, 2009; 

Lesaux et al. 2010; EEF, 2017) have found that a range of strategies are required as 

‘one size does not fit all’. (Graves, 2009). Another important factor is to ensure that 

when teaching vocabulary, children will then be able to apply these strategies to use 

independently when they come across words which they do not know (Nelson and 

Stage, 2007). Teachers cannot teach children the meanings of every word which 

they may encounter and the independent skills enables children to have strategies to 

work out unknown vocabulary when there is no adult to help such as during tests or 

when completing tasks at home (Nelson and Stage, 2007). Alongside this, it is 

important that children have the opportunities for multiple exposure to vocabulary 

through a range of methods (both direct and indirect) including independent work 

and group reading as this will help children to develop their vocabulary knowledge 

(Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2003:45).  

Following this review, I framed these research questions:  

To what extent does the explicit teaching of vocabulary help reading comprehension 

skills? 

How far does the daily teaching of vocabulary close the vocabulary gap between 

disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged children? 
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To what extent does the teaching of vocabulary help the reading confidence of 

disadvantaged children? 
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Chapter 3 - Methodology 

3.1 Rationale and approach 

In order to investigate my research questions I planned to use activities to explicitly 

teach vocabulary in my classroom. Throughout this, I wanted to investigate how far 

the intervention would improve the confidence and achievement of Y6 reading with a 

particular focus on disadvantaged children. The literature review suggested that 

using a range of different types of vocabulary instruction (both implicit and explicit) 

along with activities led to the most significant increases in vocabulary knowledge 

and understanding in KS2 aged children (Graves, 2009). Consequently, when 

designing my intervention, I aimed to use a range of activities and different types of 

vocabulary instruction to help improve the vocabulary in my classroom. 

To conduct this research, I used a number of research methods and the process of 

triangulation (Denzin, Lincoln and Giardina, 2006), to see how far the intervention 

was a success. By following this process, I could ensure that my results were as 

valid and reliable as possible. Along with this, if I had any problems with an aspect of 

data collection I could use other sources of data to inform my results. After the 

intervention, I planned to collect another set of data to see what changes (if any) had 

occurred. 

When choosing the participants for my data collection, I decided to pick twelve 

children out of my Y6 class as I thought this was a manageable number and 

choosing children from my class, ensured that I had complete control over what they 

were being taught. For my participants, I choose a mixture of boys, girls and abilities. 

In addition to this, half of the children were disadvantaged. When choosing the 

children for the task, I used the Y6 reading data – which was taken from mock SATs 
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results- to ensure I had a mixture of abilities in my group. For the research, I 

attempted to put them into pairs by matching a disadvantaged child to another child 

of similar ability who was not disadvantaged. By doing this, I hoped to test if the 

intervention was more beneficial for disadvantaged or non-disadvantaged children as 

the pairs were beginning from similar starting points. In addition, I also choose two 

dyslexic children (one disadvantaged and one who was not) who were of similar 

ability as I thought it would be interesting to see if the vocabulary instruction was 

beneficial for them. Before the participants completed any of the tasks, I gained 

permission from both the child and a parent.  

 

3.2 Action research 

For my study, I choose to undertake qualitative research in the form of action 

research. This research is ‘a disciplined process of inquiry 

conducted by and for those taking the action. The primary reason for engaging in 

action research is to assist the “actor” in improving and/or refining his or her actions’ 

(Sagor, 2010). 

The process of action research has four phrases as shown in Figure 3.1. This 

includes identifying any initial idea or plan, the literature review, planning the 

intervention, carrying it out, evaluate its successes and failures, amending it as 

required and then carrying out the updated intervention (Lewin, 1946:202).  
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Figure 3.1: The basic cycle of action research (Lewin 1946: 202). 

 

I chose action research as it enabled me to adapt interventions to suit my children 

and it allowed me to change the intervention if there were issues with it or if it was 

not working as effectively as it could (Sagor, 2010). Along with this, it ensured that I 

continually evaluated the intervention throughout the process and checked that the 

data was reliable and valid for the research I was carrying out. However, there can 

be problems with this method, as if the project involves control groups it would not be 

possible to adapt the intervention to make sure the results were fair and reliable 

(Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011) but this was not an issue for this study. Another 

factor is that the process cannot be repeated with the same conditions and hence it 

is important that the data taken from action research is discussed in context (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2011). In that respect, the use of triangulation by using a 
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range of research methods helped to ensure the validity of the data (Denzin, Lincoln 

and Giardina, 2006).  

At the start of my research, a pilot study was carried out in my classroom for two 

weeks. At this point, staff members across school were also trying out a similar 

intervention so that they could feed back their findings and see how far it had an 

impact on their children. The pilot study enabled me to try out my vocabulary 

teaching methods and then following the action research methods I could adapt the 

intervention as required for the main six week intervention cycle with my whole class. 

 

3.3 Intervention 

The intervention, which was planned to run for six weeks, was to be taught to all of 

the thirty two children in my classroom. During the pilot process, the children were 

taught words from the Vocabulary Ninja list (Jennings, 2019), which was useful as it 

provided the words on cards (see Appendix 1.1). These cards included the word, 

class, definition, synonyms, antonyms, examples of the word being used and ideas 

for activities. The children had a vocabulary book especially for this intervention 

which they used when completing any vocabulary tasks which allowed the children 

to recap on words learnt previously and use this new, learnt vocabulary in their 

writing.  

Following the pilot process, both I and the other members of staff, with whom I was 

collaborating, realised that the word lists had some limitations. It is a useful reference 

list and using these words encourages talk around school but the list is aimed at the 

whole of KS2 rather than specifically Y5/6. Despite this, some of the children in this 

phase still found these words challenging yet the higher attaining children could often 
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quickly explain the words or already had knowledge of them. Therefore, following the 

initial trial, I planned to use the same resource card but adapted it with an extension 

activity which included more difficult words suitable for challenging the higher ability 

children because I was concerned they were finding the tasks and words too simple. 

Previously, the cards had tasks on them, which could be useful, but were also 

limiting because they were often repetitive so I planned to remove these and use my 

own activities. In addition to this, as a phase group, we all found that time was an 

issue during the pilot study so we often struggled to fit the intervention in along with 

everything else that we needed to teach. We needed to prioritise this in our 

classroom hence we timetabled the intervention to take place at 11.55am so that we 

could ensure it was taught every single day for fifteen minutes. 

During the pilot study, we found that the discussion period (when children spoke with 

a partner about their knowledge of the word before the word was explained by an 

adult) was very useful and the conversations in the classroom were language rich,  

building on previous learning. After conversations with the other teachers I was 

collaborating with, we decided to allow more time for the discussion phase to ensure 

this was not missed off due to time constraints.  

I had hoped that the intervention would lead to an improvement in children’s 

vocabulary knowledge and reading confidence and achievement through their 

increased vocabulary knowledge and understanding. 

 

3.4 Research Methods 

For this research, I used a mixed-methods approach, which included using data 

taken from a mock SATs test, a reading speed and recognition task, an independent 
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vocabulary task and interviews. Using the mixed-methods approach allowed me to 

ensure the validity and reliability of my data through triangulation (Denzin, Lincoln 

and Giardina, 2006). 

 

3.4.1 Reading data 

Each of the SATs reading tests include three different types of texts, which are 

normally either a fiction, non fiction and poem or two fiction texts and a non-fiction. 

The children read each text and then answer questions about that particular text 

before moving onto the next one. The whole question paper lasts for an hour and 

normally consists of twenty five to thirty questions which total fifty marks. 

As part of normal practice, in February, the children were tested on the 2017 SATs 

reading test paper in order to assess progress as well as to identify gaps. In addition, 

it assisted me in choosing the participants for this study by looking at their scaled 

scores. Each year, the pass score fluctuates depending on how children perform 

nationally. Therefore, the raw score (marks out of 50) is used to get the scaled score, 

which shows whether the children are below, at or above the expected standard.  

One reason I chose to use this method as part of my data collection was because it 

enabled me to pick a range of children to focus on. Furthermore, as the raw score is 

matched to the scaled score, I planned to use the 2018 reading paper after the 

intervention to accurately compare results which will then tell me whether their 

reading ability had improved. Following the intervention, I decided that I would use 

the 2018 paper rather than redoing the 2017 as it was a truer reflection of their 

reading ability because it would be the first time they had seen it. In addition, the use 

of this data was useful as it allowed me to group children into similar ability pairs to 
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enable me to compare them as the intervention went on. Additionally, as I matched a 

disadvantaged child with a non-disadvantaged of similar ability, I would be able to 

compare the results between the two and to see how far the intervention was 

beneficial for each particular group. 

In addition to the SATs reading test, I used a short text to test the children on the 

numbers of words which they could read accurately in a minute (see Appendix 1.2). 

In Y6, children should have a reading speed of ninety words per minute (Standards 

and Testing Agency, 2019). I decided to carry out this test because it gave me an 

indication of each child’s confidence, particularly when reading aloud, and it 

highlighted any word recognition errors. This is important as this could impact on a 

child’s understanding of a text because in order to understand as well as 

comprehend a text, a child needs to be able to read and understand at least 95% of 

a text (Laufer, 1989 and Quigley, 2018:71).  

 

3.4.2 Vocabulary Tasks 

After I had selected the focus children, I wanted to see what the children’s 

vocabulary knowledge and understanding was before the intervention began. I 

decided to do this because it meant I could see how many words they did not know 

or understand in the text. This meant I could compare their vocabulary knowledge in 

the vocabulary task to see whether there was a link between reading achievement 

and vocabulary knowledge.  

When completing the first task, I read the texts aloud as I wanted to know how far 

they understood or had knowledge of the word and not whether or not they could 

read it. Some children were surprised when I read words out, as they had misread 
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them during the test. Apart from this, they completed the task independently and 

they were sat away from each other so they were not tempted to copy another’s 

work or have outside influences about the number of words which they were 

highlighting. Additionally, the two dyslexic children were given the task on suitably 

coloured paper to enable them to access the work. 

Following this task, I was concerned that the children may not be totally honest or 

actually have a clear understanding of all of the vocabulary which they had not 

highlighted. Research has shown that this is not a totally reliable method of 

assessing vocabulary knowledge because children can say they know a word even if 

they do not as they often do not want to admit it (Curtis, 1981). Consequently, when 

asked to define a word or put it in to a sentence they are unable to do it. Therefore, 

after they had completed this task, I later decided to use an additional task to test 

this theory. I chose to assess children on some of the more difficult vocabulary 

across the three reading papers from the 2017 reading paper (see Appendix 1.3). 

The children were asked whether they knew the word, could give a definition, use it 

in a sentence and write a synonym and antonym for the word (see Appendix 1.4) 

which gave me a more realistic understanding of each child’s actual vocabulary 

knowledge and understanding. After the intervention, I had planned to repeat both 

vocabulary tasks but with the 2018 paper as this would enable me to see how far 

their understanding and knowledge of vocabulary had improved. 

Despite the valuable data collected, there were a number of limitations with this type 

of research method. Significantly, the task relied upon the children to be honest with 

themselves and me about their understanding (or lack of) vocabulary (Beck, 

McKeown and Kucan, 2013). Many children – particularly those with low self-

esteem- are reluctant to be honest about their difficulties and may try to hide them 
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(Fletcher-Campbell, Soler and Reid, 2009). To attempt to allay these concerns, I 

spoke to the children before completing the task and reassured them that this was 

not a test and it did not matter how many words they highlighted. In addition to this, I 

seated them so that they could not be influenced by other children.  

 

3.4.3 Interviews 

After I had selected my focus group, I interviewed each child on a 1:1 basis. The 

question script (see Appendix 1.5) included all open questions as I wanted to 

encourage longer, detailed answers which allowed the interviewee more scope to 

expand if they wished to (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). It also gave the 

flexibility to ask more questions to gain further clarification, information or for them to 

explain further on a point (Bryman, 2004). I used a semi-structured interview style so 

that I could ask children additional questions to gain extra information, which meant 

that I could use coding to look for relationships and anomalies in the data (Gorden, 

1998). Nevertheless, it was important that I did not lead them to the answers which I 

would like and that I was supportive of all the answers they gave me. 

Additionally, I chose to collect pupil viewpoints in the form of interviews because I 

wanted to get more in depth views and to hear individual points from children 

(Bryman, 2004). As well as this, I was able to repeat the question or rephrase in 

another way if they did not understand which would not have been possible with 

questionnaires. In addition, I felt questionnaires may not provide enough in depth 

information as questionnaires can be superficial (Edwards and Talbot, 1999) and 

Bryman (2004) found that interviews give the researcher more information. Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison (2011) found that participants play a more active role in 
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interviews compared to questionnaires as they feel more involved in the research. 

When interviewing, I did it on a 1:1 basis so that the children felt they could be 

honest with me and not influenced by others in a group (Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison, 2011). Additionally, it stopped the louder children taking over which can 

mean the ones who are less confident are not able to put their points across 

(Edwards and Talbot, 1999). Following the intervention, I planned to redo the 

interviews with the same questions to see how far the intervention had an impact on 

their confidence as well as their ideas about vocabulary and reading. 

Although interviews have plenty of benefits, they also have some limitations 

including children being reluctant to be honest or confident enough to speak 1:1 with 

an adult (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). However, I believe that this was less 

of an issue for me because I know the children very well having taught all of them 

since September 2019 and some of them since 2018. Therefore, I feel they trust me 

and know me well enough to be honest with their answers. In addition, at the 

beginning of the interview, I reassured them and explained the process so that the 

interview did not feel threatening. This is essential to ensure you get accurate, 

reliable data (Bryman, 2004). Another issue could be that the children knew that the 

interview was related to my research and this may mean that they actually gave me 

the answers that they think that I would like hear rather than what they actually 

believe themselves. To address this, I asked them to be completely honest and 

reassured them that there were no right or wrong answers.  

All of the interviews were recorded using a voice recorder and then transcribed. 

When writing up the voice recordings, as much as possible I used the exact wording 

of the participant (including where their language was not Standard English). For 

longer pauses, I used … to show this, for shorter pauses I used commas and I used 
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other punctuation (such as question marks and exclamation marks) to show when 

the participant asked a question whether it was rhetorical or not and to emphasise 

their tone of voice when required. To address the power imbalance in the 

relationship I ensured the children understood what my research involved and why I 

was carrying out the interview. 

 

3.5 Collaboration 

Before the pilot study was carried out, the Deputy Headteacher (who is also a phase 

Y5/6 teacher) led a staff meeting in which I reported on the vocabulary work that we 

were planning to teach in our phase. During this meeting, we shared our ideas for 

the staff to attempt to try in their own classrooms. In addition, the school had a list of 

‘Words of the Week’ for both KS1 and KS2, which were taken from the Vocabulary 

Ninja resource (Jennings, 2019). It was decided that these words would be displayed 

around school and the staff were asked to begin to encourage the children to use 

these words in conversations around school and in their writing. 

During my pilot study, all of the staff across the school also tried out vocabulary 

teaching in their classrooms. The methods and resources used to teach vocabulary 

lessons looked quite different depending on whose classroom you visited as they 

were adapted to suit each group. I worked closely with the other teachers in the Y5/6 

team at my school to teach specific words and activities to help improve the reading 

confidence and attainment of the children in this phase. When I was carrying out my 

initial research during the pilot study, the rest of the phase teachers also conducted 

similar vocabulary interventions, but they did not collect their data. Instead, they 

used teacher observation and marking, which they then discussed with me. The 
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process of action research led to adaptations to the task and the list of words taught. 

As a result, it enabled us to share good practice across the team and the rest of the 

school.  

 

3.6 Ethics 

For this study, I followed the British Education Research Association (2018) ethical 

guidelines. After confirming my research title, I obtained approval from the CUREC 

committee at the University of Oxford. Before I began my data collection, I gained 

permission from the Head Teacher to carry out this research (see Appendix 1.6) and 

to interview children on a one to one basis. The children, who took part in my 

research, were informed about my studies along with the reasons for the vocabulary 

tasks and interviews. They were reminded that all of their contributions were 

voluntary and that they could withdraw from the process at any time. If any of the 

children had asked to do this, I would have respected their decision and removed 

any data from them immediately. However, all of the children were happy to take part 

in the research and none of them asked to be removed which reassured me that I 

had created a safe, educational environment with a high level of trust between both 

teacher and student (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). 

Before beginning the interview process with any of the children, I requested parent’s 

permission (see Appendix 1.7) to interview their children and use voice recording to 

record their answers. After typing up the transcripts, I deleted the original recordings 

from the voice recording device and kept the transcripts in a password protected file. 

Before any interviews took place, I also told the children and parents that all of their 
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information would be anonymised, any data would be securely stored and their 

identities would not be revealed in my research. 

When choosing the children for my focus group, I ensured that it was children that 

could cope with the interview process and tasks. During the interview process, if a 

child told me about anything, which raised a safeguarding issue or concern, I would 

have immediately referred this to the safeguarding team. 

 

3.7 Changes to study 

In March 2020, the pandemic, Covid-19, meant that the Government ordered 

schools to close which meant that my research was immediately halted. At this point, 

I had completed my pilot study and was about to begin my full intervention following 

the adaptations through action research from the pilot study. As a result, I was 

unable to carry out the main intervention or collect any post intervention data to 

compare to the pre-intervention data. I was able to continue my study with very 

limited data collected before the intervention but the study was severely constrained 

by a lack of rich data. 

 

3.8 Methods of data analysis 

Using the pre-intervention data, I compared individual children to look for trends and 

relationships in the data which I had gathered and coded in the interview process. In 

addition, I compared data between children of similar and different ability as well as 

those that were disadvantaged and those who were not. 
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When analysing the talk and text from interviews, I used a mixture of deductive and 

inductive coding. Initially, I began with deductive coding because this allowed me to 

look for patterns that I had identified during my literature review and an example of 

this included children talking about reading easier books which are aimed at younger 

readers (Gorden, 1998). I then moved onto the inductive method because this built 

on my deductive coding which allowed me to use other viewpoints or perspectives 

such as the child believing they were a ‘bad’ reader because they thought they were 

slow at reading as everyone else finished faster.  
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Chapter 4 – Findings and Discussion 

4.1 Introduction 

In March 2020, Covid-19 resulted in the closure of schools which meant that the only 

data included in this study was collected before any interventions were able to take 

place. Despite this, the children had completed all of the pre-intervention tasks, so 

the data could be analysed to look for trends and relationships between reading 

ability, confidence, attitudes and vocabulary knowledge in disadvantaged and non-

disadvantaged children (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). The data collected 

included transcripts from interviews, results from a reading task and two vocabulary 

activities. The focus of my study had to change as it was not possible to answer my 

research questions with the data which I had collected at lockdown. Therefore, there 

was more of a focus on attitudes to reading and vocabulary from the original 

questionnaire transcripts along with reading and vocabulary task data.  

 

4.2 Attitudes to reading  

Children were asked to score themselves as good or confident readers on a scale of 

one to ten (the scales given to the children were one = terrible and ten = brilliant). 

During the interview process, the children were questioned on their attitudes and 

engagement in reading, the results showed that those who enjoyed reading were 

either of middle or higher ability with the exception of one child who was of a lower 

ability but still enjoyed reading. However, this child was potentially more capable 

than their work suggested as the most significant barrier to their academic 

achievement was actually very poor attendance. Significantly, these findings support 

the work of Clark, Woodley and Lewis (2011) as they found that children who enjoy 
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reading are generally good at it. On the other hand, two of the three children, who 

did not like reading, were lower ability children and they strongly emphasised their 

dislike of the subject. This finding agrees with the research which suggests that if 

children have had early reading difficulties then it can impact on their future reading 

enjoyment (Fletcher-Campbell, Soler and Reid, 2009). Furthermore, the NLT (2012) 

found that many children prefer a particular type of text and this matched the data 

from the interviews as children said that they enjoyed reading if the book was of a 

particular genre or a certain type of book that they were interested in. An example of 

this was one child who said they particularly enjoyed reading about animals in non-

fiction texts, as they liked learning new facts. 

Overall, 58% of the children said that they enjoyed reading (seven out of twelve) 

which is encouraging as it very closely matches the PIRLS (2016) data which found 

that of the children they interviewed, 57% of the children were engaged with their 

reading lessons. Interestingly, when comparing the enjoyment of reading between 

disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged children, there was no difference between 

the two groups for those who enjoyed reading and those that did not. Despite 

research claiming that girls enjoy reading more than boys (NLT, 2012), my results 

showed no difference between the two genders but I did have a fairly small sample 

of only twelve children so further research into different groups and ages of children 

would be needed to confirm this. 

During the interview process, children were asked how good a reader they were and 

Table 4.1 shows the interview results on whether they thought they were a good 

reader, a confident reader, and how it linked with their scaled scores and their 

reading speed. To ensure anonymity and ease of description each child was given a 

number and the table specified whether each child was disadvantaged. The third and 
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fourth column represented the number of words a child could read aloud in a minute 

from the texts, Rollercosters and The Water Cycle whilst the words in brackets 

represented the number of words the child read incorrectly or could not read. The 

scaled score column was their reading test score. The final two columns were taken 

from the interviews when the children scored themselves out on ten on whether they 

were a good and confident reader.  

The data from Table 4.1 showed that 50% of the children were confident readers, 

which is also very similar to the PRILS (2016) research which found that 53% of the 

participants were confident readers. However, this may not be completely reliable as 

they used different methods and measures to find out whether children were 

confident readers. In addition, the interview results suggested that children can find it 

difficult to classify what a good or confident reader is (Fletcher-Campbell, Soler and 

Reid, 2009). An example of this was shown when a lower ability child thought they 

were a good reader because they said, ‘I can stop at full stops’. Unsurprisingly, the 

children who achieved the lower reading scores were the least confident and did not 

regard themselves as a good reader. There was one exception, who did not follow 

the trend, which was Child 10 who has exceptionally low attendance but they 

believed they were a fairly good (seven) and confident (six) reader. Therefore, their 

low ability is more likely to be due to attendance issues rather than actual ability.  
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Table 4.1 Attitudes to reading compared to reading test scores and speed  

Child 

Number 

Dis Speed 

Text 1 

Speed 

Text 2 

Scaled 

Score 

Good 

Reader? 

Confident 

Reader? 

1  No 74 (2) 56 (7) 98 3 2 

2  Yes 83 (1)  62 (5) 96 4 5 

3 No 90+ (2) 90+ (2) 108 7 9 

4  Yes 90+ 90+ 109 9 9 

5 No 90+ 90+ 98 8 10 

6 Yes 90+ (1) 90+ 101 7 7 

7  Yes 90+ (1) 90+ (2) 103 7 5 

8 No 90+ 90+ 107 8 9 

9  Yes 77 (9) 65  (12) 92 3 3 

10  Yes 90+ (1) 90+ (4) 93 7 6 

11 No 74 (4) 66 90 3 5 

12 No 90+ (4)  90+ (1) 96 6 7 

*The numbers in brackets are the number of reading errors in the reading speed test.   

 

In contrast, many of the higher ability children were quite confident in their own ability 

and believed that they were good readers. This is not surprising as Guthrie and 

Knowles (2001) and Sainsbury and Schagen (2004) found that children’s attitudes 

have an impact on their reading success. There was only one exception to this, who 

despite being an accomplished reader and scoring one hundred and three on their 

recent reading test, believed that they were not a confident reader (five) or a 

particularly good one (seven). Interestingly, this child was also from a disadvantaged 
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background and had quite low confidence in class which could have an impact on 

their self-esteem and confidence (Mercer, Wegerif and Dawes, 1999). Also, when 

this child was asked whether they were a good reader, they compared their 

performance to another, ’Well.. C would be a ten so I would be about a seven as C.. 

got one hundred and twenty so full marks and I got one hundred and three so I am in 

the middle’. That child was not alone in comparing themselves to other children and 

their scores as, during the interview process a number of children decided whether if 

they were a ‘good’ reader by comparing their mock SATs score with others. Perhaps, 

this is due to them not having anything else to compare themselves to and because 

of the big emphasis on SATs in Y6. This brings into question whether it is the 

reading children find difficult or the SATs test. In addition to this, many children 

mentioned their knowledge of vocabulary being a factor in whether they were a good 

reader, which supports Perfetti and Adlof (2012:14) and Biemiller (2015) who found 

that to comprehend a text you had to have a good knowledge of the vocabulary. A 

good knowledge of vocabulary is defined as understanding at least 90% of the text 

(Hirsch, 2003). 

The results showed that those children who had a reading speed below ninety words 

per minute and a number of errors in their reading (Child 1, 2, 9 and 11) had a 

scaled score of less than the expected one hundred. This was to be expected, as 

those readers - who are slower - and generally less accurate, are unlikely to finish 

the test or fully understand the text when completing it. In addition, in order to be 

reading at the expected standard, children should be reading at least ninety words a 

minute (Standards and Testing Agency, 2019). Nevertheless, other children (Child 5, 

10 and 12) had a reading speed of above ninety but still did not reach the expected 

standard of one hundred: in addition, Child 5 had no reading errors. This suggests 
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that there is a weak correlation between word recognition and fluency skills. This 

raises the question: does a child’s reading confidence and view of their ability come 

from their ability to read a text rather than comprehend it, their ability to answer 

questions about a text, or is it their lack of understanding of vocabulary which means 

they are unable to actually understand the text (Laufer, 1989 and Quigley, 2018:17). 

The data suggests that children who can read a text believe they are a good and 

confident reader even if they are unable to comprehend it. It is important to 

remember that even though a child can read a word, it does not mean they 

understand it (Curtis, 1981). During the reading test, some of the children showed 

that though they had a reading speed of above 90 words per minute they were 

unable to answer enough questions correctly to reach the expected standard. 

However, further research would be needed to investigate how far this was due to 

comprehending the questions, comprehending the texts or the fact that they were not 

working fast enough. In addition, if a child has a poor understanding of vocabulary it 

could cause the lower reading score as Sedita (2005) and Perfetti and Adlof (2012) 

found that a lack of vocabulary understanding makes reading comprehension very 

difficult.  

When focusing on reading confidence, some children mentioned that their 

confidence depended on the difficulty of the book they were reading. Like being a 

good reader, many children appear to struggle to classify a confident reader. A child 

with a self-reported confidence level of ten said it was because ‘I have a massive 

book shelf, read constantly and write in my reading record all of the time’. Others felt 

that they were not confident readers as they did not read aloud very often and one 

said they were not that confident as they had to move down a book band which is 

likely to erode confidence. A number of children highlighted the significance of the 



58 
 

book band they were on and regarded ‘black’ (the top book band) as the ultimate 

aim. This suggests that the book banding could potentially be having both a positive 

and negative impact on reading confidence as at this age they are aware of the 

relevance of the different book banding colours and that is a way of comparing 

themselves with their peers (NLT, 2012) whereas at a younger age children may not 

be as aware of this. Furthermore, there were other examples of where children had 

compared themselves to their peers such as, a child who said they were a slow 

reader compared to everyone else. This child is EAL and throughout his school life, 

he had never had supported reading at home as his parents have limited English 

and so he did find this subject difficult. In addition, this shows that children’s 

confidence and belief in their own ability can be affected by others in the classroom. 

In contrast, the lower ability children appeared to be less competitive when 

comparing book bands as they actually said they preferred to read easier texts such 

as books by David Walliams and The Diary of the Wimpy Kid. Their reasons for this 

included a preference for looking at the pictures as, they are more enjoyable and 

easier to read. However, these books are aimed at Y3/4 children and therefore have 

more basic vocabulary hence they are easier to understand which confirms 

Sainsbury and Schagen’s (2004) finding that children can finish these books more 

quickly and therefore look as though they are more confident and better readers than 

they really are. On the other hand, increasing reading confidence could help them 

with their reading in the long run. Additionally, Child 1 actually said that The Diary of 

the Wimpy Kid was banned in Y4 as it was more like a comic. This appeared to have 

a negative impact on this child as the child kept coming back to this point which 

emphasises the importance of encouraging children to challenge themselves to 

increase their vocabulary knowledge and reading skills but remembering that they 
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still must have the opportunity to read for pleasure (Clark, Woodley and Lewis, 

2011), as otherwise, they can quickly lose confidence and interest in reading. 

When asked about the greatest difficultly in reading, nearly all of the children (eleven 

out of twelve) found vocabulary to be the most significant barrier. Specifically, the 

majority of children said that ‘difficult words’ were a barrier whilst others said ‘longer 

words’. I suspect that children were using different words to mean the same thing 

(difficult vocabulary). The higher ability children said that old words such as those 

that are no longer commonly used in the English language were the most difficult, a 

finding which could have been influenced by our recent lessons since we have been 

completing a reading comprehension of a passage from Charles Dickens. 

When children were asked about their favourite texts, a number of children picked 

out class reads as their favourites and some said being read to was their favourite 

part of the school day. In my classroom, I ensured that the class read books were 

high profile and the main purpose was to read these books for pleasure rather than 

working on comprehension or vocabulary skills. Recently, we have read Room 13 

and Holes which have been very popular. During the interviews, both of these books 

were mentioned by children and appeared to have had a positive impact on their 

reading for pleasure as children said, ‘I liked reading Holes and Room 13’ and ‘When 

I am reading a book I don’t understand it but I do when someone else reads to me 

such as Holes is really easy to understand with you reading it and I use my 

imagination to create pictures in my mind’. This shows the positive impact that 

reading aloud can have to children and it emphasises the need to continue to read 

widely to children even as they get older. In addition to encouraging reading for 

pleasure, reading aloud to a class can also help to promote reading enjoyment and 

build vocabulary skills (Nagy and Anderson, 1984). To do this effectively the teacher 
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needs to pre-teach vocabulary and discuss different vocabulary as the text is read 

aloud. However, it is important to not upset the flow of the story as it can impact on 

the enjoyment. By increasing enjoyment of reading and children’s vocabulary skills, it 

will build confidence and may encourage children to read more.  

 

4.3 What is vocabulary? 

During the interview process, the children were asked what their understanding of 

‘vocabulary’ was. Half of the children said that vocabulary was words but of these, 

some used the word probably or questioned whether their answer was correct, which 

suggests that they were guessing and not completely confident in their answer. On 

the other hand, half of them could not explain what vocabulary was or else gave an 

incorrect answer. Some said it was finding a better or larger range of words but that 

was in the context of improving vocabulary rather than of understanding what 

vocabulary actually is.  This could be because I often tell the children to use more 

powerful vocabulary in their writing which suggests how important it is to explain 

what the words you are using actually mean and to check that the children 

understand by using regular questioning (Curtis, 1981). The disadvantaged children 

were less likely to be able to give a definition of vocabulary and those who could 

were the children questioning their own answers. When asked what vocabulary is 

some of the responses included, ‘Different types of words’, ‘Like words’, ‘I don’t 

know’ and ‘Not sure’. This may be because the literature suggests that 

disadvantaged children are still far behind non-disadvantaged children in terms of 

reading and vocabulary achievement (DFE, 2019a).  
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4.4 Methods of working out unknown vocabulary 

Children were asked what they do when they came across a word they do not know, 

the lower ability children said they would skip it whereas the other children said that 

they would try to work it out first. Despite admitting to skipping tricky words, the lower 

ability children when asked what they should do, could give a reasonable 

explanation such as asking a friend, teacher or using a dictionary. On the other 

hand, the higher ability children were fairly confident in their own strategies and 

methods to work out unknown words which included reading around the word, 

replacing the word with another and using a dictionary. An example of this was a 

child who said, ‘There are different strategies but I find the above the easiest’. Here, 

he was referring to his strategy of reading around the word to work out its meaning. 

In addition, he could also describe other strategies (use a dictionary, replace the 

word, read around it and ask an adult) and explain which was best for different 

situations. Another higher ability child, also said they had lots of methods (including 

the methods mentioned above) to draw upon when they got stuck on a word such as 

considering the theme and type of text. This is in line with the literature which 

concluded that when teaching vocabulary, it is essential that children are taught a 

range of methods so that they have more than one method to draw upon (Snow, 

Lawrence and White, 2009).  

The data suggests that the lower ability and some of the middle ability children only 

have one, workable method which many admitted did not work well and often 

involved unsuccessfully using a dictionary. One of the dyslexic children said, ‘I try my 

hardest to look in a dictionary but it never works out’. Therefore, this child needs 

other strategies which they can use independently in order to access vocabulary 

which they do not understand (NLF, 2014). In addition, the majority of disadvantaged 
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children (with the exception of the higher ability child mentioned earlier) admitted that 

they only had one strategy which was often using a dictionary or skipping the word 

entirely and if that did not work they were stuck. Again, this is in line with the 

literature which points out the need for children to be taught a range of methods to 

enable them to attempt to work out vocabulary so that they can comprehend a text 

(Sedita, 2005; Snow, Lawrence and White, 2009; Lesaux et al. 2010). 

When children were asked about the best method for learning vocabulary, nearly all 

of the children said that reading and discussing a text as a class was the method 

they found the most useful. In addition, Quigley (2018:17) found that it was important 

to give children challenging texts and during the interviews many children said that 

they found it useful looking at a more difficult text together as a class. 

 

4.5 Vocabulary knowledge and disadvantaged children 

Laufer (1989) and Quigley (2018:17) found that for children to understand and 

comprehend a text they need to understand at least 95% of the vocabulary. Table 

4.2 shows that all of the children in this study said that they understood at least 95% 

of the texts. The table also shows who is disadvantaged, what percentage of the 

reading texts they understood and the percentage of words which they could 

correctly give a definition for in the vocabulary task. However, the percentage of 

words children could define in the vocabulary task must be much less for many 

children, as the table shows that the percentage of vocabulary they actually knew 

(vocabulary task) was a lot lower than the percentage they said they knew (words 

understood in the text). The data suggests that many children were not completely 

clear when asked to pick out the words in the text which they did not understand, 
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which links with Curtis (1981). He discovered that children often said they 

understood a word but when asked to use it in a sentence or define it, they were 

unable to do so.  

 

Table 4.2  Vocabulary task, words recognised, scaled score and disadvantaged 

Child 

Number 

Dis Words Understood In 

Text 

Vocabulary Task 

1  No 95% 8% 

2  Yes 98% 36% 

3 No 99% 56% 

4  Yes 98% 64% 

5 No 96% 56% 

6 Yes 96% 24% 

7  Yes 97% 20% 

8 No 99% 56% 

9  Yes 97% 4% 

10  Yes 98% 36% 

11 No 99% 20% 

12 No 98% 28% 

 

Figure 4.1 shows that some children were very clear in what they did and did not 

understand. An example of this is Child 12 who picked out the same words in the 

text as the vocabulary task. However, others highlighted very few words in the 

reading task but then could correctly define only a small number of words in the 
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vocabulary task. This finding matches the research literature (Curtis, 1981; Beck, 

McKeown and Kucan, 2013:12) suggesting it is important to test a child’s knowledge 

and understanding of vocabulary rather than relying on them to know themselves. It 

has to be remembered that some of the children may have thought that they 

understood the words but actually only realised they did not when they tried to define 

them or they may have misunderstood the meanings of the words.  

 

 

Figure 4.1: Words children highlighted as not known compared to words they 

actually did not know 

 

Confidence and self-esteem play a key role when children were asked to highlight 

the words in a text which they do not understand (Fletcher-Campbell, Soler and 

Reid, 2009) and therefore children may have been worried about being honest about 

their lack of vocabulary knowledge which may explain my findings in Figure 4.1. 
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Children may have been reluctant to say they find things difficult as during the 

interviews they admitted to comparing themselves to other children and Child 9 said, 

‘Sometimes I don’t know what is going on in reading comprehension’.  This could be 

the case for Child 4 who, despite getting one hundred and nine scaled score on the 

reading test, which means they were one point off the greater depth standard, they 

only highlighted three of the sixteen words from the vocabulary task which they did 

not know. As well as this, there did not appear to be any significant differences 

between reading speed, ability and knowledge of vocabulary when comparing 

disadvantaged, non-disadvantaged and different abilities. However, during the 

vocabulary task, there was some confusion about homophones as Child 9 and Child 

11 thought they had understood the vocabulary but in fact they had not. An example 

of this included the word ‘lone’ which both confused confused for the word ‘loan’. 

 

4.6 Links between vocabulary knowledge and reading success (scaled score 

vs vocabulary knowledge) 

Table 4.3 shows that children with a higher scaled score are more likely to have a 

higher score on the vocabulary task, which is not surprising as the literature 

suggests that children with a greater vocabulary knowledge are more confident and 

accomplished readers (Clark, Woodley and Lewis, 2011).  
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Table 4.3 Scaled score and vocabulary task 

Child Number Dis Scaled Score Vocabulary Task 

1 No 98 20% 

2 Yes 96 64% 

3 No 108 24% 

4 Yes 109 36% 

5 No 98 36% 

6 Yes 101 24% 

7 Yes 103 56% 

8 No 107 56% 

9 Yes 92 32% 

10 Yes 93 28% 

11 No 90 20% 

12 No 96 8% 

 

In addition, Table 4.3 shows that the three children with the highest scaled scores on 

the reading test were children who had the three highest scores on the vocabulary 

task as Child 3, 4 and 8 had the highest scaled scores with vocabulary scores of 

56%, 64% and 56% respectively. There were some who did not follow this trend, as 

Child 6 and 7 could only provide definitions and sentences for 24% and 20% of the 

vocabulary and so would not be expected to reach the expected scaled score, 

though both of these children achieved scores above one hundred. On the other 

hand, another child achieved 56% vocabulary (which was the second highest 

vocabulary score during the study) but only achieved a scaled score of ninety eight. 
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Both of these examples suggest that answering the reading comprehension tests is 

not just about vocabulary knowledge (National Reading Panel, 2000) as children with 

poorer vocabulary skills have gone on to reading success and those with stronger 

vocabulary skills are not able to pass the Y6 reading test. The reasons for this could 

be because those children with poorer vocabulary use the most effective strategies 

when faced with a word they do not know (Graves, 2009). In addition, in my 

experience some children in Y6 do not perform as well in tests, as they may work too 

slowly (the test only lasts an hour) or they may not read the questions carefully 

enough. 

The children who had the lower scores on the vocabulary task, were the same 

children who said that their favourite books were texts such as Diary of the Wimpy 

Kid and books by David Walliams, which could suggest that these children are not 

reading challenging enough books to increase the depth and breadth of their 

vocabulary (Quigley, 2018:71). However, it is important that children are still allowed 

the opportunity to read for pleasure because this helps to improve their confidence 

and enjoyment (Clark, Woodley and Lewis, 2011). The more reading a child does the 

more vocabulary they will be exposed to which will help to develop their reading 

skills (Clark, Woodley and Lewis, 2011). 
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Chapter 5 – Conclusion   

5.1 Findings 

My study was significantly impacted by the closure of schools due to Covid-19 and 

therefore, only pre-intervention data was available for analysis. This was 

disappointing, as I had hoped that the intervention would lead to children having a 

better knowledge and understanding of vocabulary. I thought that their reading 

achievement and confidence would also improve. Despite this, a number of 

interesting trends and relationships were found from the pre-intervention data. The 

data was taken from interviews, reading and vocabulary tasks from twelve focus 

children. 

Historically, there has been a gap between the reading achievements of 

disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged children (Quigley, 2018:3). However, 

countries such as China have shown that it is possible for all children (including 

disadvantaged children) to achieve academically (OECD, 2018). In 2011, the 

introduction of pupil premium funding to support disadvantaged children (Hutchinson, 

Dunford and Treadaway, 2016) has proven to be successful and has narrowed the 

gap (DFE, 2019b) but is very expensive. The data found that many disadvantaged 

children have positive attitudes towards reading and are successful at it but it also 

showed that some of the better disadvantaged readers still lacked confidence in their 

own ability. 

The literature agrees that in order to address the ‘vocabulary gap’ between the 

richest and poorest children (HOCEC, 2014) early interventions need to be put in 

place. Ideally, these interventions need to involve supporting parents to develop the 

richness, quality and depth of their child’s vocabulary before they begin school 
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(Weizman and Snow, 2001). Addressing the vocabulary gap at an early stage should 

help children to become more confident readers which enables them to build their 

self-esteem (Mercer, Wegerif and Dawes, 1999). During the study, the data found 

that the more confident children were more likely to be better readers. 

Generally, the data suggested that children who were the better readers were fairly 

confident in their own ability, whereas the poorer readers were the opposite. This is 

concerning as if children lose confidence in their own ability, they begin to dislike 

reading and it is a downwards spiral (Gurthrie and Knowles, 2001). Crucially, 

children must be encouraged to read for pleasure, as this is a key factor in 

developing a child’s reading confidence and achievement (Clark, Woodley and 

Lewis, 2011). The data showed that the children who were successful readers also 

enjoyed reading but those who were not good readers did not enjoy reading 

supporting the work of Fletcher-Campbell, Soler and Reid (2009) who found that 

children who experienced early reading difficulties showed that they were less likely 

to enjoy reading in the long term. 

During the interview process, a number of children highlighted the opportunity to 

listen to books read aloud by an adult as something they particularly enjoyed even if 

they did not particularly enjoy reading themselves. In addition, the significance of 

book banding appeared to have a marked impact on a child’s reading confidence. 

This needs to be carefully managed to ensure a child’s confidence in not damaged 

(Mercer, Wegerif and Dawes, 1999). Furthermore, many children named easier 

books which are aimed at a younger audience as their favourites. They are useful for 

reading for pleasure and can help to develop confidence as children can finished 

them quickly (Sainsbury and Schagen, 2004). However, they are not challenging 

enough for most upper KS2 children (Quigley, 2018:17). 



70 
 

Both the literature review and the data collected highlighted the importance of having 

a range of strategies in order to be able to tackle difficult vocabulary (Sedita, 2005; 

Snow, Laurence and White, 2009; Lesaux et al. 2010). Some children admitting to 

becoming stuck when their usual strategy did not work whereas the higher ability 

children had a range of strategies to draw upon. Therefore, it is essential that 

children experience both direct and indirect vocabulary instruction as it is not 

possible to teach children all of the vocabulary that they need to know from direct 

instruction alone (Duke and Moses, 2003). Additionally, children need to be 

encouraged to read independently to increase their vocabulary depth (Nagy and 

Anderson, 1986). 

The literature suggests that having a wide range of vocabulary knowledge does help 

reading achievement (Biemiller, 2015). However, some of the data actually found 

that children with poor vocabulary knowledge passed the reading test whereas 

others who had a wide vocabulary knowledge scored poorly. This suggests that that 

whilst vocabulary knowledge is important; there are also other factors which 

contribute to being a successful reader (National Reading Panel, 2000). However, a 

depth of vocabulary will help children with their reading skills and confidence (NLF, 

2014). 

 

5.2 Collaboration 

During my study, I encouraged other staff members across school to attempt to 

teach vocabulary in their classroom as an intervention. I worked particularly closely 

with the Y5/6 team who planned to teach the intervention to their whole class in a 

similar way to myself. Significantly, the Y5/6 members of staff also took part in the 
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pilot study, which gave me valuable information and feedback on the intervention, so 

that I could adapt it using action research for the full, planned intervention. Once 

schools closed, such collaboration became impractical. 

 

5.3 Limitations 

For this study, the most significant limitation was that I was not able to carry out my 

main intervention and collect post intervention data due to school closures from 

Covid-19. Furthermore, the focus children were all from one age group and one 

class. It could have been interesting to look at different age and class groups to get a 

wider set of data. Additionally for my study, there were only a small number of focus 

children, which meant I only had limited data to work with, and therefore it could 

have been useful to have a larger group of children to focus on. 

 

5.4 Implications for future practice in school 

Despite school closures having an impact on this study, there are still a number of 

implications for future practice which can be taken. The data and literature showed 

that it was essential for children to have a range of strategies to work out tricky 

vocabulary and therefore I will focus on this in future vocabulary lessons. Also for the 

school, the literature highlighted the usefulness of ensuring early interventions to 

close the vocabulary and reading gap (Weizman and Snow, 2001) so these 

interventions need to be in place in KS1. Additionally, the careful selection of tier two 

vocabulary is important as it is not possible to teach all of the words so words need 

to be chosen according to the individual group or class being taught. Finally, the 

children all said they enjoyed the class read and therefore it is important that time is 
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put aside for this each day, as alongside being an enjoyable activity, it is also an 

opportunity to build vocabulary knowledge. 

 

5.5 Implications for future research 

For future research, it would be useful to have the opportunity to carry out the 

intervention as planned in order to answer my original research questions. In 

addition, I would like to investigate further the links between vocabulary and reading 

achievement to see how far the two are interlinked. 

The literature suggests that the vocabulary gap begins at a very young age, before 

children even begin school (Fernald, Marchman and Weisleder 2013). Consequently, 

it would be interesting to complete an intervention and research into vocabulary 

support in the home environment.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1.1 – Vocab Ninja Cards 
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Appendix 1.2 – Reading Speed Test 
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Appendix 1.3 -  2017 Reading Paper 
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Appendix 1.4 – Vocabulary Task 

 

Word Definition Use In A 
Sentence 

Synonym Antonym 

crouched  
 
 

   

cardigan  
 
 

   

stray  
 
 

   

resettled  
 
 

   

manoeuvre  
 
 

   

lone  
 
 

   

abandoned  
 
 

   

hardships  
 
 

   

pioneering  
 
 

   

succeed  
 
 

   

unforeseen  
 
 

   

motivations  
 
 

   

venture  
 
 

   

feat  
 
 

   

responsible  
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outlawed  
 
 

   

critics  
 
 

   

regulated  
 
 

   

comparatively  
 
 

   

reflection  
 
 

   

pleats  
 
 

   

savouring  
 
 

   

submerged  
 
 

   

caressed  
 
 

   

tapering  
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Appendix 1.5 – Interview Question Script 

 

1. Do you like reading? Why? 

2. What is your favourite and least favourite thing about reading? 

3. What do you find difficult about reading? 

4. What is your favourite book? Why? 

5. What types of books or texts do you like to read? Why? 

6. Do you think you are a good reader on a scale of 1 to 10? Why? 

7. Would you say you are a confident reader on a scale of 1 to 10? Why? 

8. Do you think reading will help you in the future? 

9. What do I mean when I talk about vocabulary? 

10. If you come across a word you do not understand, what do you do? 

11. What do you think you should do? 

12. How often do you learn new vocabulary? 

13. How do you think you should learn new vocabulary? 

14. Do you think it is important to learn new vocabulary? Why? 

15. Do you always understand what you read? Why? 
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Appendix 1.6 – Headteacher Permission Letter 
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Appendix 1.7 – Parents’ Permission Letter 

 

 




