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Abstract

Objectives: The aim of this study was to design and evaluate a multiple-component 

intervention to address underachievement and illiteracy in areas of socio-economic 

disadvantage, taking full account of educational change processes in the context of 

real world research.

Method: A main study and four supporting studies were conducted. The main study 

involved the design and implementation through six years o f a multiple-component 

intervention in 58 nurseries and primaries, using a cross-lagged design in which pre­

intervention population cohorts served as controls for subsequent intervention 

cohorts of the same age. Children in the early stages (N = 3,000+ annually) were 

individually assessed on a baseline assessment designed for the study, while older 

pupils (N = 3,000+ annually) took group tests. The synthetic phonics study used a 

quasi-experimental design to compare two phonics programmes in 18 schools. The 

attitudes study was a long-term follow up of 24 children from an earlier randomised 

control trial. The declaration study designed, implemented and evaluated a novel 

strategy in 12 nurseries and primaries (N = 565), using a quasi-experimental design. 

The individual support study was a quasi-experimental study in secondary school (N 

= 24), followed by extension into 35 primaries.

Results: In the main study, comparison of cohorts showed year-on-year gains on all 

tests and across all age groups, with indications o f sustained post-intervention gains 

in later years. In each of the four supporting studies gains were found for the 

experimentáis, pointing to benefits in the use of synthetic versus traditional phonics, 

in changing attitudes to reading, in making declarations of future reading 

achievement and in the use of intensive individual support.

Conclusions: The interventions reported in this study have resulted in raised 

achievement, have addressed illiteracy in areas o f socio-economic disadvantage and 

have developed a foundation for planning intergenerational change in attainment 

levels.
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Foreword

This study seeks to address an ambitious agenda. It aims to apply psychology on a 

large scale to endemic social and educational problems with a view to laying a 

foundation for major, intergenerational change in disadvantaged populations. Its 

objectives and methodology are driven by a belief that:

‘Psychology has the potential to help bring about a significantly better world, in 

keeping with its ethical mandate to promote human welfare. Yet too often we settle 

for too little’ (Prilleltensky & Fox, 1997, p. 4).

In pursuit o f the above aims, the academic comfort zone of uni-dimensional, 

randomised control trials in tightly organised experiments is for the most part left 

behind for an uncertain arena of real world research -  an unpredictable world of 

action research in dynamic settings where researchers have limited control. Applying 

psychology in this way involves embracing the issue of how to move effectively 

from short-term, small-scale experiments with a single focus to long-term, multiple- 

level interventions with whole populations.

Even in the most controlled experiments the results are affected by a number o f often 

unmeasurable, and more often unrecognised, factors. These become even more 

apparent in a large-scale study of this kind -  factors such as the inertia built into the 

process o f educational change on the one hand, and the releasing potential o f vision 

and commitment on the other. There is therefore explicit acknowledgement in this 

study of the uncertain effects o f ‘context variables’ -  vision, profile, ownership, 

commitment and declaration -  and the methodology includes studies relating to the 

significance o f attitudes and expectations.

Overall, this study recognises a developing context within psychological enquiry and 

practice: the rise of qualitative research methods; the increasing focus on real world 

research and on issues relating to everyday life; the emergence of ‘critical
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psychology’; the place of values in science; and a wider and more centrally important 

role for psychology and for educational psychology.

The aim of eradicating illiteracy is not only an ambitious one but one that has far- 

reaching implications. Each year in the UK over 100,000 young people leave school 

‘functionally illiterate’ (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 

2000; The Basic Skills Agency, 2001). In the main population addressed in this study 

the problem is endemic. The final achievement o f this aim is something which 

extends beyond the scope of the present work. It is submitted, however, that the 

study reported here lays a solid foundation for its accomplishment.

iii



Acknowledgements

This work has been possible only because o f the support, collaboration, inspiration or 

funding of many individuals and bodies, to whom acknowledgement is gratefully 

made here.

To Ian McMurdo, till 2004 Director of Education in West Dunbartonshire, who in 

1996 received in his unsolicited mail a paper from me entitled Transforming Reading 

Achievement fo r  All Children: A Vision for an Education Authority. The paper 

invited him, effectively, to commit millions of pounds o f his authority’s scarce 

resources to embracing a vision of a seemingly impossible nature. He in turn had the 

vision to respond in a way that has led to many years of fruitful research and 

intervention. This has not only excited and inspired people throughout the authority, 

but has been the subject of over 30 local and national newspaper headlines and many 

radio and television features.

To the West Dunbartonshire Councillors, who patiently listened to me saying that 

‘unless the Council is willing to risk a commitment to achieving the impossible it is 

limited only ever to achieving the ordinary and the possible’, but that ‘by making a 

bold declaration in favour of the extraordinary and the impossible, the predetermined 

limits on achievement are totally removed -  and therefore the extraordinary may be 

achieved’: and who, remarkably, decided to sign up for the impossible.

To the Scottish Executive Education Department, who provided the highest level of 

financial support to the project through their early intervention programme and 

subsequent initiatives, backed by a large amount o f Council funding.

To the entire directorate team in West Dunbartonshire, who have supported the 

project 100% year on year, but especially to Frank Newall and Lynn Townsend. Also 

to many others working in quality assurance and other fields in the West 

Dunbartonshire education offices.

IV



To Marie Kelly, the first head teacher appointed for the project, and then to Kathy 

Morrison, her successor: without their leadership and hard work the whole initiative 

would still only have been a vision.

To the early intervention team in West Dunbartonshire -  and all who have worked 

with them in home support and learning support: these are the key staff who 

translated all the plans into practical outcomes.

To the head teachers and staff of the 23 pre-five establishments and 35 primary 

schools in West Dunbartonshire, a vast proportion of whom have had a direct 

involvement in this research. Some of the most crucially important staff have been 

janitors, classroom assistants and auxiliaries -  such a comprehensive commitment to 

the programme that it included Wilma, whose duties ranged from holding the 

‘lollipop’ for the children to cross the road in the Bellsmyre to patiently taking them 

through ‘Toe By Toe’ on the individual support study. Also, latterly, to the head 

teachers and relevant staff in the secondaries.

To the children, parents and families. To date, over 20,000 children and young 

people have participated directly in the project, and most of these have been tested 

individually on the baseline assessment. It is to them that a special debt is owed. At 

the end of the day, if  their scores had not gone up there would have been very little to 

write about. So far in the course of these studies I have met many hundreds o f them; 

but I still remember with particular affection the children o f ‘the Fifely’ (Faifley). It 

was with 24 of these ‘renegades’ that all the ideas leading to this vision began in 

1993, when they were destroying schools and playgrounds -  and couldn’t read. I met 

many of them again years later in secondary school when conducting the ‘attitudes 

study’ -  and realised that applied psychology actually can change people’s lives.

To the educational directorate in East Renfrewshire who asked me to do a project for 

them -  on the condition that it was something ‘that had never been done in the world

v



before’. As a result, they agreed to funding some very strange notions, and the 

outcome was the ‘declaration study’.

To the head teachers and staff of the 12 pre-school establishments and primaries that 

participated in the declaration study, and to the 565 children who formed the 

experimental groups, together with those who were assessed as controls. Their 

declarations were loud enough at times to raise the roof -  and they raised their 

achievement levels at the same time.

To my fellow-researchers who collaborated with me on the preparatory studies, 

published prior to the commencement o f the current project -  Sue Briggs, Stewart 

Miller and Kate Watson. To Anne Marie McDonald -  the main ‘uncontrolled 

variable’ in the individual support study: it is very hard to assess the content o f her 

intervention as it is totally ‘contaminated’ by her enthusiasm and commitment.

To my colleagues at Strathclyde University Psychology Department -  Hugh Foot and 

Jim Boyle who devoted their time and expertise as members of my PhD panel; and in 

particular to my PhD supervisor, David Warden, Head of Department, who provided 

me with thoughtful guidance throughout; and who, thankfully, did not hassle me with 

those reasonable demands and deadlines he probably knew all along I could never 

have met.

Finally, to Kathleen Duncan who, as a pupil at Braidfield High School, Clydebank, 

spoke at one of our visionary conferences in words I have often quoted: ‘When all 

this started I couldn ’/ read. 1 was a failure. Now 1 have a cupboardful o f  books at 

home. My favourite authors are Roald Dahl and J.K. Rowlings. Now I  am a success. ’ 

It is in the light of a statement like this, echoed many times by young people on the 

project, that I have spoken of the place of values in science, and of an applied 

psychology agenda that addresses the needs o f the most disadvantaged and 

vulnerable in society.

vi



Credits

This study is the original work of the author. However, separate credit should be 

given to two colleagues for their specific contribution as undemoted. This is 

acknowledged in the text where appropriate.

First, some o f the tests in the baseline assessment were designed using ideas 

originally developed in MacKay & Watson (1996). This was a joint publication for 

which the author and Kate Watson share equal credit.

Second, the ‘individual support study’ depended heavily on the initiative, insights 

and effort o f Anne Marie McDonald. A joint publication to which she will make her 

own contribution is in preparation (MacKay & McDonald, in preparation).

Vll



Contents

Abstract i

Foreword ii

Acknowledgements iv

Credits vii

Summary 1

Chapter 1 Introduction and overview 4

Chapter 2 The application of psychology to human welfare 24

Chapter 3 The research context 39

Chapter 4 The context o f socio-economic disadvantage 45

Chapter 5 The preparatory studies 64

Chapter 6 Intervention in literacy: an overview 74

Chapter 7 Baseline assessment 90

Chapter 8 Study 1 -  the main study: rationale and design 114

Chapter 9 Study 1 -  the main study: results 138

Chapter 10 Developing a phonics intervention:

analytic or synthetic phonics? 168

Chapter 11 Study 2 -  the synthetic phonics study 178

Chapter 12 Study 3 -  the attitudes study 200

Chapter 13 Study 4 -  the declaration study: rationale and design 210

Chapter 14 Study 4 -  the declaration study: results 233

Chapter 15 Study 5 -  individual support: the need for

strategies beyond early intervention 249

Chapter 16 Conclusions 267

Epilogue 290

References 292

Appendices 317



Improving Children’s Literacy in 

Areas of Socio-Economic Disadvantage

The design and evaluation of a strategy 

to address underachievement and illiteracy

Summary

Objectives

Socio-economic disadvantage accounts overwhelmingly for the variance in reading 

achievement across populations, and illiteracy and underachievement in 

disadvantaged children are endemic. Short-term interventions with small samples 

have resulted in increased reading test scores, but comprehensive, sustainable 

strategies for dealing with large populations are lacking. The aim of this study was to 

design, and to evaluate the effects of, a multiple-component intervention to address 

underachievement and illiteracy in areas of socio-economic disadvantage, taking full 

account of the factors affecting educational change in the context o f real world 

research.

Methods

A main study and four supporting studies were conducted. The main study involved 

the design and implementation o f a multiple-component literacy intervention in all 

pre-school establishments (N = 23) and primary schools (N = 35) in Scotland’s 

second most disadvantaged education authority. (The structure of pre-school,
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primary and secondary education in Scotland is shown in Appendix 1.) The study 

used a cross-lagged design in which pre-intervention population cohorts served as 

controls for subsequent intervention cohorts o f the same age. The sample comprised 

all children in the pre-school year and in Primary 1 and Primary 2 classes (N = 

between 3,000 and 4,000 per year).

A baseline assessment covering concepts of print, phonological awareness and early 

reading skills was designed, and was used as a baseline prior to the start of the 

intervention, and for evaluation in each year of the intervention. All children were 

tested individually. This allowed comparisons of cohorts of children at the same level 

each year, as well as the opportunity to trace the progress of individual pupils. Group 

reading tests were also conducted with all pupils in Primaries 3, 4 and 7 to allow 

evaluation of the progress of pupils who had moved on from the stages at which the 

programme was operating. The multiple-component programme consisted of 10 

strands, each drawn from existing research on literacy intervention.

The four subsidiary studies were conducted to assess three developing aspects of the 

10 strands of intervention, namely: ‘a strong and structured phonics emphasis’ (one 

subsidiary study); ‘changing attitudes, values and expectations’ (two subsidiary 

studies); and ‘identification and support for children who are failing’ (one subsidiary 

study).

The phonics study had for its sample Primary 1 classes in 18 primary schools (9 

experimentáis, 9 controls). A ‘synthetic phonics’ programme was introduced for the 

experimentáis, while the controls had a traditional ‘analytic phonics’ programme.

The first study of attitudes and expectations was a long-term follow up of 24 children 

who had participated in an earlier intervention. The second involved the development 

of new strategies that were implemented and evaluated in a second education 

authority, using a sample of pupils (N = 565) in the pre-school year and Primary 1 

classes in 12 establishments (6 experimentáis, 6 controls). The identification of and 

support for children who were failing involved a two-fold approach: first, a quasi- 

experimental study at secondary school involving an individual support programme
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(12 experimentáis, 12 controls); second, the extension of the individual support 

programme into classes at the top end o f primary school in 35 schools.

Results

In the main study, significant year-on-year gains on all baseline assessment tests and 

across all age groups were found through a six-year intervention period, when 

cohorts at each age level were compared with the cohorts at the same level in the 

previous year. Group tests at Primaries 3 and 4 indicated that these gains were being 

sustained at a reduced level after the intervention was completed. In the synthetic 

phonics study, significant gains for experimentáis on non-word reading and on word 

reading were found, with indications of sustained improvements into the middle 

years of primary schooling. In the first study of attitudes and expectations, children 

whose reading ages had increased more than five years previously as a result of a 

randomised control trial based on attitude change were reassessed. The experimentáis 

were still reading at significantly higher levels than the controls. The importance of 

attitudes and expectations was further supported by the second study. The 

experimentáis showed significant gains on baseline assessment tests and also showed 

significant shifts towards more positive attitudes to reading. Finally, in the individual 

support study, the secondary school experimentáis showed very significant gains, 

and this pattern was reflected when the programme was introduced across primary 

schools.

Conclusions

This study has pointed to the effectiveness of a multiple-component literacy 

intervention in enhancing reading achievement and addressing illiteracy in a large 

population of children and young people in areas of socio-economic disadvantage. It 

has also indicated the potential o f the intervention as a foundation for planning 

intergenerational change in achievement levels.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and Overview

Organisation and layout

The nature and scale of this study dictate the advantage of organising this thesis in a 

different way from the traditional plan, in which the main elements normally 

constitute a literature review, methods, results, discussion and conclusions. For a 

comprehensive literacy intervention on a grand scale, with samples of many 

thousands, multiple components, a range o f quite different but inter-related studies 

and a wide scope of enquiry covering several disparate fields of research, it is 

appropriate to unfold the investigation by means of a less orthodox presentation.

For this reason it may be helpful to provide advance notice of how the work has been 

organised, so that the key elements of the plan may be anticipated and each part may 

be seen in its relation to the whole. In particular, it may be stated that although all of 

the key features o f a traditional thesis are present, they are not to be found gathered 

in one place. Thus, the literature review for each o f the main fields of enquiry is 

covered in the chapters relating to that field, and similarly accounts o f methodology 

are to be found in the chapters in which the various studies are described. The 

chapters and their contents are organised as follows.

Chapter 1: Introduction and overview

This chapter follows -  and provides an enlargement on -  the Summary, which is 

designed to facilitate anticipation of the investigations that are to follow, together 

with a brief statement of their key findings. It develops the aims and rationale of the 

exercise and the scope of the literature that has to be reviewed. A more detailed 

description o f the five studies, with an overview of their methodology and their 

results concludes the chapter.
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Chapter 2: The application o f psychology to human welfare

This chapter considers the large-scale application of psychology to human welfare 

under the four headings of: the scope of psychology and of educational psychology; 

the context o f real-world research; the place of values in science; and the nature of 

educational change. It contains a brief account of literature relevant to this area.

Chapter 3: The research context

This chapter describes the background from which the whole initiative developed, 

together with an account of the key demographic and other characteristics of the 

settings in which the research was carried out.

Chapter 4: The context o f  socio-economic disadvantage

This chapter explores the concept o f socio-disadvantage that is central to this 

initiative, and reviews literature in this field with reference to social justice, health 

and quality o f life, educational outcomes and implications for literacy.

Chapter 5: The preparatory studies

This chapter outlines three studies previously published by the author and colleagues 

that informed the development of the current initiative -  Fair Play: the Primary 

School Playground, the Edinbarnet Reading Project and the Edinbarnet Early 

Reading Project.

Chapter 6: Intervention in literacy: an overview

This is an overview of literature on literacy interventions under a variety o f headings. 

Further coverage of literature in this area is to be found in the chapters that introduce
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or describe the five main studies -  Chapters 8, 10,12, 13 and 15. Literature specific 

to baseline assessment in literacy is discussed in Chapter 7.

Chapter 7: Baseline assessment

This chapter describes in detail the baseline assessment scheme designed for the 

main study, within the context of national developments in baseline assessment. The 

rationale for the structure and content of the scheme is outlined, with references to 

the supporting literature in this field.

Chapter 8: Study 1 -  the main study: rationale and design

An account o f the main study, with a description of the 10 strands of the intervention 

programme, set in the context of relevant literature. Pointers are provided here to the 

chapters on the subsidiary studies which develop further the literature for three of 

these strands. Design, methodology and key features of implementation of the main 

study are covered here.

Chapter 9: Study 1 -  the main study: results

A step-by-step presentation of all the key results, with an account of the statistical 

analyses used.

Chapter 10: Developing a phonics intervention -  analytic or synthetic phonics?

This chapter prepares the ground for the synthetic phonics study (Chapter 11). It 

describes the difference between analytic (traditional) phonic instruction and 

synthetic phonics, and reviews key literature, with particular reference to the Scottish 

context.
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Chapter 11 : Study 2 -  the synthetic phonics study

A presentation of the design and results of this subsidiary study and of its 

relationship to the main study.

Chapter 12: Study 3 -  the attitudes study

This chapter sets the subsidiary study on attitudes within the context of key literature, 

and describes the method and results of this investigation and its relationship to the 

main study.

Chapter 13: Study 4 -  the declaration study: rationale and design

This chapter prepares the ground for the novel intervention on declaration (Chapter 

14). It introduces a rationale for using the concept of declaration to support a literacy 

intervention, relating this to nine areas of mainstream psychology, with illustrative 

literature. The place of this study in relation to the main study is outlined, and the 

design of the study is described.

Chapter 14: Study 4 -  the declaration study: results

A presentation o f the results of this study and the analyses used.

Chapter 15: Study 5 -  individual support: the need fo r  strategies beyond early 

intervention

A description of the work that prepared the way for the extension of the initiative 

into the upper years of primary school and beyond that into the secondaries. The 

rationale for individual support is discussed in the light o f relevant literature, and the 

design and results of this subsidiary study are presented, together with its relationship 

to the main study.
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Chapter 16: Conclusions

This chapter builds on the discussion issues raised throughout the work as the various 

studies unfold, and concludes with an overview of the entire study and of its key 

findings.

The Appendices

Appendix 1 The Structure o f  Scottish Education

A page showing the way Scottish pre-school, primary and education is structured in 

terms of ages and stages.

Appendix 2 Baseline Assessment

A full copy of the baseline assessment scheme designed for the study.

Appendix 3 The Main Study: Implementation -  Processes, Materials and 

Procedures

An account of the programme of intervention for the main study, organised as a 

general overview under the headings of training, resources, monitoring and support, 

dissemination and review, together with a description o f how the 10 strands of 

intervention were implemented.

Appendix 4 Synthetic Phonics Study -  Spelling Test

A copy of the spelling test designed as part of the assessment procedures for this 

subsidiary study.

Appendix 5 Jolly Phonics Questionnaire

A copy of the questionnaire for Primary 1 and Primary 2 teachers on their experience 

of the programme used in the synthetic phonics study.

8



Appendix 6 Toe By Toe -  Sample Pages

Examples of the work contained in the programme used in the individual support 

study.

Appendix 7 Impact -  The Response o f  the Media 

Photocopies of press coverage of the project in its various stages.

Aims and rationale of the study

Building on the foundations laid by a number of preparatory studies, outlined below, 

the aim of this research was to design, implement and evaluate a multiple-component 

literacy intervention for raising achievement and addressing illiteracy in a whole 

population in areas of significant socio-economic disadvantage. The principal focus 

of the study was the early years of education, from the pre-school year in nursery 

education to the end of the second year o f primary schooling. This covered a sample 

whose ages ranged from under four years at the beginning of their pre-school year to 

just under seven years at the end o f Primary 2. Additional studies were conducted 

with other age groups in the later primary years and into secondary school.

Many investigations, including the randomised control trial that preceded this 

research (MacKay, 1999b), have demonstrated that it is possible to raise children’s 

reading scores in small samples, in single establishments, using single intervention 

strategies over a short-term period. This research represented the first phases of a 

long-term study addressing a much more complex challenge -  tackling the 

educational impact of socio-economic disadvantage in a large sample, across many 

establishments, using multiple-component interventions over a long-term period. The 

aim, in short, was to lay the foundations for intergenerational change in an entire 

population.

The anticipation of sustainable change on this scale was supported by a clear 

rationale with two key elements. The first was to design an intervention strategy 

using the existing and developing evidence base for enhancing literacy levels. By
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implementing this strategy primarily as an early intervention programme it was 

expected not only that the overall literacy levels of children in the early years of 

schooling would be raised, but also that the number of children experiencing reading 

failure would be significantly reduced. This planned reduction in the numbers failing 

as they entered the later primary years would create greater scope and economic 

feasibility for supporting these pupils with intensive individual help to overcome 

their difficulties. By following each o f these children through with support until they 

had achieved functional literacy the problem of illiteracy in the school years would 

be eradicated.

The second element involved recognition of the importance of context as well as 

content in the design and implementation o f large-scale educational interventions. If  

programmes do not take explicit account of the factors affecting educational change 

they are unlikely to be sustained effectively in the longer term, irrespective of the 

quality of their content. This study therefore incorporated a recognition of the 

process of change. The key context variables were articulated and utilised in the 

implementation of all aspects o f the intervention to ensure that the delivery o f the 

content was sustainable and successful.

Scope of the literature review

The literature most relevant to this study straddles three main evidence bases: the 

process o f educational change, socio-economic disadvantage and literacy.

First, all interventions require understanding of the process of change, and of the 

factors affecting the progress of intervention other than the research strategies 

themselves. However, as noted above, this is o f particular significance to educational 

change in the context of long-term studies involving every level of change agency, 

from council leaders and other policy-makers to individual classroom teachers and 

helpers. The key factors from the literature on educational change processes are 

therefore reviewed.
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Second, it is necessary to consider the context of socio-economic disadvantage both 

in general terms and in specific reference to its parameters and significance for the 

UK and for Scotland. It is a context o f central relevance to the population forming 

the main sample for this investigation. Not only is it of significance in respect of 

educational achievement and indeed o f overall quality o f life, but it is also an 

important factor affecting responsiveness to intervention strategies such as the 

involvement o f parents in supporting children’s literacy.

Third, it is necessary to review the vast body of literature on how children learn to 

read, the obstacles arising for many children in achieving this satisfactorily and the 

factors most relevant to success. This includes consideration of literacy and illiteracy 

in a UK context and of the interventions designed to raise reading levels. It also 

includes an overview of literature in a number of distinct fields relevant to the 

subsidiary studies -  the fields of synthetic phonics, attitudes, expectations and 

individual support programmes, as well as the novel area o f declaration introduced in 

this study.

The diversity of the areas of key relevance determines that the literature review for 

this work must be extensive, and the result is a discussion of several hundred 

sources. This extensiveness and diversity has required careful consideration o f the 

approach to reviewing the literature that would best support the purposes o f the 

study. It may be described in general as a selective, narrative review. Many 

considerations have guided decisions on the sources to be selected or excluded. For 

the most part, this has involved judgements regarding the studies that best define or 

illustrate the known parameters of established areas of enquiry, such as the main 

factors affecting educational change processes, the impact o f socio-economic 

disadvantage on quality of life and educational attainment, or the essential elements 

in effective literacy interventions.

Often choices regarding inclusion of studies have been guided by their relevance to 

the specific context in which the current initiative has been carried out, namely, the 

context o f socio-economic disadvantage within Scottish education authorities. This
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has dictated the need to include, for example, some ‘grey’ literature that is 

unavailable through published sources, such as the internal evaluations by Lothian 

Regional Council of their Pilton Project in the 1990s. At other times the choice has 

been to select literature that might best illustrate how an established area, such as 

self-efficacy, would inform a novel application to an unexplored area, as in the use of 

declaration to enhance young children’s literacy.

Overview of the studies

The research reported here comprises five studies: the first six-year phase of the 

ongoing main study and four supporting studies, one of these relating to phonics, two 

to attitudes and expectations and one to individual support o f pupils experiencing 

reading failure. A number of ‘preparatory’ studies preceded the commencement of 

this research, and reference to them is o f particular relevance as they laid the 

foundations on which many of its key aspects were developed.

In addition, a baseline assessment scheme (MacKay, 1999a) was designed as part of 

this research. Its development is outlined in detail, together with an account of other 

assessment measures used.

The ‘preparatory  ’  studies

Three studies or groups of studies were o f particular significance in helping to 

formulate several of the main features o f the current research: first, a series of studies 

of playground behaviour (MacKay & Briggs, 1994; Briggs, MacKay & Miller,

1995); second, a study o f attitudes and values among children with reading failure 

(MacKay, 1995a, 1999b); third, an early intervention literacy study (MacKay & 

Watson, 1996, 1999).

The playground studies were o f importance in highlighting the complexities of the 

process of change in educational settings and in clarifying a number of key factors 

for effective interventions in this area. The implications of four such projects were
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outlined by MacKay and Briggs (1994). One highly successful playground 

intervention, using a qualitative research design incorporating several quantitative 

measures, highlighted the significance of the socio-economic context in relation not 

only to behaviour but also to difficulties in learning (Briggs, MacKay & Miller, 

1995). It also emphasised the importance of factors such as self-esteem in effecting 

positive change. The groupwork intervention paradigm it developed, with its focus 

on self-esteem, was adopted in the next study, as outlined below.

The study of attitudes and values moved the focus of a groupwork intervention from 

playground behaviour to reading failure (MacKay, 1995a, 1999b). This was a 

randomised control trial in which 24 pupils in Primary 4 and Primary 5 with severe 

levels of reading failure were matched in triads for age, cognitive ability and reading 

level and randomly allocated to two experimental groups and a control group. One 

experimental group was the subject o f a 10-week intervention based on changing 

attitudes and values regarding education and the relevance of reading, while the 

other, in addition, followed a paired reading programme at home. Both experimental 

groups achieved significant gains in reading scores compared with controls, together 

with reported improvements in other areas such as behaviour in school. Measures of 

attitude change of experimentáis versus controls were also significant. This study led 

to a focus on the importance of attitudes, values and expectations in the main study 

reported here. It also provides the relevant context for Study 3, ‘the attitudes study’.

The above study o f reading failure was also important as a preparation for an early 

intervention literacy study (MacKay & Watson, 1996, 1999). The success o f the 

intervention at mid-primary school level using a single strategy (changing attitudes 

and values) led to examining the issue of tackling reading failure in the same 

establishment at school entry age using a wider range of strategies. The sample 

comprised an experimental group o f two Primary 1 (PI) classes (N = 46) in one 

school and controls (N = 44) matched for age and socio-economic status (SES) in 

two other schools in the same neighbourhood. All participants were assessed using a 

pre-test procedure designed specifically for the study and including reading 

readiness, reading achievement and attitudinal factors. The intervention, which
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extended over a five month period, was multi-dimensional and utilised variables 

supported by research in the areas of curriculum and teaching methods, attitudinal 

factors and home support. Expérimentais achieved significantly better post-test 

results than controls, particularly in phonological skills, and a number of other 

benefits were reported by the school. The project achieved all o f its objectives and 

led to the introduction of strategies to modify the ‘literacy environment’ o f PI 

entrants into all of the pre-school provision in the area.

Each of these studies therefore contributed to the planning and design of the current 

intervention.

Study 1 ( ‘The main study ’)

The main study comprised an early intervention programme for all pupils in the pre­

school year, Primary 1 and Primary 2 in all o f the pre-five establishments (N = 23) 

and primary schools (N = 35) in West Dunbartonshire. This provided a total sample 

each year o f approximately between 3,000 and 4,000 pupils at these stages. After the 

first year, one third of this number left the early intervention programme annually as 

they progressed from Primary 2 to Primary 3, to be replaced by a similar number of 

new cases entering the programme in the pre-school year.

All of these pupils were individually tested at the end o f each calendar year 

(November-December) using the baseline assessment scheme designed for the 

programme (MacKay, 1999a). Testing took approximately 20 minutes, and was 

conducted by classroom teachers and by early intervention teachers employed for the 

project. All testers were trained by the author. About 120 testers were required each 

year, and training was ongoing to ensure that any new staff joining the programme 

were trained before carrying out the assessments.

The key elements in the baseline assessment were concepts of print, phonological 

awareness (for example, rhyme detection and production) and early reading skills 

(for example, knowledge of letter sounds, blending and word reading). The baseline
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was carried out prior to the start o f the intervention programme and the same 

assessment measure was used for evaluation of progress each year. This provided a 

measure o f literacy skills for each of the three stages from pre-school to Primary 2 

and allowed comparisons of cohorts of children at the same level each year, as well 

as yielding data charting the progress of individual pupils from year to year.

Further measures o f reading ability were also obtained for every child in the higher 

primary stages, so that there would be a means of evaluating change in the 

population as the pupils on the programme moved through their primary’ school 

years. For this purpose the Norman France Reading Tests (France, 1978, 1981) were 

conducted in May each year for all pupils in Primaries 3, 4 and 7. These group 

reading tests were administered by class teachers. Although they lacked the 

sensitivity o f the individually administered baseline assessment they nevertheless 

provided an overall measure o f change in the cohorts at each of these stages.

In terms of content, a multiple-component intervention programme comprising ‘ 10 

strands’ was designed. These strands were drawn from the evidence base for literacy 

interventions, and recognised areas such as the importance of phonological 

awareness in the early stages, of a strong and structured emphasis on phonics and of 

attitudes, values and expectations. An early intervention team comprising a project 

leader (head teacher) and 10 teachers was appointed. This team constituted the key 

personnel both in supporting pre-school and primary staff in the delivery o f the 

programme throughout all establishments and in providing additional classroom 

help.

From the start o f the intervention the factors affecting educational change were 

articulated. A steering group was established and key context variables of ‘vision, 

profile, ownership, commitment and declaration’ were promoted as being of the 

highest importance. It was considered essential that the project should be marked by 

these five key factors: by all involved with it having the vision to believe that 

extraordinary results could be achieved; by being presented at all times in the highest 

profile as something o f great importance; by everyone from the leader of the Council
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to the parents and the children themselves identifying with it and owning it as their 

own project; by everyone giving a long-term commitment to making it work 

effectively; and by constant and bold declarations that this initiative would have 

outstanding success.

These concepts were constantly and deliberately mediated at all levels of the 

education authority -  Councillors, educational directorate, quality assurance 

personnel, head teachers, class teachers, other school staff, the early intervention 

team -  indeed all who had an involvement with the project. Fidelity of 

implementation was maintained through a programme of constant monitoring, 

assessment and training (see Appendix 3). Motivation was also maintained both by 

according the project the highest profile in major dissemination conferences and by 

the phased introduction of new developments to prevent the initiative from becoming 

stale or routine.

Study 2 ( ‘The synthetic phonics study9)

This study aimed to develop one of the 10 strands o f intervention designed for the 

main study -  ‘a strong and structured phonics emphasis’. It adopted a developing 

area of research and practice in phonics teaching, ‘synthetic’ phonics (starting with 

letter sounds and learning how to combine these to make words), as an alternative to 

the traditional or ‘analytic’ phonics approach normally employed in the teaching of 

reading (beginning at whole word level and breaking words down into letter sounds). 

The synthetic phonics method had shown good potential, but had not been developed 

in situations where socio-economic disadvantage was a significant background 

factor, or where initiatives to enhance the teaching of analytic phonics were also 

being conducted.

Eighteen primary schools were selected for the study (9 experimentáis, 9 controls). 

This was a quasi-experimental study as random selection of establishments would 

not have been a practicable possibility. The major curriculum change required by the 

experimental schools was such that the project could only be expected to work by
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asking for volunteers. These nine volunteer schools were matched in pairs with the 

nine schools selected as representing the nearest controls in terms of socio-economic 

profiles and literacy attainment levels. A synthetic phonics programme was 

introduced to Primary 1 classes in the nine experimental schools. The initiative was 

supported by a major training programme for all staff involved in implementation, 

together with comprehensive support arrangements and regular feedback meetings. A 

range of quantitative and qualitative measures was used for assessment. This 

included not only the pre-post baseline assessments for the first year o f the study but 

also follow-up evaluations using the same assessment measure as the sample moved 

through Primary 2, and group reading tests as they moved through Primaries 3 and 4.

Study 3 ( ‘The attitudes study ’)

This study served to develop another o f the 10 strands of intervention designed for 

the main study -  ‘enhancing attitudes, values and expectations’. O f the 24 children 

who had taken part in the randomised control trial on reading failure (outlined above 

in the preparatory studies), 20 were traced to their secondary schools in 1999, five 

and a half years after the initial study had taken place. At the time of the original 

study they were around the middle years o f their primary schooling, and at follow up 

they were around the middle years o f secondary schooling. All were individually 

assessed for their level of literacy skills, allowing new experimental v. control 

comparisons to be made.

Study 4 ( ‘The declaration study’)

This study also served to develop the strand of intervention relating to ‘enhancing 

attitudes, values and expectations’. The study was carried out in 12 primary and 

nursery schools (six experimental, six control) in East Renfrewshire during 

Session 1999-2000. The aim o f the study was to change children’s expectations 

regarding their achievement in literacy, and to assess the impact of such change 

on actual reading scores. A total o f 565 pupils participated in the six 

experimental establishments -  320 at pre-school level and 245 in Primary 1, with
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27 teachers plus school management involved in implementation. Schools were 

matched for SES and included establishments with high and low levels of 

disadvantage.

Staff were trained in a novel intervention strategy based on changing 

expectations through declarations by pupils regarding future achievement, and 

this was implemented daily throughout a period of approximately nine weeks. A 

systematic sample o f 60 children, five from each experimental and control 

school, was assessed individually before and after the intervention, using the 

baseline assessment designed for the main study. The sample comprised each nth 

child from the register, where n equalled one-fifth of the number in the primary 

class or nursery pre-school year group. Pre-post measures of attitudes to reading 

were also obtained. These quantitative measures were supported by qualitative 

indicators obtained from children who were assessed individually and also from 

staff in relation to all of the participating pupils in the experimental 

establishments.

Study 5 ( ‘The individual support study9)

The individual support study (MacKay & McDonald, in preparation) recognised that 

two factors relating to the later years of schooling required to be addressed. First, 

there were many pupils in the upper primary years and in secondary school who were 

already experiencing reading failure and who were not going to benefit from a 

literacy intervention focused on the early years. Second, a strategy was needed for 

the identification and support of children who were still failing even after they had 

been through the early intervention programme.

This study was carried out in two phases. First, a quasi-experimental study was 

conducted in one West Dunbartonshire secondary school, with 24 pupils referred for 

learning support because o f low reading levels. Of these pupils, 12 controls were 

assigned to the normal learning support programme while 12 experimentáis were 

enrolled in an intensive individual support programme. The programme selected as
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meeting the criteria determined by the researchers was ‘Toe By Toe’ (Cowling & 

Cowling, 1993). The allocation of cases to the two conditions was not random, as it 

had to be subject to the normal timetabling and other constraints encountered in a 

large secondary school. However, the two samples were matched as closely as 

possible. All experimentáis received individual tuition for 20 minutes a day, using a 

programme that lasted approximately three months. Pre-post assessments were 

conducted at the start and finish o f a 12-month period.

Following further piloting of the programme in secondary and primary schools in the 

authority, the second phase of the study involved the identification of pupils at upper 

primary level (mainly Primary 7) who were experiencing significant reading 

difficulties. These children were initially identified by staff in the 35 primary schools 

in the authority, and following individual testing 104 were selected from 32 schools 

as meeting support criteria.

Approximately 120 individual support workers were trained in the use of the 

programme by the author and the learning support teacher who delivered the 

secondary school intervention. These were drawn from a wide range of personnel -  

teachers, classroom assistants and volunteers. Monitoring and support structures 

were put in place to ensure effective implementation.

Overview of methodology

Table 1-1 provides an overview of the methodology o f the studies in terms of design, 

sample, assessment measures and analysis.
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Table 1-1 Overview of methodology

r D esign S a m p le A sse s s m e n t m ea su res In terven tio n A n a ly s is
S tu d y  1: 
M a in  s tudy

L ong-te rm ; a c ro ss-lag g e d  d e s ig n  in 
w h ich  p re -in te rv e n tio n  p o p u la tio n  
co h o rts  w ere  c o n tro ls  for 
su b seq u e n t sa m e  ag e  in te rv en tio n  
co h o rts

T o ta l N = 4 3 ,3 7 0  o f  w hom : 
In d iv id u a l a ssessm en ts: 
2 2 ,9 8 6  (p re -te s t 3 ,6 5 9 ; p o s t­
test: 6 ,9 9 7  p re -sch o o l; 7 ,897  
P I ;  8 ,092  P2)
G ro u p  a ssessm en ts: 2 0 ,3 8 4  
(6 ,6 8 3  P 3 ; 6 ,7 5 2  P4; 6 ,9 4 9  
P7) in 58  e s tab lish m en ts  (23  
p re -sch o o l, 35 p rim ary )

In d iv id u a l: B ase lin e  a sse ssm e n t 
sch em e  (M a cK ay , 1999a, 
d e s ig n ed  fo r  s tu d y  -  A p p e n d ix  2 ) 
G roup: N o rm a n  F ra n c e  R ead in g  
T es ts  (F ran ce , 1978, 1981).
A ll a sse ssm e n ts  ad m in is te red  
annually

A  m u ltip le -co m p o n e n t 
lite racy  in te rv en tio n  w ith  
10 stran d s , d esig n ed  fo r 
s tu d y  b u t e m b ed d ed  
w ith in  th e  cu rric u lu m  as 
d e te rm in e d  b y  n a tio n a l 
and loca l a u th o rity  
g u id an ce  (A p p e n d ix  3)

In d ep en d en t tw o -sa m p le  t  te s ts  
w ith  e ffe c t s izes  ca lcu la ted  o n  th e  
s ta n d ard  d ev ia tio n s  o f  th e  p re ­
te s t c o h o rts

S tudy  2:
Syn the tic
p h o n ics

Q u asi-ex p e rim cn ta l, tr ia n g u la ted  b y  
a  ran g e  o f  q u a lita tiv e  m easu res

18 p rim a ry  sch o o ls  (9 
e x p e rim e n ta l, 9  con tro l). 
T o ta l N = 5 9 0  (315 
e x p e rim e n ta l, 2 7 5  co n tro l) 
T  a rg e ted  N =  180 (9 0  
e x p erim en ta l, 9 0  con tro l)

B ase lin e  a sse ssm e n t sch em e  
(M acK ay , 1999a); sp e llin g  tes t 
(d esig n ed  fo r s tudy  -  A p p en d ix  
4 ); q u a lita tiv e  m easu res 
(A p p e n d ix  5)

A  sy n th e tic  p h o n ics  
p ro g ram m e (b a sed  on 
L loyd , 1992)

T o ta l sam ple : in d ep en d en t tw o- 
sam p le  t te s ts  w ith  e ffe c t s izes 
c a lcu la te d  on  th e  s tan d ard  
d ev ia tio n s  o f  th e  p re -te s t c o h o rts  
T arg e te d  sam ple : re la te d  tw o - 
sam p le  t tes ts

S tudy  3: 
A ttitu d es

A  co m p a riso n  study : lo n g -te rm  
fo llo w -u p  o f  ra n d o m ise d  con tro l 
tria l, co m p arin g  o rig in a l 
ex p erim en ta l an d  co n tro l g ro u p s 
a fte r 5 ‘A  y ears

N =  1 9 (1 1  e x p erim en ta l, 8 
co n tro l) fro m  sa m p le  o f  2 4  in 
o rig in a l R C T

N eale  A n a ly s is  o f  R ead in g  
A b ilitv , R e v ised  B ritish  E d ition  
(N eale , 1989)

N o t ap p licab le . O rig in al 
in te rv en tio n  d e sc rib e d  in 
M acK ay  (1 9 9 5 a , 1999b)

In d e p en d e n t tw o -sa m p le  t  te s ts , 
w ith  e ffe c t s iz es  c a lcu la te d  o n  the  
s ta n d a rd  d e v ia tio n s  o f  th e  
s ta n d a rd  a sse ssm e n t m ea su re

S tudy  4: 
D ecla ra tion

Q u asi-ex p e rim en ta l, tr ia n g u la ted  b y  
a ran g e  o f  q u a lita tiv e  m easu res

12 sch o o ls  (n u rse ry  and  
p rim a ry , 6  e x p erim e n ta l, 6 
co n tro l)
T o ta l sam ple : N = 5 6 5  (3 2 0  
n u rse ry , 245  p rim ary ) 
T a rg e te d  sam ple : N = 6 0  (30  
e x p e rim e n ta l, 3 0  co n tro l)

B ase lin e  a sse ssm e n t sch em e  
(M acK ay , 1999a); a ttitu d es tes t, 
d e s ig n ed  fo r  s tudy ; q u a lita tiv e  
m easu res

A ll ch ild ren  in 
e x p erim e n ta l sc h o o ls  and  
n u rse ries  m ade  
d ec la ra tio n s  reg ard in g  
fu tu re  lite racy  
a ch iev e m en ts  (as 
d e sc rib e d  in  C h a p te r  13)

B a se lin e  a ssessm en t: 
in d ep e n d en t tw o -sa m p le  t te s ts , 
w ith  e ffe c t s iz es  ca lcu la te d  as for 
m ain  stu d y
A ttitu d e  change : ch i-sq u a re  te s t

S tudy  5:
In d iv id u a l
su p p o rt

A  q u asi-ex p e rim en ta l s tu d y  in 
seco n d ary  sch o o l, su p p o rted  b y  a 
g a in s-sc o re  s tu d y  in  p rim a ry  school

Secondary : o n e  sch o o l, N = 2 4  
(1 2  ex p erim en ta l, 12 con tro l) 
P rim ary : 35 schoo ls, N = 1 0 4

S econdary : G ap ad o l R ead in g  
C o m p reh e n sio n  T e s t (M cL eo d  &  
A n d erso n , 1972)
P rim ary : N e a le  A n a ly s is  o f  
R ead in g  A b ility , R e v ised  B ritish  
E d ition  (N ea le , 1989)

A n in d iv id u a l su p p o rt 
p a ck a g e  fo r d e v e lo p in g  
b as ic  re a d in g  sk ills  
(C o w lin g  &  C o w lin g , 
1993)

S econdary : In d e p en d e n t tw o - 
sam p le  t te s ts  w ith  e ffe c t s izes 
sh o w n ; e ffe c t s izes w ere  
ca lcu la te d  o n  th e  s ta n d a rd  
d e v ia tio n s  o f  th e  s ta n d a rd ise d  
a sse ssm e n t m easu re  
P rim ary : in sp ec tio n  o f  ind iv id u a l 
g a in  sco res
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Overview of results

The preparatory studies had already provided a basis from which to plan the design 

of a long-term, population-wide intervention in literacy using multiple-component 

strategies. They had highlighted not only the extent of underachievement in literacy 

and difficulties in related areas in disadvantaged populations, but also the importance 

of variables other than the content of the curriculum, most particularly attitudes, 

values and expectations. They had also pointed to the value of a broad-based 

approach to early intervention.

In the main study, a consistent pattern of higher achievement levels was found for all 

baseline assessment tests across each of the pre-school, Primary 1 and Primary 2 

cohorts. These enhanced results were obtained year-on-year throughout a six-year 

intervention period when each cohort was compared with the cohort at the same age 

level in the previous year. Children at all levels of achievement benefited from the 

intervention. The proportion of pupils obtaining high scores rose significantly, while 

at the other end of the scale those with very low scores reduced dramatically in 

numbers. The group reading tests at Primary 3 and Primary 4, although very much 

less sensitive than the baseline assessments in their scoring, indicated that the gains 

made as a result of early intervention were being reflected in reading scores in the 

years following the intervention. The practical effect o f these improvements was 

very apparent. Indeed, the class teachers in Primary 3 noted that the new reading 

levels of children entering their classes since the programme began were challenging 

the delivery o f the normal P3 curriculum, which was requiring to be re-appraised.

In the synthetic phonics study it was hypothesised that the baseline assessment tests 

that should show the effects of the programme were those requiring word attack 

skills, namely, the non-word reading test and the word reading test. It was on these 

two tests that significant gains for pupils in the nine experimental schools were 

found, together with overall improvements in reading performance on group tests at 

Primary 4. Extensive qualitative data were also obtained from the staff in these 

schools. This provided very strong support for the effectiveness o f the programme,
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since teachers were virtually unanimous in asserting that their pupils were working at 

higher levels o f skill than had ever been known before. This view was expressed so 

universally that the nine volunteer schools were joined within a year or so by 

virtually every other primary school, so that the area became, in effect, a ‘synthetic 

phonics’ authority.

The attitudes study and the declaration study strengthened the base for ensuring that 

addressing attitudes, values and expectations should be built into any literacy 

intervention programme as a variable which could affect outcomes but which was 

essentially separate from the literacy content of the programme itself. Both studies 

addressed this variable in its own right, while keeping the content of the reading 

curriculum constant. The attitudes study indicated that over five years after a brief 

intervention to raise literacy scores by changing attitudes and values, the 

experimentáis were still reading at a significantly higher level than the controls, even 

though they had received no differential treatment during these intervening years. 

Again, this study was of importance in planning the main long-term intervention with 

a view to intergenerational change.

The declaration study resulted not only in significantly higher scores on early literacy 

skills for the experimentáis but also in significant shifts towards more positive 

attitudes and expectations regarding reading. As a study of children in their pre­

school year and Primary 1 it was particularly relevant to informing a large-scale early 

intervention.

In the individual support study dramatic mean gains were made by the experimentáis 

in their reading scores, while the controls progressed only at the expected rate -  that 

is, they made considerably less than one year’s gain over the 12-month period 

between pre-test and post-test. This result supported the pilot work carried out in 

preparation for the study, during which very high gain scores were reported for 

pupils receiving the intervention. This provided a firm basis for setting up the 

training and implementation arrangements by which the study was extended 

throughout the upper classes in the primary sector. Following the established success
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of the programme at secondary using quasi-experimental methods, the primary 

project was carried out without selecting further controls. A high level of gain scores 

was achieved across the sample during a five-month intervention period.

These results have consistently supported the two main objectives of the whole 

initiative -  significantly raising the achievement levels of this entire population and 

providing a basis for addressing the problem of illiteracy.
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Chapter 2

The Application of Psychology to Human Welfare

The large-scale application of psychology to human welfare, specifically within the 

educational arena, is considered here under four heads: the scope of psychology and 

of educational psychology; the context of real world research; the place of values in 

science; and the nature of educational change.

The scope of psychology and of educational psychology

The foundations of applied psychology are to be found mainly in a response to 

human problems, that is, in the application o f psychology to individuals or situations 

where things have become wrong or disordered. This may be illustrated by reference 

to the origins o f applied psychology in Britain in the main settings of health, 

education, work and the law (MacKay, 2001b). Psychologists were employed in 

these fields to deal respectively with disorders and disabilities, special educational 

needs, meeting the demands of war and the aftermath of crime -  that is, to respond to 

the problem areas o f life.

The reasons for this focus were both obvious and commendable. Funding and 

support for applied psychology were most likely to be found in dealing with these 

key areas o f need, and they highlighted the demonstrable significance of psychology 

to the ‘human condition’ in terms of equity and relevance. However, at the same time 

this led to a narrow emphasis for much of applied psychology in relation both to its 

target population and to its methods of operation. The population of most interest 

tended to be one with psychological problems, and the method of approaching it was 

generally based on individual assessment and intervention. Thus, clinical psychology 

dealt with individuals with mental health problems; educational psychology dealt 

with children and young people with special needs; occupational psychology 

developed a focus on individual personnel selection, often specialising in identifying

24



those who failed selection tests for the armed forces, and then for the wider 

employment context; and forensic psychologists assessed and treated individuals 

with problems of delinquent or criminal behaviour.

All of these interests continue to be necessary fields o f psychological enquiry and 

practice. Nevertheless, the result became a narrowing of vision that may be 

summarised in three key concepts: prevention, breadth and positive focus. In terms 

of prevention, the response of applied psychology was reactive rather than proactive. 

The context o f the problems was not being addressed and challenged (MacKay, 

2000a; Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2000). The case for prevention is overwhelming 

(Albee & Gullotta, 1997). In social and economic terms, the cost o f failure to foster 

human welfare is enormous, and falls heavily on the families concerned as well as on 

health, education and social services (see, for example, Knapp, Scott & Davies,

1999). Yet the focus of intervention has continued to be ‘ounces o f prevention and 

pounds o f cure’ (Ross, 1998).

In terms o f breadth, dealing with the individual as the main focus of psychology was 

unsustainable and uneconomical, and had little overall impact. It was the sheer scale 

of the problem that rendered individual interventions ineffective as a basis for 

dealing with psychological and social problems. It was not so much a question of 

whether clinical or educational psychologists could answer the specific challenges 

raised about the effectiveness of their individual techniques (for example, Dawes, 

1994). It was more a requirement to recognise that psychology would never have a 

major impact on society if preoccupied with individual interventions. The problems 

were too widespread, whether the incidence of mental health difficulties (for 

example, Kramer, 1992), of educational underachievement (for example, Cox, 2000) 

or of the recognised level of criminal behaviour in society. It is this context that 

determines that the priority for interventions must shift from a central focus on 

individual needs towards addressing institutions and structures.

In terms of a positive focus, it was necessary for applied psychology -  whether 

clinical, educational, occupational, forensic or otherwise -  to look beyond the
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traditional territory of disorders and difficulties to a much wider and more crucial 

role in society’s affairs: that of promoting health and quality of life, fostering 

learning and raising achievement, enhancing work satisfaction and motivation and 

fostering harmonious communities (MacKay, 2001b).

It is the question of fostering learning and raising achievement that is of the most 

central interest to educational psychology. It has the scope to meet all of the 

aspirations indicated above. It is essentially preventative rather than reactive; it calls 

for systemic rather than individual interventions; and it promotes the development of 

positive outcomes for all, rather than responding solely to a problem context.

A turning point in establishing a wider and more systemic role for educational 

psychology was the publication of Reconstructing Educational Psychology (Gillham, 

1978). The agenda for change was set out by a wide range of authors, and included a 

robust critique of reactive, individual models o f working. Nevertheless, despite a 

constant focus on this change agenda in the educational psychology literature 

(Acklaw, 1990; Jensen, Malcolm, Phelps & Stoker, 2002; Stobie, 2002a, 2002b), the 

following 20 years or so were characterised not only by a continued emphasis on 

traditional roles (Boyle & MacKay, 1990; Lokke, Irvine, M ’gadzah & Frederickson, 

1997; MacKay, 2000b; MacKay & Boyle, 1994; MacKay & Vassie, 1998; Stobie,

1996) but by a clear signal from teachers and other service users that these were the 

roles they valued. For example, a survey o f head teachers’ opinions at the beginning 

of this period of change (Topping, 1978) indicated that they valued ‘individual 

casework’ rather than general school work, policy development or research. This 

preference was echoed in unambiguous terms several years later in a Scottish study 

of the perceptions of teachers in primary and special schools (O’Hagen & Swanson, 

1983). New and wider consultancy roles were treated with suspicion while the 

traditional functions in relation to assessment of children with special needs were 

emphasised.

However, there have been indications that new roles for psychologists have been 

appreciated when they have been introduced in the context of a good ‘conventional’
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service. Evans and Wright (1987) examined teachers’ perceptions of service delivery 

in the Surrey psychological service during a period o f change between 1981 and 

1985 when the service moved from a traditional, psychometric, referral-based 

approach to a model offering regular visits to schools, curriculum-based assessment, 

increased involvement in in-service training and educational policy-making and a 

system of writing reports to schools in terms of agreed aims and actions. Teacher 

ratings indicated that the service was viewed in a positive light both before and after 

these changes. At the same time, in terms of priorities the teachers’ views had not 

changed. They still placed assessment of individual pupils with learning difficulties 

as their top priority, with considerably less interest in the new roles on offer.

Within a Scottish context in recent years there has been considerable evidence that a 

wider role for educational psychologists is increasingly welcomed by service users.

A series of studies examining primary and secondary teachers’ perceptions of the 

role o f the psychologist in relation to learning difficulties has shown a clear 

development here (Boyle & MacKay, 1990, submitted; MacKay & Boyle, 1994, 

submitted). In the earlier studies, while roles such as consultancy, research and in- 

service training were valued, teachers continued to view the traditional activities of 

individual assessment and counselling as being of prime importance. Vassie and 

Watson (1990) reported similar findings in a study of more general service delivery 

to primary schools. However, in the most recent study, conducted in 2003 with 112 

primary and 24 secondary schools, not only had there been a significant increase in 

the involvement of psychologists in new roles such as research and policy 

development, but the extent of involvement in these roles accounted for most of the 

variance in how highly schools valued the psychologist’s contribution.

The current context of Scottish educational psychology may be described as 

representing a tension between continuity and change (Boyle & MacKay, submitted; 

MacKay, 2003b; Stobie, 2002a, 2002b). Nevertheless, the presumption in favour of 

change is a compelling one, and has considerable official backing. A research role 

for the educational psychologist has not only been promoted vigorously in the 

literature (Greig, 2001; MacKay, 1987, 1989, 1997, 1999d) but has also been
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endorsed by the Scottish Executive in its review of services as a core function 

(Scottish Executive, 2002). The review has highlighted a central remit for the 

profession in relation to the national priorities for education in Scotland, arising from 

the Standards in Scotland’s Schools etc. Act 2000 -  raising attainment, supporting 

teachers, enhancing school environments, promoting equality, work with parents to 

teach pupils self-respect and enhancing pupils’ skill, attitudes and expectations. All 

of these priority areas are of central relevance to the current study.

The context of real world research

A survey of the views of over 800 UK psychologists regarding future trends using 

the Delphi technique (Haste, Hogan & Zachariou, 2001) pointed to two 

developments for psychology as a science. First, there would be an increased 

research emphasis on everyday life, quality of life and the whole person. Second, 

research would move increasingly from the laboratory to real world settings. These 

predictions represent a continuing trend in psychology, which has seen an expansion 

of interest in qualitative research paradigms applied to the relatively uncontrolled and 

unpredictable arena o f real world research.

Conducting real world research with practitioners in schools requires a recognition 

that work must be done in ‘complex, messy, poorly controlled “field” settings’ 

(Robson, 1993, p. x). As sample size increases from small numbers in a single school 

to whole populations in many diverse establishments, as co-workers increase from 

one or two dedicated research assistants to vast numbers of teachers and other staff, 

and as intervention methods increase from single to multiple-component strategies, 

so also is there a corresponding increase in the complexity, messiness and poor 

control that characterise these settings.

These features of real world research are prominent even where small samples form 

the basis for carefully controlled, short-term interventions. The preparatory 

investigations that laid the foundations for this study, in particular a randomised 

control trial (MacKay, 1995a, 1999b) and a quasi-experimental study (MacKay &
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Watson, 1999), exemplified the messy nature o f real world research. In the latter case 

it was clearly articulated:

‘In many ways the study reported here serves as an excellent example of such 

messiness. The planned groupwork intervention for the experimental subgroup could 

not proceed because the groupworker took ill; the home link teacher met with 

discouragement in her home support plan; the peer tutoring by older pupils in the 

Easter holidays did not get off the ground because of lack of response; one of the two 

researchers made a career change in the middle o f the study; no sooner had the 

intervention begun than the school had to prepare for a merger with another school in 

the area; and in the middle o f it all local government reorganisation took place, 

resulting among other things in the termination of funding and the necessity for a 

new grant application’ (MacKay & Watson, 1999).

These difficult features do not constitute a reason for avoiding research in real-world 

settings. Rather, they represent a reason for researchers to acknowledge the special 

challenges in taking research from controlled, laboratory settings to complex 

naturalistic settings for which effective interventions must be designed, implemented 

and evaluated. Despite the difficulties encountered in the above study, the authors 

went on to note:

‘Nevertheless, the intervention was successful, and the experimentáis made greater 

gains in their early reading skills than the controls. It is important to highlight the 

difficulties which arose, because in the view of the researchers these “messy” 

features are characteristic o f all real research which takes place in schools, yet these 

aspects are scarcely ever mentioned’ (MacKay & Watson, 1999).

It is this context of real world research that informs all aspects of the present study. 

The comfort zone of uni-dimensional, randomised control trials in tightly organised 

experiments is left behind for the unpredictable world o f action research in dynamic 

settings where researchers have limited control. It is an arena where researchers 

design studies, but where politicians, funders, managers and workers follow many
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other often conflicting agendas; where mundane issues such as council policies, 

financial crises, breakdowns in communication, staff turnover and vacant posts 

conspire to undermine the most carefully laid plans for experimental rigour. It is a 

world in which high fidelity of implementation is often vitiated by staff illness, 

maternity leave or burnout, or by the competing demands of other initiatives; a world 

also in which the most stringent plans for experimental and control groups are 

subject to the political ethics o f those whose remit is to do good, and to ensure 

equality o f opportunity and equity of service provision.

It is also a world in which the researcher becomes increasingly aware of factors other 

than the substance of the intervention itself that seem to be important in determining 

outcomes -  ethereal factors such as vision, profile, ownership, commitment and 

declaration. These concepts are difficult to identify, far less to measure. Yet they 

may define whether an intervention is dramatically effective or merely mediocre. 

Each contains inherent dangers for the researcher. Vision can only ever be first-hand, 

and never second-hand. It can be inspired and encouraged, but ultimately it must be 

the vision of those who see, and not o f those others who advise and guide them. For 

this reason those with vision will think independently, and will aspire beyond the 

narrow boundaries dictated by researchers, as they adapt and improve the designs 

prescribed for them. Profile likewise is hazardous. The projects that are given the 

highest profile are characterised by excitement and vibrancy. But is it the 

intervention strategy or the profile that contributes most to the positive outcomes? So 

also with commitment. Staff with low commitment may complete records indicating 

the level o f fidelity with which they have adhered to the research procedures, yet 

their records will reveal little o f the dynamic process that leads to results. Those with 

high levels of commitment will complete the same records the same way, but leave 

the researcher often pondering whether they would achieve their results whatever the 

intervention strategy. As to ownership, it is only achieved at the cost of passing 

control from the researcher to the practitioner. It ensures that the project will be 

pursued in the face of difficulties and obstacles; but those who have taken ownership 

of their work will adapt it and enhance it, and will develop aims and aspirations that 

do not always coincide with those of the researcher.
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These mercurial factors -  the context variables as opposed to the content variables -  

have been explicitly articulated throughout this study. Indeed, they have been 

fostered at every level of the intervention as part of the interactive context needed for 

ensuring that a large-scale, long-term programme will remain vibrant and viable 

throughout its lifespan.

Robson (1993) characterises real world research as: solving problems rather than just 

gaining knowledge; predicting effects rather than finding causes; looking for large 

effects rather than studying relationships between variables; developing and testing 

interventions and services rather than theories; and using multiple methods rather 

than single methods. All of these are features o f the present enquiry.

The place of values in science

The focus of real world research on solving problems, testing interventions and 

looking for the kinds of large effects that make meaningful differences to people’s 

lives goes hand in hand with an increasing debate on the place o f values in science. It 

is a discussion that challenges the entire psychological research agenda, by asking 

questions about the priorities, aims and methods of research. The debate has many 

able exponents who are promoting a ‘critical psychology’ agenda and who are 

challenging the assumptions on which traditional psychological paradigms for 

research and intervention are based (Fox & Prilleltensky, 1997; Prilleltensky, 1994; 

Prilleltensky & Nelson, 1997,2000; Rappaport, 2000). This is an arena marked by 

‘irony, tensions and contradictions’ (Rappaport & Stewart, 1997), but essentially the 

discussion about values is an extension of the established field of psychology and 

ethics. It moves beyond traditional ethical issues regarding the conduct of 

psychologists and how they act in relation to their clients and their research 

participants, and raises wider questions about psychology, social justice and human 

welfare. The central argument is that psychology (or indeed science in general) is not 

and cannot be apolitical and value free. Prilleltensky and Fox (1997) crystallise the

31



position in citing Pettifor (1996) in her presidential address to the Canadian 

Psychological Association:

‘The discipline of psychology is moving beyond the myth o f detached neutrality to 

discover virtue and to recognise politics as forces which determine ethical 

behaviour... The concept of personal individual ethics needs to be extended to the 

social and cultural environment, because the environment influences the ethical 

behaviour o f psychologists and the quality of life o f all citizens. A morally 

responsible perspective includes a political role for psychologists which encompasses 

strategies to shape that environment’ (in Prilleltensky & Fox, 1997, p. 8).

The attempt to provide an agreed values framework to underpin the priorities of 

psychological interventions is not without significant challenges. In promoting the 

belief that ‘fundamental human needs, values and rights must be met and upheld for 

a better and more just society to emerge’, Prilleltensky and Nelson (1997) propose 

five core values that may be found generally agreeable among psychologists. These 

are: health, caring and compassion, self-determination and participation, human 

diversity and social justice. Perhaps the common foundation governing the ethics of 

social and psychological interventions has never been better expressed than by Brill 

(1962):

‘We believe that every single human being is o f equal and infinite value... This 

remains true however strange, unpleasant, or socially unacceptable that human being 

may be. It is true of helpless babyhood, lunacy and senility... it is true of the grossly 

subnormal as of the highly intelligent; it is as true of the... tramp as o f the managing 

director’.

The recognition of social justice issues in governing the priorities of this research is 

not put forward as a political alternative to objective scientific enquiry. Nor is it 

proposed without reference to the implicit dangers in a value-driven psychological 

agenda. MacKay (1999c, 2000a, 2000b, 2001b, 2002c) has argued that explicit 

acknowledgement of the place of values in science must recognise key principles that
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are often absent from critical and political constructions of psychological enquiry. 

First, research is not obliged to be ‘real world’. If the place of pure psychological 

science were undermined, and if ethical values meant that human behaviour could 

not be studied simply for its own sake, psychology would be placed in a position of 

Unique disadvantage among all academic disciplines. Second, if  a campaign for 

social justice is not primarily to be that of the social and political activist but rather 

that o f the psychologist, then it must be firmly grounded in the principles and 

methods o f psychology and in its evidential base.

It is here that the critical psychology paradigm and the positivist-empiricist paradigm 

of mainstream psychology must surely coincide. If we can show, for example, that 

the distribution of physical and mental disabilities is most concentrated among the 

poor, but that it is not matched in the distribution of resources designed to meet those 

needs (MacKay, 1999c), we are using the normal tools of empirical enquiry and 

statistical analysis. Thus, our values lead us to enquire into areas where social justice 

issues arise, and our concepts and methods provide the distinctive tools for 

addressing these issues effectively. This approach to science and values has been 

illustrated in a similar way in relation to the structure of social justice in areas such 

as government spending, poverty and the council tax, the language o f education, 

discrimination in public services and the distribution of public resources (MacKay, 

1982, 1983, 1999c, 2000c, 2001a, 2003a, 2003c). Psychologists are almost uniquely 

placed to deal with the study of social justice, not as political campaigners but as 

scientists.

The aspiration to design strategies to contribute to shaping the social and educational 

environment of disadvantaged and vulnerable populations was the driving force 

underpinning this study. The place of values in determining the aims and objectives 

of the research, and in guiding its methodology and priorities for implementation, has 

been to the fore throughout. The issue of values and social justice has been made 

explicit and has been brought from the periphery to the centre o f enquiry and 

intervention.
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The nature  of educational change

The whole concept o f shaping the educational environment to the benefit of 

disadvantaged populations requires recognition of a wider question: the nature of 

educational change. This is not only a complex area but a subject o f study in its own 

right, with a substantial evidence base (for example, Crawford, Kydd & Riches,

1997; Fullan, 1991, 1993, 1999, 2001; Hargreaves, 1994; Sarason, 1982). A failure 

to understand and plan effectively for the process of change in organisations is a 

primary cause of the widespread failure of school projects, and indeed of the general 

failure of educational reform (Fullan, 2001; Sarason, 1990).

Fullan (1993, 1999) has demonstrated the ease with which ‘restructuring’ occurs 

time and again in educational organisations, but the much greater difficulty of 

‘reculturing’. The former is done by fiat. It is the outcome of the mandates of policy­

makers. The latter refers to the process by which school staffs come to question and 

change their beliefs and habits. This latter task, a fundamental requirement for 

fruitful change, has proved to be a far more difficult undertaking than was previously 

believed. For example, Stigler and Hiebert’s (1999) international study based on 

videotapes o f mathematics teaching showed that despite the presumption of 

significant reform in this area in US schools, little evidence o f any real reform was to 

be found. Some surface features had been changed, but the element most clearly 

requiring reform -  the basic approach to teaching -  had remained the same.

The pace of educational reform has increased dramatically in recent years, not only 

in the North American context studied most extensively by Fullan (2001), but also 

within the UK and in Scotland specifically (Humes, 2003). Large scale change has 

been envisaged not only for education in general, but also, and most especially, for 

schools in areas o f socio-economic disadvantage. The Scottish Executive promised to 

focus support on those vulnerable young people who were in greatest danger of 

becoming permanently excluded (Scottish Executive, 1999). This included a target of 

reducing by one third the days lost every year through exclusion from school and 

truancy. Yet much of the research on the effects of educational reform is dispiriting.
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As Elmore (1995) has noted, it is very straightforward to produce countless examples 

of how educational practice might be reformed, but very difficult to find examples of 

large numbers of teachers actually engaging in these practices.

Indeed, the problem of reform and of educational change is even more challenging 

than simply recognising the gap between policy and plans on the one hand and 

classroom practice on the other. Frequently, the results of reforms are not merely 

neutral but negative. Staff suffer from the effects o f overload and confusion. Fullan 

(2001) cites a survey by Hatch (2000) o f schools in California and Texas. Some 

establishments were working with nine or more different improvement programmes 

simultaneously. The results were that frustration and anger had never been higher. 

Hatch’s conclusion was that

‘... rather than contributing to substantial improvements, adopting improvement 

programmes may also add to the endless cycle o f initiatives that seem to sap the 

strength and spirit of schools and their communities’ (in Fullan, 2001, p. 22).

In his extensive investigation o f ‘the meaning o f educational change’, Fullan (2001) 

summarises the change process in terms of three broad phases now generally 

recognised by researchers. These are described in a variety of ways but essentially 

comprise: Phase I -  initiation (the process that leads up to and includes a decision to 

adopt or proceed with a change); Phase IT -  implementation (the first experiences of 

attempting to put an idea or reform into practice); Phase III -  institutionalisation (the 

process by which the change, if  effective, is built in as an ongoing part of the 

system). Since the implementation phase will usually occupy the first two or three 

years of use, it is clear that an effective and lasting change process is unlikely to be 

accomplished quickly. Fullan’s studies lead him to the view that:

‘The total time frame from initiation to institutionalisation is lengthy; even 

moderately complex changes take from three to five years, while larger scale efforts 

can take five to 10 years with sustaining improvements still being problematic. The 

single most important idea... is that change is a process, not an event -  a lesson
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learned the hard way by those who put all their energies into thinking through what 

would have to happen beyond that point.’ (2001, p. 52).

It is clear from a study of change processes in an educational context that the whole 

area is beset with major difficulties -  innovation overload on schools and teachers 

because o f the pace o f reform; the imposition o f policy and legislation leading to 

restructuring rather than reculturing; and lack of recognition of the length o f time 

during which an effective change process must be planned and managed. These 

difficulties are often a function of governmental and administrative structures. 

Governments must be seen to be reforming and legislating, but their lifespan before 

the next election will seldom exceed the initiation and very early implementation 

phases of any reform. Educational administrations in turn will introduce new 

policies, procedures and initiatives, but will often lack the mechanisms and resources 

to embed these in the culture of schools in a meaningful way. There is also a danger 

for researchers, who will initiate successful models of reform for which they 

themselves have had time to develop ownership and commitment, but without 

allowing for the processes leading to ownership and commitment in those 

responsible for implementation. All real change involves loss, anxiety and struggle 

(Marris, 1975), and requires a decision to leave behind the comfort of established and 

familiar ways.

Despite these difficulties, and the general inertia attendant on educational change, 

there is evidence that school-wide and authority-wide educational innovation can be 

successful. The American Institutes o f Research (1999) reviewed the research 

supporting a large number o f educational initiatives to find evidence of impact. The 

overall results were in many ways as disappointing as the above review might 

predict, in that two-thirds of the programmes showed marginal or no evidence to 

support them. Nevertheless, three of the models were viewed as demonstrating strong 

evidence o f positive effects.

One o f these, ‘Success for All’ (Slavin & Madden, 1998, 2000) has been used by 

schools extensively in the United States and has also been adopted by some UK
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schools. The programme has wide implications for school reform, but its specific 

literacy focus and explicit recognition of the nature of organisational change have 

particular relevance to this study. Its main components as described by the American 

Institutes of Research (1999) include: a reading curriculum designed to give at least 

90 minutes of daily instruction in classes; frequent assessment of student progress, 

one-to-one reading tutors; an early learning programme at nursery level emphasising 

language development and reading; a family support team to encourage parental 

involvement; facilitators to assist teachers in the implementation process; and 

training in key aspects of the programme.

Within an educational psychology context, MacKay (1995a) proposed that the aims 

of project work in schools should be three-fold: first, direct effects -  changes that 

occur as a direct result of the intervention; second, training effects -  changes that 

become incorporated into the school’s methods and policies; third, generalised 

effects -  approaches that can be extended to other situations within the school or to 

other schools. Each of these aims required a plan for educational change, including 

follow up and review. Otherwise projects would quickly become irrelevant and their 

impact would be lost.

This study sought from the outset to take account of these lessons regarding the 

nature of educational change. The content of interventions, and more particularly the 

implementation strategies, were designed to maximise the potential for effective and 

enduring change. The key issue was how to operationalise the existing and 

developing corpus of psychological knowledge about literacy and illiteracy into a 

long-term intervention that would work effectively across an entire education 

authority. There was therefore a crucial emphasis not only on initiation but also on 

implementation and institutionalisation, with built-in structures for monitoring, 

review, support and training.
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SUMMARY

This chapter has considered issues relating to the large-scale application of 

psychology to human welfare under the headings of the scope of psychology and of 

educational psychology, the context of real world research, the place of values in 

science and the nature of educational change. It argues that there is a central remit for 

educational psychology in raising attainment, but that the real world research context 

in which this will be achieved is one of ‘complex, messy, poorly controlled field 

settings’. It also argues for a central place for values in science, and sets a research 

agenda for the current study based on the aspiration to enhance the social and 

educational environment of disadvantaged and vulnerable populations. It also 

recognises from the outset that the large-scale application of psychology to real 

world settings must take account of the complex processes of educational and 

organisational change.
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Chapter 3

The Research Context

The studies described here represent the initiation and a major part of the 

implementation of a wide-ranging and long-term literacy intervention. The overall 

aims of the intervention were to raise achievement levels and to eradicate illiteracy in 

an entire population of children and young people in areas of socio-economic 

disadvantage. All of the studies except one, ‘the declaration study , formed the major 

part of the ‘West Dunbartonshire Literacy Initiative’. The declaration study was 

carried out in a second education authority, East Renfrewshire, and in addition to 

being a free-standing initiative conducted on behalf of that authority it also served to 

inform the development of the project in West Dunbartonshire. This chapter provides 

a background to the studies and a description of the research settings in which they 

were carried out.

The background to the studies

In 1996 the author submitted to the Director of Education in West Dunbartonshire a 

paper entitled Transforming Reading Achievement fo r  All Children  -  A Vision fo r an 

Education Authority. It was a time of significant change for local government in 

Scotland following the reorganisation brought about by the Local Government etc. 

(Scotland) Act 1994. It was also a time of significant opportunity. The 32 new 

Councils were, for the most part, smaller than the 12 regional authorities that had 

preceded them. They had extensive powers in governing their own affairs at local 

level, and with many new personnel in newly-created posts, together with a fresh 

start in a new context, the time was ripe for new thinking and bold initiatives.

It was in this context that the visionary proposal raised in the paper was put forward. 

It embraced all of the concepts and ideals endorsed so far in the earlier chapters of 

this work: the potential of applied psychology; the opportunity for effecting large-



scale educational change; the challenge of real world research; the place o f values in 

science, and the contribution it could make to the lives of people who are vulnerable 

and disadvantaged; the power o f transforming leadership; and the need for vision, 

profile, ownership, commitment and declaration. The project was endorsed by the 

educational directorate, a successful bid for research funding was prepared and the 

vision was embraced by the Council. Thus the West Dunbartonshire Literacy 

Initiative was bom.

The commitment to a visionary strategy as forming the driving force for large-scale 

educational change was beyond question. Vision was the keynote o f the paper in its 

title and in its content. Its stated purpose was ‘to offer to an education authority a 

proposal for achieving something that has not been done before... It is a vision for 

transforming reading standards for all children in all schools throughout the 

education authority’.

West Dunbartonshire was selected for two reasons. First, a criterion set out by the 

author for conducting the research was that an education authority adopting the 

proposal must have most of its schools in areas of low socio-economic status, 

including some areas of multiple social disadvantage. West Dunbartonshire was the 

second poorest Council area in Scotland (following the City of Glasgow), and indeed 

some of its economic statistics were in fact the poorest in the country. It more than 

met the criterion as outlined. Second, the author and colleagues had already 

conducted a number of relevant research studies in schools forming part o f the new 

authority (‘the preparatory studies’).

A very high level of commitment was sought from the Council and the educational 

directorate in the following terms: to adopt the proposal as a vision which it intended 

to achieve; to give this vision high public profile as Council policy, and to 

collaborate in securing the commitment o f every member of the education 

department. In summary, it was ‘invited to make a bold declaration that it is 

committed to extraordinary achievement’. In return the commitment from the 

researcher would be. to collaborate in setting up an appropriate research design, to
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ensure that the strategy was made operational in establishments throughout the 

authority; to provide technical advice whenever required, to part,c,pate m a tratmng 

strategy for key personnel; to keep the project on target; to destgn evaluation 

procedures; and to remain with the project until complet

Literacy was selected as the focus o f the initiative for clear reasons. It was the single 

best indicator and predictor of educational ach.evement or failure m primary schoo 

children, and was the basis on which adequate access to other subjects 

curriculum at secondary school would be facilitated. It was also the most prominent 

aspect o f educational underachievemen. in areas of socio-economic disadvantage, 

and was strongly linked with many other problem areas such as behavioura 

difficulties during school years and crime and delinquency levels in later h e.

The underlying rationale and method outlined in the original paper have continued to 

gu.de the project throughout its development to date. In terms of rationale,,, was 

proposed that there is an existing research base that defines most of what needs to e 

known about achieving or failing to achieve literacy; that the real challenge was to 

‘operationalise’ this research base and apply it effectively throughout an entire 

education authority; and that the only context in which this could be attained was one 

that embraced vision and a total commitment to achieving extraordinary resu ts 

terms o f method, all aspects o f the project would be research based both m content, 

drawing from the evrdence base on enhancing readrng skills, and ,n process, drawing 

from a wider evidence base including the studies of organisational change. T usit e

paper delineated the requirements for monitoring, support and training, and the key
i nrnfile ownership, commitment

‘context variables’ referred to in this work vis , P

and declaration.

It was in this context of the West Dunbartonshire Literacy Initiative that the main 

study, the synthetic phonics study, the attitudes study and the individual support 

study were carried out. The declaration study was developed in 1999 folio g 

approach from East Renfrewshire Council for research to support their work on ear y 

intervention in literacy. Their chosen area was teacher and pupil expectat
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they wanted a study that would develop its own unique methodology. In response, 

‘declaration’ was designed as a new tool for raising achievement in literacy.

The research setting

West Dunbartonshire is a mixed urban/rural area situated to the west of Glasgow on 

the north or the River Clyde. The greater part of its population clusters in and around 

its two principal towns, Clydebank in the east and Dumbarton in the west. As the 

second poorest Council area in Scotland, it is marked by significant levels of socio­

economic disadvantage. Its territory marks the heartland of the old Dunbartonshire 

County Council, which disappeared with the previous reorganisation in 1974 to 

become almost co-terminous with the Dunbarton District o f Strathclyde Region. 

Already one o f the poorer areas in the country at that time, it lost its only two 

significant pockets o f economic prosperity in 1996 -  the area around Helensburgh, 

which went to Argyll and Bute Council, and the area around Bearsden and 

Milngavie, which went to East Dunbartonshire.

Following the 1996 reorganisation, and around the time of the commencement of this 

study, the population was 96,000. O f these, 24,000 were in the 0-18 age range, with 

the breakdown into age sectors approximately as follows: pre-school (0-4), 6,000; 

primary school (5-11), 9,000; secondary school (12-16), 7,000; post-school (17-18) 

2.000. There were 23 pre-school establishments, 35 primary schools and seven

secondaries.

As a poor authority, all of its key economic statistics were well below national 

averages (General Registrar’s Office, 1993; Office o f Population Censuses and 

Surveys, 1991; West Dunbartonshire Childcare Partnership, 1999). The proportion of 

economically active’ people (those of working age who were either in work or 

seeking a job) was 44%, compared with 75% in the West o f Scotland as a whole, and 

°ver 80% nationally. The proportion o f lone parents with dependent children was 

14%, compared with a national average o f 9%. Over 50% of children lived in 

households defined as being ‘in poverty’, and in some areas this rose to 86%.
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These statistics were reflected in the indicators most commonly used to measure 

socio-economic disadvantage in schools, such as entitlement to free school meals and 

footwear and clothing grants. Compared with a Scottish average of 19%, the 

proportion of school pupils with free school meal entitlement was 27%, the figure 

being second highest nationally both at primary and at secondary stages. All of the 

secondaries and 32 of the 35 primaries met criteria for being described as 

‘disadvantaged’.

This general picture of poverty was considerably magnified in two parts of the 

authority viewed as areas of multiple disadvantage, the East Clydebank corridor and 

the Vale of Leven corridor. A snapshot of the extent o f poverty in one area, the 

district o f Faifley adjoining East Clydebank, was provided in one of the preparatory 

studies conducted in the mid-1990s prior to the commencement of the current project 

(MacKay, 1995a). It illustrated not only the conditions in the poorest parts of the 

territory that later formed the new Council area, but also the effects of social policy 

in the distribution o f funds to areas for priority treatment (APTs). Because Faifley 

was paired with a nearby district with lower poverty levels it was not accorded APT 

status, yet its economic profile was the worst in the authority, as shown in Table 3-1.

Table 3-1 Demographic statistics for project school and other areas (percent)

Project School Nearest APT Strathclyde Scotland

Free school meals (primary) 60.2

Footwear and clothing grants 68.1

Owner occupied housing 3.4

Lone parent families 30.4

L4ale unemployment 21.8

43.9 27.2 23.0

46.3 32.9 N/A

27.8 47.2 52.1

29.9 18.1 6.0

18.1 15.7 12.6

Source: The 1991 Census Report for Scotland (General Registrar’s Office, 1993), supplemented by 

^hool records and data provided by the Scottish Office Central Statistics Unit and by Strathclyde 

Regional Council Chief Executive’s Department
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In sharp contrast, East Renfrewshire, situated to the south of Glasgow is one of the 

wealthiest Council areas in Scotland, with low unemployment and a high proportion 

of owner-occupied housing.. With a population o f around 90,000 it is of similar size 

to West Dunbartonshire, but at the time of the declaration study it had the fifth 

lowest rate overall of free school meal entitlement in the country (9.2 /o), and third 

lowest in its primary sector (8.7%). Nevertheless, it too had pockets of significant 

disadvantage in the Barrhead and Thomliebank areas, allowing a mixed study of high 

and low socio-economic areas to be carried out.

Both in West Dunbartonshire and in East Renfrewshire the studies were firmly 

embedded in the Council’s policies and objectives for raising educational 

achievement and for addressing the needs of the most vulnerable sections of the 

community.

SUMMARY

This chapter describes the research context in which the study originated and 

developed -  one that combined a research vision of transforming the reading 

achievement of all children in one of Scotland’s poorest Council areas with the 

support of a Council that was willing to commit itself to a visionary strategy for 

change. The study proceeded on an agreed basis of an intervention in which the 

content and methods would be governed by the evidence base and research principles 

of psychology. It also articulated and promoted the importance of ‘context variables 

of vision, profile, ownership, commitment and declaration. The demographics of the 

main urban/rural Council area in which most of the studies took place, an area of 

marked socio-economic disadvantage, are described and contrasted with those o f the 

setting for one of the subsidiary studies.
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Chapter 4

The Context of Socio-Economic Disadvantage

The context in which the studies reported in this investigation were came 

one of significant socio-economic disadvantage. O f the five studies, o 

conducted with a population which fell almost totally in the disadvantaged category, 

and the remaining study (the declaration study), was based on a sample drawn 

equally from high and low socio-economic groups.

Initiatives aimed at raising achievement in areas of socio-economic disadvantage, 

and especially those that focus on children and young people, have part

relevance at the present ..me to the government's agenda in Scotland and more
t t this area is fundamental to the programme 

generally in the UK. The impetus to tackle this area
of social inclusion, promoting mental health and fostering effective working a m o |  

agencies. The government considers this aspect to be o f such importan 

described tackling social and economic inequalities as an 'overarching aim (Scorns

Office, 1999).

Social inclusion is at the heart of the government's programme of social and

economic reform Socio-economic disadvantage has been seen as having a profound 

influence on health, mental health and education, and ready access to appropriate 

services and support have been emphasised for those living m disadvantage

circumstances. The Research Sira,e&  fo r  Heahh

(Scottish Office Department of Health, 1998) identified addressing inequa

key strategic aim for public health research, while die White Paper Towards a

Healthier Scotland promised ‘a sustained attack on social exclusion (S
, ,  .  onriai justice: A Scotland Where

Office, 1999). The aim, as outlined in the report So
Everyone Maiiers  was 'to  focus support on the most vulnerable young people w o 

are in greatest danger of becoming permanently excluded (Scottish Executive,
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1999). As previously noted, this included a target of reducing by one third the days

lost every year through exclusion from school and truancy.

All attempts to define the construct of disadvantage and to establish an agreed 

terminology involve a number of difficulties, and no single term or interpretation is 

fully satisfactory. Indeed, it must be recognised that disadvantage is a dimensional 

and not a bi-polar concept. It is not therefore a concept that may be of uniform 

application to a whole area or even to a whole school population. It is something that 

occurs in every degree from the most advantaged to the most disadvantaged sectors 

of any society. In addition to ‘socio-economic disadvantage , the term deprivation , 

sometimes prefaced by adjectives such as ‘social- and ‘cultural’, is frequently used, 

together with other terms such as ‘low social class’ and ‘poverty . Reference must be 

made to each of these as they occur frequently not only in general parlance but also

in official documents.

The term deprivation’ is in very wide use. and indeed has probably been the most 

common term found m the official descriptions used by Scottish Councils regarding 

their ‘areas of deprivation’. To speak of a population as deprived , how , 

involves two difficulties. The fits, is that it begs the question, ‘Who depnved fliem. 

This is essentially a philosophical and political question, and one regarding whic 

there is fat from consensus o f viewpoint. The second is that it is a term 

always found acceptable by those whom it describes. It carries pejorative overtones 

and, in particular, terminology such as ‘culturally deprived' may be interpreted as e 

judgement o f one culture on the norms of another.

A similar criticism may be made of a term such as Mow social class’. It. wide usage 

stems in part from the Registrar General’s classification of occupations into

Classes I-V. Again, the concept of class is seen to carry many potential va
occupational or economic position but on 

judgements reflecting not only on people s o  p

their behaviour, attitudes and values.

46



‘Poverty’ has been viewed widely as a useful description o f the underlying constru 

covered here I. is simple and direct, and appears frequently in government and other 

publications. It has been particularly used in .he UK by the Labour admmistration 

firs, elected in 1997, which made a Manifesto commitment to putting an end to child 

poverty as par, of a long-term strategy. This term too, however, is not without 

difficulties. As Brown, Scott, Mooney and Duncan (2002) have noted.

‘Ideas about poverty are complex, often contradictory and influenced by factors such 

as personal experiences, value judgements and belief systems. Inevitably definitions 

of poverty are contested. There is no single, universally accepted definition (p. 11).

A particular difficulty lies in the fact that when used in affluent and highly developed 

countries such as the UK, the term means something very different from its use in 

other nations. It is not referring to ‘ absolute poverty , a term indicating 

resources needed to sustain physical survival at the level o f being fed, clothed an 

housed, but rather to ‘relative poverty’. This relative concept is an important one, 

because i, locates the idea o f poverty within the standards o f living in a particular 

society at a given time. People are viewed as living in poverty in this se 

they do not have the resources sufficient for them to take part in the activities 

normally available to others in the same society. This is of central significance to the

government’s agenda for‘social exclusion and social justice

The concept of relative poverty is important for another reason. There is considerable

evidence that quality o f life outcomes are affected not only by abso
. , nnes and this is reflected in much

economic circumstances but also by comparati >

of the research cited throughout this chapter.

The term ‘socio-economic disadvantage’ has been preferred here, partly because it 

may be seen to involve fewer political or cultural value judgements, and partly 

because i, already has wide curtency in the academic literature. However, where the 

other terms are used in direct quotations or for other purposes, and m particular the
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Socio-economic disadvantage and social justice

MacKay (1999c) has argued that socio-economic disadvantage is not only a major 

dimension of inequality of opportunity in its own right, but is also the most 

significant dimension through which all other forms of inequality of opportunity are 

mediated. The most vulnerable members of society in terms of all of the traditional 

areas of gender, race and disability are over-represented in the lowest socio­

economic groups. While the relationship is a complex one, the general facts are well 

documented. Those who belong to a minority ethnic group are three times as likely to 

be long-term unemployed and twice as likely to be permanently sick or disabled. 

Those who are employed and belong to these groups earn less, and if they are women 

they earn less again (Equal Opportunities Commission, 1996; Whitmarsh & 

Summerfield, 1996). In summary, the groups over-represented in the poorest sectors 

o f society include minority ethnic families, lone parent families (in nine out of 10 of 

which the parent is a woman), large families, families with very young children and 

families with disabled people (Equal Opportunities Commission, 1996; Kumar,

1993; Office of Population Censuses and Surveys, 1991).

Although the government has made a commitment to addressing poverty, it has also 

been argued that the structure of public expenditure and services often exacerbates 

rather than ameliorates disadvantage and inequality of opportunity. As indicated in 

the discussion on values in science (Chapter 2), this has been illustrated in analyses 

o f the structure of social justice in relation to government spending, poverty and the 

council tax, the language of education, discrimination in public services and the 

distribution of public resources (MacKay, 1982,1983, 1999c, 2000c, 2001a, 2003a, 

2003c). Bramley (1997) has noted that the poor are particularly disadvantaged in 

respect o f ‘local public goods’, for example, the cleanliness of the local area, the 

quality o f open space, access to school resources and the extent of home disrepair.

term ‘poverty’, they should be taken as synonymous with ‘socio-economic

disadvantage’.
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Attempts by the government to address some of these issues by giving priority to 

disadvantaged areas often fail to address the real problems. In the context o f the 

current research, this issue is discussed in relation to the preparatory studies 

described in Chapter 5. The area with the greatest level of need had no special status 

for extra funding because of being grouped together with a more wealthy nearby 

area. A similar difficulty was raised by Barnes and Lucas (1975), who found that in 

the Inner London Education Authority the majority o f disadvantaged primary school 

children were not located in ‘educational priority area’ schools and, even in such 

schools, the majority of children were not seriously disadvantaged. They argued for 

educational policies designed to locate and help disadvantaged children wherever 

they are instead of global policies targeted on whole schools or areas. Cox and Jones 

(1983) underlined this need to review policy and emphasised that public authorities 

must ‘adopt more sensitive measures for locating individual children and their 

families who are disadvantaged in a clearly defined way or otherwise educationally 

at risk’ (p. 125).

Indeed, inequality of opportunity for disadvantaged groups can often be seen in terms 

of access to the very services that have been established for their benefit. Many years 

ago it was shown that while the problems with which the caring professions are 

concerned -  mental illness, physical disability, educational underachievement -  are 

over-represented in the lower socio-economic groups, these groups are often under­

represented in the distribution o f resources and in the extent to which they can gain 

access to them (Hollingshead & Redlich, 1958). Tudor Hart (1971) described this as 

the ‘inverse care law’, whereby resources are distributed in inverse proportion to 

need.

In a Scottish educational context this has been demonstrated in relation to the 

distribution o f the Record of Needs. In an analysis of recording patterns in 

mainstream schools, using data gathered from all 2,367 primary schools in the 

country, MacKay (2000c) concluded that ‘the distribution of the Record o f Needs in 

Scottish schools does not reflect real levels of need in terms of the clear implications 

of socio-economic disadvantage’. It was also noted that ‘the threshold of recording
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differs between less disadvantaged and more disadvantaged areas, and that this 

threshold may be influenced both by schools and by parents’.

Further evidence o f bias in the distribution of resources was found by Sacker, 

Schoon and Bartley (2001) using data from two British cohorts (the National Child 

Development Study and the 1970 British Cohort Study). While there were more 

children from manual homes receiving special needs support in school than children 

from professional homes, when level of need was taken into account the gradient 

reversed, so that children from professional homes were more likely to be getting 

help. They concluded that ‘schools with the greatest requirement for special help 

provision are those least able to supply it’.

While low socio-economic status and its inevitable association with a poorer quality 

of life in terms of housing, diet and other factors can lead to direct effects of 

disadvantage on general well-being, there is considerable evidence of the effects of 

relative, as opposed to absolute, poverty. This has highlighted the importance of 

psychological factors when sections within a society have significantly diminished 

access to the range of benefits, privileges and opportunities available to the rest of 

the population (Wilkinson, 1992). This issue is of considerable significance in the 

UK context in recent years, where two trends have occurred in relation to relative 

poverty. First, there is evidence of a marked decline in the real income of the lowest 

10% of the population during the 1980s and 1990s, amounting to a drop of 13% 

(Department of Social Security, 1996). However, the same government source 

indicates a growth in the average real income of the general population of 39% in the 

same period. These comparisons may be placed within an international context. 

Britain has the highest relative child poverty rate in the European Union (European 

Union, 2001), with the rate increasing more than in any other country between the 

mid-1980s and the mid-1990s (Bradshaw, 2002). Thus, although many indicators of 

poverty have improved over a long period of time, there are statistics which point to 

a recent increase in the level of disadvantage of the poorest sector of the population 

both in relative and in absolute terms.

50



Socio-economic disadvantage, health and quality of life

The impact o f social disadvantage is experienced literally from the cradle to the 

grave. It is associated with significantly higher infant mortality rates (Kumar, 1993) 

and significantly lower longevity (Davey Smith & Egger, 1992). The entire span of 

life in between is marked by poorer health on virtually every measurable indicator 

and by a higher incidence of physical and mental disabilities (for example, Blaxter, 

1990). It is this pervasive nature of disadvantage, in affecting these three key areas of 

human well-being, mortality, morbidity and quality of life, that marks it out as a 

comprehensive vehicle of inequality of opportunity.

The second half of the 20th century brought a marked decline in infant and child 

mortality rates, which are already very much lower in economically prosperous 

nations than in developing countries. Although data recorded on SES are incomplete, 

all studies have shown a clear social class gradient, with significantly higher figures 

for Social Classes IV and V (Office for National Statistics, 2000, 2001a, 2001b; 

Whitehead & Drever, 1999). This pattern is sustained throughout the entire age span 

of childhood. By far the highest level of child deaths from all causes is for Social 

Class V, where for every age group it is more than twice the level for Social Classes 

I and II (Botting, 1997). Most of the causes o f infant and child deaths, except cancer, 

show this class gradient, with accidental deaths showing the strongest gradients of all 

(Office of Population Censuses and Surveys, 1988). For example, children in Social 

Class V are more than four times as likely to die as pedestrians as children in Social 

Class I (Towner, Jarvis, Walsh & Aynsley-Green, 1994). In Glasgow, a city with a 

high index of poverty, children are twice as likely to be knocked down as elsewhere 

in the UK, and in Drumchapel, one of its poorest areas, six times as likely (Thomson 

& Whelan, 1997).

The social class gradient in mortality is sustained not only throughout childhood but 

for all ages, and this is supported by a vast number of studies (for example, Walker 

& Walker, 1997). A Scottish study by McLoone and Boddy (1994) reported 

mortality ratios in disadvantaged areas. They showed that between the early 1980s
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and the early 1990s the ratios for the most disadvantaged areas of Glasgow relative 

to the least disadvantaged had risen from 96% to 124% higher. This trend has not 

been reversed since then but has increased. The differences are not only statistically 

significant: they are important and meaningful. Probably the most direct way to 

translate the current official figures into real life is to note that male life expectancy 

in the poorest areas of Glasgow is a full 12 years less than in neighbouring wealthier 

areas (NHS Scotland, 2004).

It is almost axiomatic, given the statistics for mortality in terms of infant and child 

deaths and longevity of life, to state that the health of people who live in 

disadvantaged areas is significantly worse than for those who have greater 

prosperity. The official statistics and research data covering this area are so extensive 

that to speak of the relationship between health and social class becomes a truism. 

For example, between 1985 and 1993, over 400 empirical studies were published in 

Britain documenting the nature and extent of the health divide (Mackenbach, 1994, 

cited in Walker & Walker, 1997). It is also probable that morbidity in the lower 

socio-economic groups is under-reported, since individuals with less education tend 

to report less chronic illness than those with more education, when compared with 

medical diagnoses (Mackenbach, Caspar & Joost, 1996). When self-reports of 

overall health among children are invited, significantly fewer in Social Class V than 

in Social Class 1 report being in ‘good’ or ‘very good’ health (Prescott-Clarke & 

Primatesta, 1998).

A similar pattern is reflected in relation to mental health. While many facets of this 

area are complex, the overall data indicate that the prevalence o f mental disorders in 

Social Classes IV and V is more than twice that in Social Classes I and II (Meltzer, 

Gatward, Goodman & Ford, 2000). Apart from mental disorders, when the more 

positive issues o f ‘mental health’ as such are considered, the lower socio-economic 

groups score considerably lower on measures of self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965) and 

happiness (Harding, 1985).
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This pattern o f disadvantage in relation to health, mental health and other factors is 

reflected also in the distribution o f special educational needs at every level. Maxwell 

(1994), in a study of special needs and socio-economic disadvantage in Aberdeen 

school catchment zones, concluded that disadvantage in comparison with all other 

factors is ‘a much more powerful predictor of the number of pupils from a zone who 

will be found to have major special educational needs of an intellectual/cognitive 

nature, physical or sensory nature’. The socio-economic disadvantage variable alone 

accounted for 87% of the variance.

In summary, the picture is a very clear one. People who are poor are more likely: to 

die in infancy or childhood, to have lower life expectancy, to have congenital 

abnormalities, to be disabled, to have worse sequelae of serious illnesses, to have 

serious head injuries in childhood, to be burned to death, to have a mental disorder, 

to have low levels of self-esteem and happiness or to be knocked down and killed.

Socio-economic disadvantage and educational outcomes

The relationship between social disadvantage and educational underachievement has 

long been established. Writing in 1918 in relation to arithmetical skills, Ballard 

pointed to a difference of more than two years between the addition and subtraction 

performance of high and low socio-economic groups, in favour of the former 

(Ballard, 1918). In a discussion of the same area over 30 years ago, MacKay (1971) 

noted a similar finding and its significance for attempting to establish meaningful 

norms of performance across schools:

‘When the results were being calculated, it became evident that there were marked 

differences between one school and another. A comparison was made between two 

schools, School A and School B, the former having the advantage over the latter in 

terms of socio-economic status. Analyses o f variance were carried out on the 

differences, the t values for all of them being significant beyond the 0.01 level’

(P- 15).
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Other early studies have demonstrated the clear relationship between educational 

attainments and socio-economic disadvantage. Douglas (1964) in his home and 

school study found that at age eight years children of parents of non-manual workers 

performed better than those of manual workers, with the differences increasing in 

later years. The evidence gathered by the Plowden Committee (1967) on this subject 

fuelled the impetus towards comprehensive education in the 1970s.

The social class gradient in performance is again robust across every facet of 

educational attainments, and children from culturally and materially disadvantaged 

homes score significantly lower than controls on all measures of linguistic and 

scholastic attainments, as well as being less well adjusted socially and emotionally to 

their school environment (Cox & Jones, 1983). This has been demonstrated in a very 

wide range of studies (for example, McCallum, 1993; Patterson, 1992; Sacker, 

Schoon & Bartley, 2002; Sammons, 1995; Shuttleworth, 1995; Strand, 1999). While 

school factors are also important, a strong correlation between disadvantage and 

underachievement that is independent of school attended can be demonstrated 

(Mortimore & Blackstone, 1982). The effects of disadvantage are long-term, 

persisting throughout an individual’s school career, and the gap in attainment over 

time tends to become still wider (Smith & Noble, 1995).

Kumar (1993) reviews some of the evidence to support a direct causal relationship 

between disadvantage and educational underachievement. Low income means that 

parents have less money to spend on books, toys and extra-curricular activities. 

Parents in low income jobs tend to work long, unsocial hours, frequently doing shift 

duty. There is also a relative lack of knowledge of the education system and of the 

skills to influence it. Higher levels of unemployment lead to stressful effects on 

physical and mental health and increased marital discord. There is also evidence of a 

higher incidence o f undiagnosed hearing and visual impairment, together with 

unsuitable facilities for homework, inadequate diet and poorer sleeping patterns.

The effects of disadvantage, however, are complex and do not relate crudely to 

socio-economic status. Essen and Wedge (1982) defined social disadvantage using
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the three measures o f atypical family, poor housing and low income and noted a 

‘clustering of adversities’. Fifteen times as many 16 year olds were multiply 

disadvantaged as there would be if the problems were distributed randomly. Garner 

(1989) studied disadvantage in Lothian at four levels -  individual, family, school and 

neighbourhood -  and demonstrated significant neighbourhood effects. Two young 

people with identical home and family characteristics and attending the same school 

could expect quite different outcomes in terms of educational achievements.

Socio-economic disadvantage and literacy

The association of social disadvantage with poor attainment in reading and with 

serious reading failure is particularly marked. Davie, Butler and Goldstein (1972) in 

the National Child Development Study reported that 50% of children aged seven in 

Social Class V had poor reading scores compared with 7% in Social Class I, with an 

unskilled manual worker’s child having a six times greater chance o f being a poor 

reader. Essen and Wedge (1982) found that the disadvantaged children in their study 

included ‘an unusually high proportion of particularly poor readers’ whose reading 

scores were more depressed relative to controls than were their maths scores. Cox 

and Jones (1983) noted that their control and disadvantaged groups ‘were most 

sharply differentiated in terms of their reading test scores’, and that a significantly 

higher proportion of the disadvantaged children were seriously retarded in reading at 

the end of their primary school careers. Results from their original infant school 

study showed that the differences were apparent during the first year in school but 

also that at age 11 these differences were even greater than would have been 

predicted on the basis of performance at age seven.

The Scottish study by McMillan, Fox and Wood (1994) again confirmed that ‘there 

are massive differences in attainment in reading between children from relatively 

affluent areas and children from relatively impoverished areas’, and that ‘simply by 

identifying schools with high proportions o f pupils who receive free school meals, 

one can predict schools with high proportions of children with reading difficulties’

(p. 29). The evaluation of early intervention initiatives for literacy in Scotland
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As well as highlighting the gap in literacy attainment between advantaged and 

disadvantaged groups, the McMillan et al. (1994) study was of critical importance in 

defining a key problem in service provision within the Scottish context. For the first 

time it provided data relating to literacy in Scotland that demonstrated the operation 

of the ‘inverse care law’ of Tudor Hart (1971) described above, whereby resources 

are distributed in inverse proportion to need. This study had a major political impact, 

and was so central both to the future of Scottish Executive initiatives to support 

literacy in disadvantaged areas and to the key values and aims of the present study 

that its methodology is considered here in detail.

The McMillan et al. (1994) study was conducted with very modest resources in a 

small number of schools in one pocket of a Scottish education authority, Lothian 

Region. It was carried out under the professional development initiatives of the 

Scottish Executive (at that time the Scottish Office Education Department), whereby 

a small number of research projects in educational psychology was sponsored 

annually. While its aim was limited to examining attainments in an area o f socio­

economic disadvantage, to observing classroom activities and to discussing possible 

interventions with school staff, it also used a simple but effective methodology to 

demonstrate inequality in service provision.

Four of the five schools that comprised the sample were in the Pilton area of 

Edinburgh, an area described by Gamer (1989) as one of the most socio­

economically disadvantaged in Lothian Region. A fifth school in a relatively 

advantaged area was selected for comparison. Percentage of pupils receiving free 

school meals was used as an indicator of socio-economic disadvantage. This was on 

average above 50% in the four target schools, but was only 3.6% in the comparison 

school. First, pupils in one Primary 4 class in each school (total N = 112; average age 

= 8y 2m) were assessed on a range of literacy skills. Stark differences were found in 

attainment levels, and these closely reflected the socio-economic differences between

continues to demonstrate that this gap has not been diminished (Fraser, MacDougall,

Pirrie & Croxford, 2001).
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the target schools and the comparison school. While three-quarters of the pupils in 

the P4 classes in the disadvantaged schools had reading accuracy ages below 7 years, 

fewer that one in 10 was at this level in the comparison school. The comparison for 

scores below 5y 9m was 42% against 0%, and for spelling age below 7 years was 

62% against 4%.

Second, a possible relationship between literacy attainments at this stage and 

phonological skills was investigated. The three pupils with the best and poorest 

attainments in reading in each of the P4 classes in the four target schools were 

assessed on measures o f receptive vocabulary and phonological knowledge. This 

provided evidence of lower scores on these measures for the poorest readers.

Third, an obvious recommendation arising from the high occurrence of literacy 

difficulties in P4 in disadvantaged areas, together with an association with poor 

phonological skills, would be to ensure that higher levels of effective learning 

support were targeted on those pupils with the highest level of need. However, when 

the distribution of learning support to pupils across these schools was investigated a 

quite different pattern emerged. There was virtually no overlap in scores between 

those on learning support in the more advantaged school and those in the target 

schools. The authors noted that if  the same entry criteria were applied to the two 

poorest schools as to the most advantaged, then about 90% of the pupils in the 

poorest schools would have been receiving learning support.

This study made a powerful statement regarding the needs of disadvantaged areas 

and the distribution o f learning support resources. It did, however, have a number of 

methodological weaknesses. Only one class in one school was used for the 

comparison school, and it may not have been representative in terms of pupil 

characteristics, teaching methods or attainment levels. Also, while impressive 

percentage differences in numbers reaching specified attainment targets were quoted, 

no statistical analysis was available to point to their size or significance.
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In addition, both the rationale for selecting phonological skills for investigation, and 

the conclusions drawn from it, must be questioned. It was the only factor investigated 

as having an association with the literacy levels cited, but there may have been others 

equally or more important. The authors concluded that ‘there is extremely strong 

evidence that good readers are more proficient in their phonological skills’

(McMillan et al., 1994, p. 21), yet some of the evidence to support this conclusion 

was not significant for some of the analyses used, and some was at only a modest 

level of significance. Furthermore, the sample did not look at all the scores but only 

those for a few children at the two ends of the available distribution of scores. Given 

that most of the low-scoring children were so low as to be below the norms on the 

reading test used, it is possible that the combination of low literacy and low SES 

simply pointed to a sample that was likely to have lower scores on any measure, and 

that phonological skills may have had little real relevance. Indeed, the sample was a 

very small one (three high and three low attaining pupils from each of four target 

schools).

Similar criticisms may be made of the conclusions about learning support levels. The 

comparison was with only one school class, where six children were receiving 

learning support. This may not have been representative o f overall distribution of 

learning support resources throughout the school or in other schools. Indeed, figures 

referred to in the study suggest that the advantaged school may have had larger class 

sizes, and the actual allocation of learning support was somewhat lower than for any 

of the target schools. The authors also raised the additional issue of too little time 

spent on reading in school on the basis of observations o f pupils in Primary 2 classes, 

and this led to a key recommendation of having more time devoted to this area of the 

curriculum. However, the observation was limited to the target schools, so it did not 

provide any information for comparison regarding the time spent in the advantaged 

school.

While these methodological criticisms raise issues for this study, they do not remove 

the force of its central arguments. It is acknowledged that the differences in 

attainment between the target schools and the comparison school were stark, that the
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threshold at which learning support was able to be provided was clearly much higher 

in the comparison school and also that these results were fully consistent with the 

trend of findings reported throughout this chapter in relation to socio-economic 

disadvantage. The study was undoubtedly an important one in the context of 

Scotland. Most significantly, it recommended the introduction of an early 

intervention scheme to support literacy in schools in disadvantaged areas. When the 

report was published it created a considerable political stir, and within three years of 

its publication the Scottish Executive announced a comprehensive early intervention 

scheme for literacy in socio-economically disadvantaged areas.

The complex relationship between disadvantage and literacy

Although the relationship between socio-economic disadvantage and poor 

achievement in literacy is robust it is nevertheless complex and, in common with all 

other outcomes associated with socio-economic disadvantage, it is not a simple 

correlate of poor economic circumstances. The influence of parental behaviour is 

clearly an important factor in literacy outcomes irrespective of socio-economic status 

(Adams, 1990; Gregory, 2000; Kumar, 1993). The same may be said for the 

influence of siblings, grandparents and other family members (Gregory, 2000; 

McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Rogoff, 1990).

The importance of home and parental factors is also demonstrated in international 

comparisons. The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) assessed 

performance in reading in children aged 9-10 years in 35 countries. Across all 

countries, students with the highest level of reading achievement had parents who 

themselves spent time reading and had favourable attitudes towards reading (Mullis, 

Martin, Gonzalez & Kennedy, 2003). Home-school connections were also a major 

focus in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), a three-yearly 

survey of the knowledge and skills of 15-year-olds in the principal industrialised 

countries (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2004).
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International comparisons also provide an interesting commentary on the relevance 

of relative (as opposed to absolute) poverty to literacy. MacKay (2002a, in 

preparation a) examined the context of illiteracy in South Africa, where the problem 

is extensive and has vast economic, social and political implications. The analysis 

provides a clear indication of the effects not only of socio-economic disadvantage 

but more particularly of relative poverty, and it is described here in some detail.

South African illiteracy is complex and, on initial examination of available data, 

represents a paradox. First, it is an objective problem. The UN Human Development 

Report estimated illiteracy in Europe, USA, Japan, Australia and New Zealand at 

1%, but in South Africa at 15% (United Nations, 2001). However, it is also a 

comparative problem. There is a dramatic difference between where one might 

assume the country should be in terms of literacy and where it actually is. Table 4-1 

shows a comparison for 162 countries, derived from data published in the UN 

Human Development Report. These data indicate a considerable gulf between South 

Africa’s ‘inputs’ and its ‘outcomes’. It is a country with a comparatively high gross 

domestic product (GDP), high educational enrolment and a high proportion of its 

resources devoted to education. Yet it has much lower rankings for adult literacy and 

for the broader Human Development Index (HDI) of which literacy forms a part. The 

HDI is a composite index based on ‘a long and healthy life’ (life expectancy at birth), 

‘knowledge’ (adult literacy and educational enrolment levels), and ‘a decent standard 

o f living’ (GDP per capita). Since GDP and educational enrolment are therefore 

represented in both columns of Table 4-1, a final outcome figure has been shown in 

which the HDI is adjusted for these two variables. This highlights the difference 

between inputs and outcomes as being still more prominent. For a country that ranks 

in the top 10 in the world in terms of its educational spending it ranks bottom in 

terms of the key quality o f life indicators of life expectancy and education.
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Table 4-1 Illiteracy in South Africa: a comparison across 162 countries

Inputs Outcomes

GDP 72%ile Adult literacy 48%ile

(rank 45/162) (rank 85/162)

Educational enrolment 91%ile Human Development Index 42%ile

(rank 15/162) (rank 94/162)

Educational spending 93%ile HDI adjusted for GDP and enrolment

(rank 10/141) <l%ile (rank 162/162)

However, there is a key variable that becomes apparent when the published 

international statistics are examined in further detail. It is the context of comparative 

social and economic inequality. The total share of national income/consumption 

available to the poorest 10% of the South African population is 1.1%. Social 

inequality at this level places South Africa at the 6th percentile, 105th out o f 111 

countries for which comparative data are available. The Gini Index provides a 

measurement over the entire distribution of income/consumption, where a score of 

zero represents perfect equality and a score of 100 perfect inequality. South Africa’s 

Gini Index of 59.3 places it at the 2nd percentile, 109th out of 111 countries.

It is then necessary to ask whether a correlation can be established between social 

and economic inequality and illiteracy. This can be demonstrated quite simply by 

looking at South Africa’s nearest GDP neighbours. Table 4-2 shows the results of a 

comparison with the 16 countries closest to South Africa in GDP per capita, eight of 

these having a higher GDP and eight a lower. When these are ranked by their Gini 

Index and then placed in two groups there is a marked divergence between their 

illiteracy figures, despite almost identical average GDP.
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Table 4-2 Illiteracy and inequality: South Africa compared with her GDP 

neighbours

Lowest inequality Highest inequality

GiniIndex 27.8 50.0

Illiteracy 1.9% 10.7%

GDP per capita (US$) 8171 8215

These figures represent a context of relative poverty. In comparison with other 

nations South Africa has greater inputs in terms of national wealth and educational 

spending and enrolment, but worse outcomes for literacy and other quality of life 

factors.

All of the above issues regarding the effects of socio-economic disadvantage are 

crucial to the current study. It was conducted principally in the second poorest 

Council area in Scotland -  an area affected by all the problems that have been 

outlined in terms of higher infant morality and lower life expectancy, poor physical 

and mental health and endemic educational underachievement. These outcomes 

interacted with the compounding issues that have been raised in terms of the 

structure of government spending, the distribution o f resources and access to public 

services. It is an area where, in its most disadvantaged quarters there are high levels 

o f crime and vandalism and of alcohol and drug abuse, together with an 

impoverished physical environment.

In terms o f literacy outcomes the figures were stark. In 2002, over a quarter of the 

entire school population left primary school with reading scores described as 

‘functionally illiterate’. Many who had preceded them in previous years with similar 

scores had gone on to become demotivated and alienated in the secondary school
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environment, and as a result to contribute to poor school ethos, low staff morale and 

high levels of disruptive behaviour.

Many attempts have been made to address underachievement in disadvantaged 

groups. However, a problem has always remained: the large number of young people 

who continue to leave school without having developed the basic skills of competent 

literacy, and who are unable either to make a full contribution to a prosperous 

economy or to enjoy a higher quality of life. It was the challenge of this study to 

address this issue, and to lay the foundations not only for raising educational 

achievement but also for eradicating illiteracy.

SUMMARY

This chapter portrays socio-economic disadvantage as being not only a major 

dimension of inequality o f opportunity in its own right but also the most significant 

dimension through which all other forms of inequality of opportunity are mediated. It 

summarises the evidence for the impact of socio-economic disadvantage on health 

and quality of life, on educational achievement and on literacy in particular. It also 

explores the concept of relative poverty in relation to international comparisons and 

their relevance to literacy outcomes. While recognising that the concepts of 

advantage and disadvantage are dimensional and not bi-polar and that the 

relationship between socio-economic disadvantage and illiteracy is a complex one, it 

is nevertheless asserted that this factor is of the most fundamental significance in 

terms of quality o f life and educational outcomes. It is presented as being o f central 

importance to this study, and to its aims of raising achievement and addressing 

endemic problems of illiteracy.
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Chapter 5

The Preparatory Studies

The studies reported here were preceded by three studies, or groups of studies, which 

were completed and published prior to the commencement o f the current project. 

They were of particular importance to this project in that they provided, albeit on a 

small scale, part of the essential context from which it could be developed. They are 

therefore reported in this chapter in some detail. The first was a series of studies of 

playground behaviour. In common with the other preparatory studies, these were 

conducted in areas of multiple socio-economic disadvantage within the territory that 

became West Dunbartonshire at local government reorganisation. They were 

significant not only in highlighting the relationship between difficult behaviour and 

educational underachievement, but also in the development of an intervention 

paradigm that was then applied to enhancing literacy.

The second study was a project on addressing reading failure. Its significance was 

twofold: first, it illustrated just how profound the problems of educational 

underachievement are in disadvantaged areas, and therefore the need to explore 

methods for moving effectively from small-scale, short-term to large-scale, long­

term interventions; second, it illuminated key factors other than the content o f the 

reading curriculum, particularly attitudes and values, that were crucial to enhancing 

literacy skills. The third study involved setting up an early literacy intervention 

programme. It represented an important step towards addressing reading skills in the 

earlier years of schooling, and in establishing a broad base for a multiple-component 

intervention.

‘Fair Play’: the primary school playground

In the mid-1990s Briggs and her colleagues conducted a series of studies of 

enhancing playground behaviour in schools with high levels of socio-economic
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disadvantage under the title of ‘Fair Play’: the primary school playground’ (MacKay 

& Briggs, 1994; Briggs, MacKay & Miller, 1995). These studies represented an 

attempt by educational psychologists to introduce systemic interventions into schools 

with high levels of individual referrals to psychological services for behaviour 

problems and learning difficulties.

The playground was selected because it was considered to be as important a 

determinant of school ethos as the classroom, and often more so. Traditionally it has 

been viewed as peripheral to the ‘real’ curriculum of the school. Yet in a longitudinal 

study of children’s progress in London primary schools, Blatchford, Creeser and 

Mooney (1990) deduced from observations of 7-year old children that playtime and 

lunch breaks took up around a quarter of the school day -  as much time as was spent 

on the combined areas o f reading, writing and mathematics. Many serious problems 

o f disruptive behaviour and bullying that were referred to the psychological service 

were not occurring within the context o f the classroom or the school building but in 

the playground. The result was an impairment in the quality of relationships within 

the school because o f violence and unresolved conflicts between children at playtime 

(Axford, Blundell, Brown & Macphee, 1994). It was appropriate to address the 

behaviour in its context, and this pointed to the value of a more general approach to 

the structure of playtime and the nature of the playground environment in addition to 

individual intervention.

The centre-piece of the above initiatives was the ‘Edinbamet Playground Project’, a 

study with a focus on changing aggressive behaviour through a structured 

intervention (Briggs, MacKay & Miller, 1995). There is a strong argument for 

intervening with aggressive children as the long-term implications can be serious. 

Aggressive behaviour has been identified as a major predictor o f later alcohol and 

drug problems (Achenbach, 1982), delinquency (Roff & Wirt, 1984) and mental 

health problems (Eron, Huesmann, Brice, Fisher & Mermetstein 1983; Robins,

1978). Problems of aggressive behaviour in the playground need to be dealt with on a 

number o f levels. A whole school approach in conjunction with parents, pupils and 

all staff must be developed and the role o f the physical playground environment must
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be examined. Children who are referred to educational psychologists frequently have 

problems with aggressive behaviour but the level of satisfaction with the outcome of 

such referrals is variable (Sloane, Endo, Hawkes & Jenson, 1990).

The aims of the study were: to boost self-esteem and promote an increased awareness 

in participating children of the negative effects of their behaviour on themselves and 

others; and to offer the school an alternative model of intervention for aggressive 

behaviour. The primary school that was the setting for this study had the highest 

rating on all indices of socio-economic disadvantage among over 120 primaries in 

the authority. Although not situated in one of the official ‘areas for priority 

treatment’ (APTs), it had a significantly higher percentage of footwear and clothing 

grants, free school meals, lone parent families and male unemployment, and a lower 

level of owner-occupied housing than in the nearest APT. The project was the 

response of the school psychologists to a request for help with a very high incidence 

of disruptive behaviour that had proved resilient to all measures used by the school.

At the start of the study the head teacher had described the playground as a 

‘battleground’. A pupil survey conducted by the authors with all children in 

Primaries 4 and 5 (N = 90) pointed to very high levels o f bullying, with the 

playground being identified as by far the most frequent problem area. To address 

this, a structured groupwork intervention was designed, focusing both on skills and 

on relationships. The school selected 12 pupils who constituted their most difficult 

and challenging cases. These were allocated to two groups of six which were the 

subject o f  weekly groupwork sessions lasting one hour for approximately one school 

term. The value of groupwork in changing behaviour is well documented and there is 

evidence to suggest that a focus on cooperation in small groups in school can 

enhance the level of children’s cooperative play in general (Daniels, 1990; Smith, 

Boulton & Cowie, 1990). A class teacher who knew the children well was released to 

work with an experienced groupworker provided by the social work department. A 

strong sense of group identity was fostered, and a key feature was the inclusion of 

games and enjoyment as a context for teaching social skills and personal qualities 

such as honesty and trust.

66



This intervention was highly successful in achieving its aims. In terms of quantitative 

results, significant positive changes were found with pre-post pupil questionnaires 

and playground incident records. All qualitative measures also showed large shifts in 

a positive direction. Teachers’ ratings of the behaviour of the children in the groups 

showed a consistent change from ‘bad’ to ‘good’ and pupil interviews were highly 

positive. Staff interviews indicated that the school and its ethos had been totally 

transformed. The improvements in the project children had generalised through the 

school as a whole, and classroom behaviour was reported to have improved. Overall 

there was a strong perception that this study had not only achieved significant results 

but that it had also made meaningful changes to quality of life for the project children 

and for the school as a whole. A systematic follow up two years later demonstrated 

that enduring gains had been achieved.

This project was of central importance to the studies reported throughout this work.

It highlighted the contribution of applied educational psychology at the level of 

systemic interventions in schools; it pointed the researchers towards the crucial role 

of context variables such as school ownership and the importance of profile and 

commitment in achieving successful outcomes; it confirmed the benefit of highly 

structured and focused methodologies in effecting change; and it indicated the value 

o f recognising factors that are central to the process of enduring educational change, 

such as monitoring, support and follow up. It also paved the way for the following 

study on reading failure, by creating a context in which attention could be turned 

from dealing constantly with behaviour problems to addressing educational 

underachievement.

The Edinbarnet Reading Project

This randomised control trial (MacKay, 1995a, 1999b) was a piece of naturalistic 

action research that recognised the parameters dictated by the setting of a single 

school and necessarily small samples. It followed on as a coherent development from 

the playground project. The success o f the playground study in transforming the
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ethos o f the school and reducing behavioural disruption had allowed school 

management to develop a new focus on curricular issues. This led the school to 

identify reading failure as a priority area and to ask for project work in setting up an 

intervention to address it.

The need for an intervention in this area was beyond question. At the start o f the 

study the school, in co-operation with the psychological service, carried out an 

analysis o f the special educational needs of its 350 pupils in terms of difficulties in 

learning, development and behaviour. The number meeting the criteria that would 

normally justify consideration for formal individual referral was 140, and the number 

who could have been considered for opening a Record of Needs was 91. This made a 

poignant commentary on the extent o f needs found in areas of multiple socio­

economic disadvantage. It also showed that the occurrence of difficulties was so 

extensive that individual referral to psychologists would be totally ineffective, and 

that a different methodology was required.

The aim of the study was to design an intervention that would address reading 

failure, and its main objective was to enhance performance through changing 

attitudes and values regarding reading. There was a clear rationale underlying the 

idea o f addressing attitudes and values. Most literacy interventions were concerned 

with curricular and methodological issues (reading schemes, programmes, strategies, 

approaches) or with a number of within-child variables (cognitive style, information 

processing, visual memory, auditory sequencing). However, knowledge of the school 

and of its pupils did not support a hypothesis of reading failure in which these factors 

represented the significant variables. On the other hand, the school was situated in an 

area o f low incomes, high levels of crime and vandalism, single parent families and a 

mismatch between the culture and values o f the school and its staff and those of 

significant sectors o f the neighbourhood which it served.

The sample was drawn from Primaries 4 and 5, where the largest group with severe 

reading difficulties clustered. All pupils at these two primary stages were screened 

using the Norman France Primary Reading Test (France, 1978, 1981). Of these, 36
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(47%) had a score of less than seven years. These were further screened for age, 

cognitive ability and reading performance. All pupils were tested individually on the 

revised British edition of the Neale Analysis of Reading Ability (Neale, 1989), and 

those with accuracy scores above 6 years 11 months were excluded. The final sample 

o f 24 was placed in matched triads. One child from each triad was then selected blind 

by an independent observer and allocated to the groups, which were designated 

Control, Experimental 1 and Experimental 2. Mean age was 9y Om, and mean 

reading age was 6y Om.

The groupwork paradigm developed successfully for the earlier playground project 

was adopted as the main intervention strategy, again using a class teacher and an 

experienced groupworker. The aim of the groupwork was not to provide a context of 

reading tuition but to change attitudes and values regarding reading. The two 

experimental groups were each subject to a one-hour groupwork session each week 

during school hours for a period of 10 weeks. Experimental Group 1 received 

groupwork only. Experimental Group 2 received groupwork plus home support. The 

main part of the support took the form of paired reading, planned on a home visit by 

the author with each child and parent. Written details outlining the paired reading 

procedure were explained fully during the visit and were left with the parents for 

reference. Details and comments were passed between home and school each week 

on a card prepared by the school.

The results of this study were extremely encouraging, and positive changes for the 

experimentáis were demonstrated both in measures of attitude and on reading scores. 

For measurement of attitude, prior to the experimental intervention a questionnaire 

developed by the two school psychologists, ‘What You Think About School’, was 

administered by class teachers to all children in P4 and P5. The questionnaire was 

again administered to these classes following the intervention period. Significant 

differences were found for experimentáis versus class controls for pre-post attitude 

scores, supporting the hypothesis that children in the experimental groups would 

show positive attitude changes towards school compared with their peers.
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Significant differences in reading scores in favour of each of the experimental groups 

were also found. These showed increases of approximately one year in reading 

accuracy scores (range 4-21 months) and one and a half years in reading 

comprehension (range 3-30 months). For the experimentáis, no significant 

differences were found between the group receiving attitude change only and those 

who also had home support. However, a number of factors are of relevance here. 

First, samples were small and the duration of the intervention was short. Second, 

some of the parents in the home support group indicated that they themselves 

experienced difficulties with reading, and they may not have been able to provide the 

type o f support required. Third, in some of the homes there were multiple difficulties 

and stresses at levels hardly compatible with providing effective support for a child 

in relation to reading skills.

In addition to the quantitative results, all qualitative measures supported the view that 

positive change had taken place for the pupils in the intervention. Teachers, parents 

and children emphatically endorsed the view that the project had been enjoyable and 

successful, that reading skills had improved and that there had been enhancement of 

factors associated with attitudes and self-confidence. Teachers indicated that in terms 

of improved attitudes and raised confidence levels, the comparison between the first 

group session and the last one was ‘dramatic’. Despite the problems faced by some 

of the parents, all but one managed to complete a questionnaire, the results of which 

indicated improved attitudes and more reading at home. Semi-structured interviews 

with children showed a similar pattern, with greater liking o f reading and increased 

confidence across the curriculum.

In addition to these encouraging results, this project again highlighted the importance 

of context variables. In terms of factors such as profile, ownership and commitment, 

school management were centrally involved in every stage of the planning process. 

Ownership rested firmly with the school and not with the psychological service or 

any outside agency. It was clear to both staff and pupils that the school viewed this 

initiative as being very important, and a high level of commitment to it was secured.
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The Edinbarnct Early Reading Project

A very important outcome of the reading project was that as well as having 

immediate benefits for the participating children it led to a literacy study with a 

broader base. So far the focus had been on pupils in mid-primary who had already 

experienced reading failure, using mainly a single intervention strategy, the 

modification of attitudes and values. The ‘Edinbamet Early Reading Project’ was set 

up as a broad-based early intervention study using a quasi-experimental design 

(MacKay & Watson, 1996, 1999). It focused on children at school entry who had not 

yet reached the stage of experiencing significant reading difficulties. Also, it adopted 

a multiple-component intervention, using a number of different strands designed to 

enhance literacy.

The experimental sample comprised two Primary 1 classes (N = 46) in the base 

school. These were matched in terms of stage and socio-economic status with pupils 

(N = 51) in two other primary schools in the same geographical area. The sample 

was further subdivided by selecting 15 of the experimentáis on the basis o f their pre­

test performance and targeting them for additional support (the experimental 

subgroup). These were matched with the 15 controls whose pre-test scores 

corresponded most closely (the control subgroup). All children in the experimental 

and control groups were assessed individually prior to intervention using assessment 

materials devised by the authors and covering readiness for reading, phonological 

and phonic awareness and knowledge of nursery rhymes. The attitude questionnaire 

referred to above, ‘What You Think About School’, was adapted for use by younger 

children and was administered to the entire sample.

Four main strands of research findings were identified as a basis for a multiple- 

component approach: first, enhancing classroom resources to allow additional direct 

instruction in reading; second, an increased focus on phonological training; third, a 

recognition o f attitude and ethos factors; fourth, home support. Two ancillary staff 

were employed for five months to provide support to each of the experimental 

classes. Increased time was spent on activities relating to rhyme, rhythm, phonics,
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listening and matching, using curricular materials devised for the project. Every day 

reading groups from both classes were given priority for having extra teaching 

support provided by staff from within the school’s normal staffing complement. A 

structured daily programme was also devised for raising confidence and self-esteem.

Pre-post comparisons indicated that the overall gains in literacy skills were 

significantly greater for the experimentáis. No meaningful analysis of the attitudinal 

data was possible for this sample. The attempt to modify an attitude test down to 5- 

year level essentially served to highlight the difficulties in addressing this area with 

young children. However, it provided a valuable lesson that proved to be beneficial 

when a new method of attitude assessment for this age group was devised later for 

‘the declaration study’.

The positive quantitative results were again supported by a number of qualitative 

indicators. Staff described benefits that were absolutely central to the main aims of 

the research. The focus o f the study was not mainly a short-term objective of 

enhancing PI reading scores but a longer-term strategy of raising achievement 

through highlighting the centrality of reading and encouraging fresh approaches to 

the curriculum. The view of the head teacher was that the research had ‘put reading 

high on the agenda’. It became a talking point not only in the infant department but 

through the whole school. Everybody in the school saw it as important. The study 

had stimulated a fresh look at the teaching of reading and all aspects of it. Class 

teachers had developed new ways of working and pupils were benefiting as a result. 

Reading and language had also become integrated into the whole curriculum in a 

pervasive way, resulting in a more effective and cohesive delivery o f education in 

general. Other reported benefits included enhancement of staff morale, an interest in 

applying research findings to the curriculum, a fresh look at home links and working 

with parents, and the establishment of an initiative to foster a literacy environment at 

pre-school stage.

Together these three initiatives -  the playground studies, the project on reading and 

attitudes and the early intervention study -  provided the essential preparation for
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designing the multiple-component intervention at the centre o f this work. They 

highlighted key features for developing baseline assessment, for building several 

different intervention strands into one broad programme and for recognising the 

importance of context variables and change processes in successful initiatives.

SUMMARY

This chapter provides a description of three ‘preparatory studies’ that laid the 

foundations for this study. These studies, previously published by the author and 

colleagues, were Fair Play -  The Primary School Playground, with particular 

reference to the Edinbarnet Playground Project, the Edinbarnet Reading Project and 

the Edinbarnet Early Reading Project. All were conducted in the area that was the 

main setting for this study, and their significance to the study is described. They 

highlighted the extent of behavioural problems and educational underachievement in 

the population being studied, but also pointed to ways in which these could be 

addressed. In particular, the Edinbarnet Reading Project pointed to the significance 

of attitudes and values in relation to literacy, and the Edinbarnet Early Reading 

Project prepared the ground for the multiple-component intervention at the heart of 

this study and the development of its baseline assessment measures. All studies also 

highlighted the significance of the context variables articulated throughout this study 

and the importance o f taking account of the processes of educational and 

organisational change.

73



Chapter 6

Intervention in Literacy: An Overview

Effective multiple-component interventions to raise reading achievement and address 

illiteracy in areas o f socio-economic disadvantage require considerable resources. 

The rationale for providing enhanced resources to schools in such areas has long 

been recognised at policy level (Thomson, 1996). However, if  such resources are to 

be used effectively it is essential to plan them in a way that utilises available research 

findings. The overview provided here represents a general review of the literature on 

intervention in literacy. It is supplemented later by a further discussion of studies that 

support the key strands o f the multiple-component intervention. This will be found in 

the chapters covering the rationale for the main study (Chapter 8), the synthetic 

phonics study (Chapter 10), the attitudes study (Chapter 12), the declaration study 

(Chapter 13) and the individual support study (Chapter 15).

The socio-cultural context of literacy

Traditionally the focus o f reading research has been on psycholinguists processes 

and reading itself has been viewed as a discrete skill that can be studied largely at the 

level of the interaction between the individual and the text. During recent years this 

view of the ‘autonomous’ nature of the text has been seriously challenged from 

within a number of disciplines and there has been a clear shift in interest to the 

importance of social and cultural variables. It is important to consider this socio­

cultural context in a study focusing on socio-economic disadvantage.

In 1993 the United Kingdom Reading Association devoted an entire issue of its 

Journal o f  Research in Reading to the ‘new literacy’ studies. Street, a leading 

exponent in this field, provided a guest editorial introducing a series of articles 

exploring the social, cultural and indeed political context of literacy (Street, 1993a). 

The attitudes towards, and uses of, text vary considerably from one society or
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community to another. The emphasis of the new studies is on the part text plays in 

social lives and in determining status within a community. Street proposed an 

ideological model of literacy in which literacy practices were seen as inextricably 

linked to cultural and power structures in society. The apparent neutrality of literacy 

disguised its ‘significance for the distribution of power in society and for authority 

relations’ (Street, 1993b, p. 2).

Acknowledgement of this socio-cultural context almost dictates the need for a 

justification of the present study and its methodology. It would be inappropriate to 

introduce interventions that include attempts to influence cultural values and 

attitudes, assessment procedures based to a large extent on reading test scores and 

strategies designed to change literacy levels, without at least acknowledging the 

challenges implicit in the new literacy studies and their socio-cultural foundations.

This study does not ignore the critique that may be made of the traditional 

pedagogical, linguistic and cognitive approaches to literacy and the assumptions on 

which these are based. Attempts to remedy reading failure are themselves embedded 

in power relationships within society, and these are reflected in the nature of 

educational interventions and the ways in which disadvantaged populations are 

described. This may be illustrated by reference to the concept of ‘functional literacy’, 

a critique o f which is offered by Levine (1986). He proposes that there is little or no 

research to demonstrate that illiterate and disadvantaged adults are assisted 

significantly by achieving functional levels of competence. Literacy levels adequate 

to deal with instructions, signs and application forms, which tend to elicit 

conforming behaviour or institutionalise existing social arrangements, are just 

enough to bring people within the reach of bureaucratic modes of communication 

and authority. In so doing they may serve to ‘domesticate and subordinate the 

previously illiterate person further rather than to increase his or her autonomy and 

social standing’ (p. 41).

The present study, in acknowledging the centrality of cultural values to the 

development of literacy within the educational system, recognises the place o f these
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sociocultural considerations. However, despite the difficulties for non-readers of 

even achieving ‘functional literacy’, the development of reading skills is viewed as 

potentially empowering. This is the position adopted by Freire in his ‘pedagogy of 

the oppressed’. His articulation of the concept of ‘empowerment’ was within the 

context o f providing literacy programmes to thousands of Brazilian peasants. He 

viewed education in literacy as empowering people to engage in the political process 

through a critical awareness of the world (Freire, 1994, 2000).

As to the assessment instruments adopted, it is recognised that they measure only one 

dimension of achievement. Nevertheless, the basic skills measured by reading tests 

are o f central importance. ‘There is no serious challenge to the idea that they 

constitute the core of literacy’ (Levine, 1986, p. 24).

Developing literacy: the importance of early experience

In her study of young fluent readers Clark sought to move the emphasis of reading 

research away from a primary concern with levels of literacy and difficulties in 

reading to an emphasis on the factors associated with the development of successful 

reading (Clark, 1976). While factors such as general cognitive ability, auditory' 

discrimination and other psychoiinguistic variables were not discounted, the main 

focus was on early experience and home background. All parents of the fluent 

readers in the sample seemed to value education and to wish for their children what 

they themselves had experienced or had missed. In general the children had available 

to them an interested adult with time to devote to them and to encourage an interest 

in reading. Their early experience therefore was one of valuing literacy, of having 

adults to talk to them, read to them and answer their questions and of having a wide 

range of reading materials available.

A primary emphasis of studies of children who are successful in achieving high 

standards of literacy has continued to be the importance of the early environment as 

one in which literacy skills are valued. The typical, well-prepared child in terms of 

pre-school reading skills at school entry age will have received thousands o f hours of
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literacy-related activities. Adams (1990) illustrates this in relation to the home 

experience o f her eldest son:

‘Since he was six weeks old, we have spent 30 to 45 minutes reading to him each 

day. By the time he reaches first grade at age six and a quarter, that will amount to 

1,000 to 1,700 hours of storybook reading -  one to one, with his face in the books. 

He will also have spent more than 1,000 hours watching “Sesame Street”. And he 

will have spent at least as many hours fooling around with magnetic letters on the 

refrigerator, writing, participating in reading/writing/language activities in pre­

school, playing word and “spelling” games in the car, on the computer, with us, with 

his sister, with his friends, and by him self (p. 85).

These observations are o f central significance to interventions in areas of socio­

economic disadvantage. In contrast to the home experience outlined above, Teale 

(1986) counted and timed the literacy events that occurred in the presence of each of 

24 pre-school children from low-income homes in the United States. In the bulk of 

these cases storybook reading took place only about five times per year. For all but 

one o f the children it averaged less than four hours a year. Adams (1990) estimated 

from Teale’s study that by the time these children were six and a half years old and 

entering first grade in the American school system their home experiences would 

have amounted to about 25 hours of storybook time. Other aspects of exposure to 

literacy events were equally impoverished in comparison with the type of middle- 

class environment Adams described.

While the causes of reading failure are multi-factorial and include low intelligence, 

sensory deficits and neurological impairments, the association with home 

environment and the encouragement of early literacy skills is of paramount 

importance. For this reason the impact of socio-economic disadvantage must be of 

central concern in the study of reading failure. What children bring with them to their 

first year of primary schooling, or before that to their nursery school experience, 

shows a crucial social class gradient of such proportions that it is almost 

inconceivable how the most disadvantaged children can catch up in the course of
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classroom reading instruction. It leads to what Stanovich (1986) has described as the 

‘Matthew effect’ in which those who already have receive more, while the have-nots 

lose even what they already had. This process whereby individual differences in 

early literacy achievement in the nursery tend to be maintained or magnified over the 

school years has been confirmed in several studies (Tizard, Blatchford, Burke, 

Farquhar & Plewis, 1988; Wells, 1987; Weinberger, 1996).

Effective schools and effective teaching

‘How children learn to read well is still almost a secret. What kind of teaching helps 

them is a scarcely penetrated mystery.’ In this way Meek (1983, p. 1)) introduced her 

series of qualitative, longitudinal studies of adolescents learning to read. She 

continued by highlighting the importance of teaching, and the fact that the context of 

successful teaching is one in which the pupil is motivated to learn. Nevertheless, 

while there is a great deal of truth in the assertion that the process by which reading 

is acquired involves much that is little understood, the vast research base on literacy 

and on effective schooling has clarified many aspects of effective teaching.

The account given above has emphasised the significance of early home experience. 

Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore and Ouston (1979) in their ‘Fifteen Thousand Hours’ 

study of the impact o f schooling concluded that pupil background factors such as 

intelligence, home circumstances and pre-school learning accounted for 85% of 

literacy outcomes. The remaining 15% was attributed to schooling, of which 5% was 

school factors, 7% teacher factors and 3% method factors. Nevertheless, the 

fundamental importance o f early experience and the home environment as predictors 

of success in reading does not diminish the role of schools and teachers but rather 

highlights its potentially crucial role.

The National Commission on Education (1996) undertook a project designed to 

explain how some schools in disadvantaged areas had succeeded against the odds.

They identified a number of key variables. These included: the importance of 

leadership, with effective communication and team participation in decision-making;
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a vision of success and of how the school could achieve improvements; the careful 

use of targets; the improvement of the physical environment; high expectations about 

pupils’ behavioural standards and academic success; and an investment in good 

relations with parents and the community.

There are fewer studies of ‘good reading schools’ than simply o f ‘good schools’, but 

there is evidence that schools which are effective in one area of the curriculum and 

for one group of pupils are usually effective in other areas and for other pupils (Inner 

London Education Authority, 1986, cited by Wragg, Wragg, Haynes and 

Chamberlin, 1998). In relation to literacy as such, information gathered by Her 

Majesty’s Inspectorate has led to the conclusion that, in schools successful in 

teaching reading, firm leadership is given at head teacher and other management 

levels, reading is given high priority, there are well-documented school policies that 

translate into actual classroom practice, the needs of individual pupils are addressed 

and there is a wide variety of appropriate reading materials (Department of 

Education and Science, 1991).

The impact of disadvantage, however, is pervasive and enduring. The basic question, 

‘Can school improvement overcome the effects of disadvantage?’, has been 

addressed by Mortimore and Whitty (2000). There is no doubt that the question is a 

complex one, and many years of experience of school improvement projects such as 

those referred to above has led the authors to recognise the force o f Bernstein’s 

(1970) assertion that ‘education cannot compensate for society’. At the same time, 

they do not regard educational disadvantage as an unchangeable fact of life, and they 

propose a variety of actions required both at government level and at school level. 

These include increased funding for early intervention programmes in disadvantaged 

areas, reconsideration of the approaches to learning and teaching used with 

disadvantaged pupils and extra support for pupils with disadvantaged backgrounds in 

school improvement programmes.

While school leadership, ethos and organisational factors play an important role, the 

quality o f teaching at classroom level is crucial. In the study by Rutter et al. (1979)
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cited above, teacher factors were the largest single variable in the percentage o f later 

educational outcomes attributable to schooling. In his review of school effectiveness 

research, Reynolds (1985) has indicated that teachers and the learner level are three 

to four times more powerful than the school level. The teacher is central not only in 

providing direct instruction in basic reading skills but also as the one who is 

responsible for creating much of the literacy environment in the school-age years. 

The resurgence o f interest in Vygotsky has emphasised the importance of adult- 

assisted learning in promoting progress at the ‘zone of proximal development’. This 

concept defines those functions that have not yet matured but are in the process of 

maturation -  ‘functions that will mature tomorrow but are currently in an embryonic 

state’ (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). The quality of teaching in promoting learning and 

development in this way, and in nurturing the motivational context in which it is 

likely to flourish, is clearly of great significance.

Hopkins (1996) has outlined the attributes of effective teachers. They are clear about 

their instructional goals; they are knowledgeable about their content and the 

strategies for teaching it; they accept responsibility for pupil outcomes; they integrate 

their instruction with that in other areas; they communicate to their pupils what is 

expected of them and why, and offer regular appropriate feedback; they teach pupils 

meta-cognitive strategies and give them opportunities to master them; and they are 

knowledgeable about their pupils, adapting instruction to their needs.

The content of the curriculum

In relation to literacy, teacher variables are important, however, not only in terms of 

teaching style and quality but also in terms of the actual content of what is taught. At 

the heart of the early reading curriculum there must be structured and systematic 

phonics teaching, built on a sound foundation of competent phonological awareness. 

While there are still many aspects of these basic principles that require further 

research, their overall importance has been demonstrated for a very long period in a 

vast body of literature.
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Phonological awareness plays a key role in the development of reading competence. 

The term refers to knowledge of the internal sound structure of spoken words. It is 

assessed by such tasks as deciding if  two words rhyme or if they start with the same 

sound, and is reflected also in young children’s knowledge of nursery rhymes. The 

strong relationship between these skills and learning to read has been shown in 

numerous studies (for example, Blachman, 1984,1989; Bradley & Bryant, 1978, 

1983; Bryant, Bradley, MacLean & Crossland, 1989; MacDonald & Cornwall, 1995; 

MacLean, Bryant & Bradley, 1987; Torgesen, Wagner & Rashotte, 1994; Wagner & 

Torgesen, 1987; Williams, 1986). These findings have been shown to be robust for 

phonological awareness independently o f its association with general intelligence. 

Leaving aside the known effects o f significant general learning difficulties, studies of 

children who learn to read early indicate that the relationship between IQ and early 

reading, while discernible, is not a strong one (Briggs & Elkind, 1973), Reading 

achievement overall in the early years of school is only weakly related to IQ 

(Stanovich, Cunningham & Feeman, 1984), and children who have difficulty in 

learning to read often have above average IQ (Rawson, 1995).

The need for structured phonics teaching was for a long period the subject of a ‘great 

debate’ in reading (Chall, 1967). The opponents of phonics teaching supported a 

‘whole language’ approach that viewed reading as a ‘natural’ task. Perhaps the most 

extreme, if by no means unique, representation of this viewpoint is to be found in the 

writings of Goodman, who was of the opinion that teachers make reading hard for 

children by breaking it up into small bits to make it easy -  that is, by teaching 

phonics.

‘By isolating print from its functional use, by teaching skills out of context and 

focusing on written language as an end in itself, we make the task harder, impossible 

for some children’ (1986, p. 24).

Research, however, has consistently supported the view that reading is not acquired 

naturally, in the same way as speech, but rather that it is best viewed as an ‘unnatural 

act’ (Gough & Hillinger, 1980). Therefore, it is necessary systematically to provide
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instruction in those alphabetical building blocks that are essential to the reading 

process. A definitive body of literature has now supported this viewpoint (for a 

comprehensive review of the evidence see Adams, 1990; Stanovich & Stanovich, 

1995). Indeed, the research base supporting the need for phonics teaching has been 

available for over 30 years (Bond & Dykstra, 1967; Chall, 1967). Despite the 

criticisms of the whole-language movement the phonics approach was never pursued 

in mechanical isolation from all the other strategies necessary for developing 

successful reading, such as listening to stories and exposure to a wide range of 

books. Nevertheless, the impact of the opponents of phonics teaching was 

widespread, and in many schools the key alphabetical principles were not taught in a 

structured way (Turner & Burkard, 1996). This is of particular relevance in the 

context of socio-economic disadvantage, where often children arrive at school with a 

very scant knowledge of print and the alphabet, compared with more advantaged 

pupils whose home environment has already exposed them extensively to the 

foundations of reading.

Paired learning

It is not only the teacher who may have a central role in supporting the learning of 

children during their years of schooling. Since the 1980s a substantial body of 

research has been accumulated on the subject o f ‘interactive learning’ in which the 

focus o f learning is a collaborative or interactive setting. This may be in the context 

of groupwork, peer-assisted or parent-assisted learning, or collaboration of students 

in interaction with computers (Foot, Howe, Anderson, Tolmie & Warden, 1994).

It is particularly the literature on paired learning that has made a significant 

contribution to literacy interventions. The paired learning approach has been 

developed both for children and adults (Topping, 1996). It has been applied to a wide 

variety of curricular areas including reading, spelling, writing, mathematics and 

thinking, not only for those experiencing difficulty in their learning but also for 

students at all levels of ability (Topping, 1988, 2001). In this approach the individual
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is paired with a tutor, who may be a parent or other adult, or with a peer, in the form 

of same-age or cross-age peer tutoring.

Paired reading is a particularly attractive method for inclusion in literacy 

interventions, both because of its appealing and simple nature and because of its 

established effectiveness. In terms of its appeal, it has the advantage of using reading 

material chosen by the tutee in terms of its interest level. It takes place in a social and 

positive context in which praise for success is an essential ingredient. There are no 

negative approaches, such as saying ‘No’, and the tutee is not made to struggle or 

sound words out. It is therefore likely to be not only a rewarding experience but also 

an empowering one for the tutee. In terms of its simplicity, it does not depend on 

access to particular materials or reading schemes, and it can therefore be carried out 

anywhere, so long as interesting reading material is available. The method is 

straightforward and easy for both tutee and tutor to grasp. Reading material 

somewhat above the tutee’s current level of competence is chosen, and the pair read 

together, with the tutor correcting any word read incorrectly and the tutee repeating 

it. When easier text is encountered the tutee signals to read without support, returning 

to a cycle of reading together again as required. Pairs commit themselves to an initial 

trial period of at least 15 minutes a day at least three times a week for eight weeks 

(Topping, 2001).

In terms of its effectiveness, the extensive reviews of the literature on paired reading 

by Topping and Lindsay (1992) and Topping (1995) have clearly demonstrated its 

value and have clarified the circumstances in which it is most likely to be successful. 

The consistent tendency of a large number o f research studies and school projects has 

been to show gains both in reading accuracy and in comprehension. Attitudinal and 

affective gains have also been reported. Toomey (1993) reviewed nine controlled 

studies that used pre-post Neale Analysis scores. During an average intervention 

period of 2.7 months the mean gains in months for reading accuracy were 2.9 for 

controls and 6.5 for experimentáis. Topping (2001) has reviewed more recent 

research including the ‘Read On’ project in Scotland, reporting paired reading gains 

for both tutees and tutors in comparison with controls. He reports a general picture in
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published studies indicating that paired readers progress at over four times normal 

rates in reading accuracy during the initial period of commitment, with good results 

sustained in follow-up studies.

Topping and Lindsay (1991) also considered aspects of paired reading in relation to 

socio-economic status. While their data were complex, they concluded that their 

results ‘clearly give the lie to the claim that socio-economically disadvantaged 

families are difficult or impossible to recruit and deploy as effective tutors in parental 

involvement in reading projects’ (p. 315).

Other factors associated with reading and reading failure

The traditional remedy for supporting children experiencing reading difficulties has 

been direct instruction, usually taking the form of individual or small group teaching, 

using multi-modal approaches and materials that are carefully planned for pace, level 

and interest. While gains achieved through this type of instruction have often been 

recorded, the early literature on the effects of remedial education consistently 

indicated that gains were not sustained after the special help was withdrawn (Carroll, 

1972; Topping, 1977). The individual approach returned to prominence with the 

claims of Clay’s Reading Recovery programme, which has been evaluated in a UK 

setting by Wright (1992). Of pupils entering the programme with very poor reading 

and writing skills, over 96% reached average levels of attainment after a mean of 

16.8 weeks of teaching. Reading Recovery, together with the general issue of 

intensive individual support, is considered further in Chapter 15.

A number of studies have focused on psychological factors such as self-esteem, 

motivation, attitudes and expectations, and these are particularly relevant in the 

context of socio-economic disadvantage. Thomas (1980) summarised the research on 

self-concept and educational achievement. The relationship was complex and 

difficult to interpret in causal terms. Nevertheless, he concluded that self-esteem is 

integral to academic performance, and an increase in the one may be expected to lead 

to an increase in the other. A review by Gurney (1987) examined controlled
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experimental studies that have sought to enhance children’s self-esteem in classroom 

settings. He reviewed curriculum packages directly aimed at self-esteem 

enhancement, interventions designed to improve academic performance, counselling 

interventions and attempts to change teacher or pupil behaviour. Among factors 

considered to be important were the value of making positive statements about 

oneself and the advantage o f working on both self-esteem and educational skills at 

the same time. In a randomised control trial MacKay (1995a, 1999b) focused on 

socio-cultural attitudes and values relating to reading. The reading gains reported 

following a short-term intervention were sustained several years after the completion 

of the study, despite the fact that no further special help had been provided (see 

Chapters 5 and 12, where these studies are covered in greater detail, together with 

other factors relating to this general area).

Literacy interventions in disadvantaged areas

Many interventions have been carried out to raise educational achievement in areas 

of socio-economic disadvantage. The readings edited by Cox (2000) provide both an 

overview of the range of interventions conducted and an analysis of the extent of the 

enduring obstacles encountered in effecting sustainable change in disadvantaged 

populations. Further comment is made here on two interventions of particular 

relevance to the present study -  the High/Scope (originally called the Perry Pre- 

School) Project in the United States and the Pilton project in Scotland.

Several evaluations of the longer-term effects of early intervention programmes in 

the United States have shown good results (see Barnett & Escobar, 1990, for a 

review), but the High/Scope was the most carefully controlled early intervention 

research. It has been subject to evaluation for about 30 years and significant social 

and economic benefits have consistently been shown. The project adopted an 

experimental design with randomised assignment of children to early childhood 

education or control groups. Although initial IQ gains for experimentáis were not 

sustained in later years, wider outcome measures at age 27 showed striking benefits 

in social adjustment, educational achievement, earnings level, home ownership,
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lower dependence on social services and lower crime rates (Schweinhart, Barnes & 

Weikart, 1993).

It was not just the fact that the expérimentais had received a pre-school programme 

that made the difference. Schweinhart, Weikart and Lamer (1986) compared the 

effects o f three different curricula: the ‘active learning’ curriculum used in the 

High/Scope Project, a traditional nursery group whose curriculum emphasised free 

play and a formal skills group whose programme was based on direct instruction. At 

age 15 the two play-based programmes (the active learning and traditional nursery 

groups) showed superior outcomes in terms of pro-social behaviour and school 

adjustment. The same sample was followed up at age 23 (Schweinhart & Weikart,

1997) with outcomes that demonstrated advantages for the play-based programmes 

in terms of emotional adjustment, educational achievement and anti-social or 

criminal behaviour. Few real differences were to be found between the High/Scope 

sample and the traditional nursery sample in these comparisons, although the trend of 

any differences did on the whole tend to favour the High/Scope children. It is also to 

be noted that the ultimate sample was relatively small (N = 65).

Sylva (2000) reported a wider application of the same comparisons within a 

European context. She described a study by Nabuco (1996) in Portugal replicating 

the Schweinhart and Weikart (1997) study, but with a larger sample (15 pre-schools 

in Portugal, N = 219 children, compared with one pre-school in the US, N = 65 

children). Nabuco’s work indicated that the High/Scope sample generally did best in 

various areas of adjustment such as self-esteem, with the formal skills sample again 

having the poorest outcomes. Significantly, in terms of the present study, they also 

did best in reading. Although the sample size was larger it should be noted that this 

was a relatively short-term comparison (start and end of first grade in Lisbon). 

Nevertheless, in combination with the smaller but long-term sample from the US, 

there was a consistent trend of outcomes in these studies. Sylva (2000) summarised 

this area by referring to three distinct outcomes from early education: cognitive skills 

underpinning academic learning, personal attributes, giving a child confidence,
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curiosity and perseverance, and social commitment, bonding the child to the 

community.

The Pilton Project (McMillan, Fox & Wood, 1994; Lothian Regional Council, 1995) 

deserves particular mention for several reasons. First, it was a Scottish study carried 

out in an area of multiple socio-economic disadvantage, and it is therefore of direct 

relevance to this study. Second, it was the first attempt in Scotland to carry out a 

multiple-component intervention to address reading achievement and reading failure 

in a population of this kind. Third, it had crucial political significance that has gone 

undocumented and therefore largely unrecognised. The 1994 study highlighted the 

disadvantages suffered by poorer socio-economic groups even in terms of access to 

the services needed to support their difficulties. This received very prominent 

national press coverage in Scotland which undoubtedly had a political impact. It is 

the view of this author that it was a crucial factor in the discussions that led the (then) 

Scottish Office Education and Industry Department to formulate its early 

intervention funding scheme, aimed primarily at addressing literacy in disadvantaged 

populations. This scheme made an impact throughout Scotland in that it provided 

considerable funding to take forward projects for raising reading achievement 

throughout the country.

Although the Pilton project covered just four Edinburgh primary schools, its 

contribution lies in the fact that it identified a range of robust, research-based 

interventions for raising literacy levels and it had successful outcomes. It focused on 

supporting family literacy through the provision of home-link teachers. It provided a 

basis for improving nursery pupils’ knowledge about books, letters, rhyme and 

phonology. Its most fundamental aim in the early years of schooling was to increase 

the amount of time children spent reading, and to support this by providing extra help 

in the classroom. In addition, it identified children who needed extra support and 

provided a remedial programme based on Clay’s Reading Recovery and Bradley’s 

phonological approach. All of these concepts and principles, together with the 

research base from which they had been developed, informed the interventions 

adopted in the current research.
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It was the evaluation of the Pilton Project that made a deserved public impact. 

Careful comparisons of knowledge of rhyme, knowledge of letters, concepts of print, 

the alphabet, reading concepts, letter naming, word recognition and reading fluency 

were made from nursery through to Primary 4, comparing cohorts at these levels 

with their equivalent cohorts before intervention (as has been done in the main study 

for this research). All changes favoured the intervention cohort.

Implications for this intervention

The implications of the literature covering interventions in literacy for this study 

were clear. Any intervention must take account of and respect the socio-cultural 

context of the population for whom the programme was designed, aiming to 

empower rather than to control. It must foster family literacy and the more general 

literacy environment in school and community. It must recognise the process of 

educational change, and include a focus on developing effective schools and 

effective teaching, fostering leadership, vision and high expectations. It must address 

adequately the content of the curriculum, emphasising the need for good 

phonological skills and systematic phonics instruction. It must develop a context to 

encourage interactive learning, including the benefits of paired reading utilising 

family members and peers. It must identify and support children experiencing 

difficulties in their reading development, and build self-esteem and positive attitudes. 

While encouraging reading development in nursery it must promote a literacy- 

friendly environment in a context that respects play and active learning as crucial 

components for developmental progress in early childhood. Finally, it must ensure 

adequate time and additional support for reading in the early primary classroom.

SUMMARY

This chapter provides an overview of key literature on interventions in literacy. It 

highlights the importance of the socio-cultural context and the need for interventions 

in areas of socio-economic disadvantage by comparing typical early development of
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literacy in different social settings. A wide range of factors affecting literacy 

outcomes are considered, including the role played by effective schools and effective 

teachers. The curricular content of interventions is presented as being crucial, and in 

particular the debate regarding the place of phonics instruction is examined. It is 

asserted that such instruction must be central to early teaching in literacy, together 

with promoting phonological awareness. Other factors such as the benefits of paired 

learning, the place of individual support for failing readers and the potential 

contribution of enhancing attitudes and self-esteem are outlined. Implications for the 

development of the intervention strategy in this study are considered.
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Chapter 7

Baseline Assessment

This chapter provides an account of the development of a baseline assessment 

scheme for the main study. This is set within the perspective of the relevant literature 

on baseline assessment and also of the developing Scottish educational context.

Three principal requirements were established for the design of the baseline 

assessment scheme. First, as well as relating to general developments within the UK 

for baseline assessment, it had to be workable within the current Scottish political 

and educational setting; second, its content had to reflect assessment items of central 

relevance to the development of early literacy skills; third, it had to meet effectively 

the general requirements for the design of an assessment instrument.

The development of the baseline assessment in terms of these three requirements is 

discussed below, together with a description of the assessment measures adopted for 

the later years. A copy of the baseline assessment scheme is shown in Appendix 2.

The context of baseline assessment in Scotland and in the UK

Education in Scotland shares a common foundation with the rest of the UK. In terms 

of its legislation and practice it is based on the same philosophy of making adequate 

and efficient provision of education, including special education, and its progress and 

development similarly reflect the initiatives o f central government in areas such as 

raising achievement and promoting excellence. Beyond this common foundation, 

however, the position in Scotland is different from the rest of the UK in many 

important respects (MacKay, 1995b). It is governed by separate Scottish education 

Acts which do not always correspond in timing or in purpose with Acts applying to 

England and Wales.
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This context is of considerable importance in relation to baseline assessment. There 

is no Scottish equivalent of the Education Act, 1997, and baseline assessment 

therefore has no place within Scottish educational legislation. Nevertheless, the then 

Scottish Office Education and Industry Department (SOEID) took forward proposals 

for a national framework for baseline assessment and a national scheme was being 

piloted in several education authorities during the early stages of the research 

reported here (Scottish Office Education and Industry Department, 1998),

This pattern of developments is a characteristic one in Scotland and mirrors the 

arrangements made in relation to the curriculum. While there is no ‘National 

Curriculum’, there is a curricular framework for children in their pre-school year 

(The Scottish Office HMI, 1997) as well as 5-14 curriculum guidelines (for example, 

Scottish Office Education Department, 1992, 1993). It is within this curricular 

framework that the proposals for baseline assessment in Scotland were firmly 

embedded.

The plans for Scotland, however, were very different in one significant respect from 

the national framework initially endorsed for baseline assessment in England and 

Wales. The latter served to regulate local schemes and to allow flexibility. The 

Scottish framework was designed for use as a single scheme in all primary schools. 

This was in line with the recommendations of a review of literature and relevant 

baseline assessment schemes commissioned by the SOEED Research and Intelligence 

Unit:

‘A single national scheme is preferable to an accreditation process. National 

accreditation procedures promote an inefficient use of resources by encouraging each 

local authority to devise local schemes’ (Wilkinson & Napuk, 1997, p.28).

Subsequent developments almost saw the reversal of these differences between 

Scotland and the rest of the UK. In England and Wales by 2002, the Department for 

Education was moving towards the development of a more standardised national 

framework. Meanwhile in Scotland, the Executive announced their abandonment of
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the national pilot scheme described below in favour of more flexible local 

approaches. The scheme contained a number of weaknesses, some of which had been 

raised in the academic literature (MacKay, 1999a).

Early intervention in literacy

Prior to these national developments in baseline assessment, the SOEID in April 

1997 invited education authorities in Scotland to submit projects for early 

intervention in literacy and numeracy in schools where educational 

underachievement was a prevalent and recurrent problem. Project proposals were 

received from all 32 authorities, and a high level of additional funding was made 

available to finance these through a three year period until March 2000.

The criteria for projects were that they should focus on children in Primaries 1 and 2 

(ages 5 to 6 years), that they should build on pre-school early reading activity and 

that they should have systems for improving the flow of information from nursery to 

primary. The last-mentioned criterion implied a focus on the type of information that 

would be available about children at the time of school entry, and indeed it was a 

requirement o f the projects that they should include measures for baseline assessment 

at Primary 1 and for subsequent re-assessment. This would provide a basis for the 

authority’s own evaluation o f its early intervention programme. In response to these 

requirements, education authorities began to develop approaches to on-entry 

assessment of Primary 1 pupils. It was within this framework of early intervention 

projects that the concept o f baseline assessment developed in most of the education 

authorities in Scotland.

Survey of Scottish education authorities

The design of a baseline assessment scheme for this study took account of these 

incipient developments elsewhere in Scotland. Since the national context for baseline 

assessment was changing rapidly it was also necessary that developments across the 

country should continue to be monitored. This would serve to ensure that the scheme
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designed for the main study would continue to be workable and politically acceptable 

to the education authority, and to allow any necessary changes to be considered.

With a view to such monitoring, and following the launch of the draft national 

framework for baseline assessment, key personnel in all of the 32 Scottish education 

authorities were interviewed by the author in March 1998 (MacKay, 1999a). This 

survey allowed a picture to be built up of the current position in Scotland and also to 

gauge the views of those involved regarding the proposed national scheme. 

Respondents were asked questions covering four areas: first, whether they were 

carrying out any form of baseline assessment, and if so whether it was for literacy 

only or for the wider curriculum; second, whether the schemes they were using had 

been designed in-house, and if not, which commercially available schemes they had 

chosen; third, at what stage in the school session they were carrying out the 

assessments and the purposes for which they were being used; fourth, their 

knowledge and views regarding the national scheme.

All 32 education authorities were operating some form of baseline assessment 

scheme for their early intervention projects in literacy. Schemes showed a clear 

division in their nature between those designed mainly to monitor children’s progress 

and inform curriculum planning and those designed mainly for value-added 

assessment. In 23 cases, these were in-house schemes that had either been devised by 

professionals working within the education service or had involved support from the 

universities and colleges. In 22 of the authorities, including those that were piloting 

the national scheme, there were also general baseline assessment schemes covering 

the wider curriculum, and in 10 cases these had been devised in-house. No fewer 

than 17 commercially available schemes were also being used, with some authorities 

adopting a mixture of these. The only commercial scheme reported frequently 

enough to merit individual comment was the Early Years Easy Screen (EYES) 

(Clerehugh, Hart, Pither, Rider & Turner, 1994), used in seven authorities.

The survey indicated that most authorities had consciously opted for one of two basic 

approaches to baseline assessment. The first was pupil profiles based on teacher
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observations, designed mainly for the purpose of monitoring pupils’ progress and 

curriculum planning. The second was a more formal approach to individual 

assessment, designed mainly for value-added purposes. While these approaches were 

clearly not mutually exclusive, they did tend to dictate the general structure and 

content o f the schemes. In a number o f cases the former was adopted for general 

baseline assessment across the curriculum, while the latter was chosen to provide 

quantitative evaluation of the early interventions in literacy. As an example of the 

more quantitative approach for value-added assessment, several of the authorities 

were using, in whole or in part, the baseline assessment strategy designed for this 

study, and made available by the author for wider use.

The Scottish national scheme pilot study

It was in parallel with these developments in education authorities, that the SOEFD 

launched its pilot procedures for a national baseline assessment scheme. The main 

purposes of the scheme were similar to those outlined by the School Curriculum and 

Assessment Authority (1997): first, to identify the principal features of individual 

children’s progress and achievement, in order to plan appropriate future provision for 

them; second, to identify levels of attainment in ‘basic’ aspects of learning for groups 

o f pupils, in order to be able to evaluate effectiveness of provision and subsequent 

‘rates of gain’, and set targets for their improvement. In other words, the scheme was 

designed to meet the needs both of curriculum planning and of value-added 

assessment.

In relation to the first o f these purposes the national scheme, as well as seeking to 

ensure that more able pupils were suitably challenged, attached particular importance 

to the use of baseline assessment in identifying those who needed special help to 

develop skills essential to effective learning. In relation to the second, the aim was to 

provide evaluation based on aspects of performance agreed as being important for 

learning, using methods of assessment and forms of reporting that were reliable, 

valid, manageable and clearly understood by users.
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Assessment was based on structured observation by teachers of identified ‘key 

aspects’ o f learning, drawn from the curriculum framework for the pre-school year 

and the 5-14 curriculum guidelines. As well as literacy and numeracy, these key 

aspects covered personal, emotional and social development, physical co-ordination, 

expressive communication and understanding the environment. Suggestions were 

provided on a variety of appropriate contexts in which each of the key aspects could 

be assessed. An entry was then made to indicate which of four ‘attainment 

statements’ most closely matched the child’s level of performance, ranging from 

displaying ‘very few’ to displaying ‘almost all’ of the features listed.

Three of the key aspects used in the scheme were most closely related to literacy. 

These were ‘listening and talking’, ‘reading’ and ‘writing’. The features for reading 

and writing are listed in Boxes 7-1 and 7-2.

Box 7-1 Baseline assessment in Scotland pilot procedures: Reading {Baseline 
Assessment in Scotland: Pilot Procedures, SOEID 1998)

Key aspect: Reading

• Knows how' to hold a book and turns the pages appropriately

• Knows the conventions of the layout of English language texts

• Knows the difference between letters and words

• Understands the difference and relationship between print and illustration

• Selects text(s) appropriate to purpose

• Uses a range of strategies to ‘read’ familiar text

• Recognises own name, signs, labelling in the environment

• Identifies letters of the alphabet in upper and lower case by shape, name and 

sound
• Knows by sight the most common words in use

• Sounds out phonically regular words

• Identifies words which start/end with same or different sound(s)

• Reads continuous text aloud with reasonable fluency

• Shows understanding of the content and structure of text by retelling/predicting 

content
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Box 7-2 Baseline assessment in Scotland pilot procedures: Writing (.Baseline 
Assessment in Scotland: Pilot Procedures, SOEID 1998)

Key aspect: Writing

• Makes marks on paper to ‘write’ ideas

• Composes own stories through drawing, scribing or other means

• Copies and forms letters and words legibly and correctly

• Writes independently to label, recall, describe and record

• Uses punctuation to mark sentences

• Spells correctly most commonly used and phonically regular words

The same ‘attainment statement’ record was used for all of the key aspects. This is 

shown in Box 7-3.

Box 7-3 Baseline assessment in Scotland pilot procedures: ‘Attainment 
statements’ (Baseline Assessment in Scotland: Pilot Procedures, SOEID 1998)

Attainment statement

The child displays very few o f these features. 

Immediate investigation and structured intervention 

are essential.

The child displays some o f these features. Most 

others require attention and planned support.

The child displays the majority of these features 

successfully and is making good progress with 

most o f  the others.

The child displays almost all o f these features 

consistently and with confidence
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Starting in 1998 the scheme was piloted in six education authorities with children in 

their pre-school year during the month of May, and in another seven authorities with 

approximately 1,000 Primary 1 children during March.

Issues arising

The Scottish national baseline assessment scheme had a number of strengths. The 

most significant of these was its central relevance to the educational process, since it 

not only related to the curriculum but was altogether derived from it. It was also 

broad in scope. It covered the whole curriculum and in no way restricted the scope of 

education in order to meet narrow assessment indicators. In terms of demands on 

teacher time it was manageable, and it encouraged assessment while avoiding some 

of the difficulties associated with formal testing. The method of assessment built on 

teachers’ knowledge of their children, and development of the scheme involved 

ongoing consultation with researchers in this field. As a scheme that was thoroughly 

embedded in the curriculum it was likely to enhance the teaching of literacy skills by 

raising teachers’ awareness and by providing a basis for assessing the next step in 

each pupil’s learning and planning appropriate activities.

The scheme provided a record of progress in a large number of skills relevant to 

achievement in reading. The three key aspects o f listening and talking, reading and 

writing included a total of 28 items, each of which could be assessed in a variety of 

different contexts. Although in the form of a checklist, it was not a simple ‘yes-no’ 

format and, if  used consistently, the attainment statements gave a range of options for 

indicating level o f performance. Within the limitations of a schedule of this kind, and 

subject to ongoing evaluation, the scheme therefore provided a useful basis for 

assessing on-entry attainments in literacy skills both for those at the pre-reading 

stage and for those who have acquired the rudiments of reading.

Nevertheless, the national scheme posed significant issues both for education 

authorities in general and most particularly for the current study. First, while 

providing an overall picture of school entry skills in literacy and other aspects of the
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curriculum, the scheme was not adequate in giving the measures that would allow 

progress to be assessed precisely or the impact of interventions to be evaluated. 

Although one of the purposes of the scheme was to allow value-added assessment, 

the view generally expressed by the SOEID on this matter was that the ‘jury is out’, 

and that the scheme might or might not serve this purpose well. However, it was not 

possible to see how the scheme as it stood could meet a specification for reliability 

and sensitivity that would allow it to be a suitable tool for this purpose.

The problems in using baseline measures for value-added assessment are widely 

recognised (for example, Lindsay, 1998). It may be that there is a simple choice 

between using broadly-based observational profiles that are useful for informing the 

educational process but are insensitive as value-added measures, or using narrower 

assessment instruments that are likely to have high value-added reliability. The 

former are more easily carried out by teachers as part of the day-to-day work of the 

classroom, while the latter, such as the scheme used in this study, require more 

structured individual assessment and are therefore likely to have greater resource 

implications.

A second and related difficulty of the national scheme was in using it to identify the 

difficulties of pupils who were not progressing as expected. Although the scheme 

provided a record that would assist teachers in the identification of such pupils and in 

planning appropriate assessment, it was not sufficiently detailed to yield more 

precise information, and to show the nature and extent of change in performance 

over time. Most education authorities were carrying out interventions designed to 

address the needs of vulnerable pupils, and a different type of baseline assessment 

was therefore required. For the purposes of the research reported here it was 

particularly essential that pupils with difficulties could be identified using measures 

sensitive to change. As one o f the key aims of the project was the eradication of 

illiteracy, measures had to be available that would clearly demonstrate the 

performance in key areas of children who were failing.
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A third difficulty with the national scheme was raised very frequently in the survey 

of Scottish authorities described here. While the efficiency of having a single 

national scheme was recognised, there was considerable concern about this being 

imposed on all education authorities. Having been encouraged by the government to 

develop baseline schemes for their early intervention projects, many authorities had 

already endorsed schemes to which they had a high level of commitment. While it 

would have been possible to operate the national scheme for general baseline 

assessment, and use local schemes in addition for evaluating early intervention, this 

would have been quite impracticable in those areas where the early intervention 

programme covered most schools in the authority.

This was the main difficulty the introduction of a national baseline assessment 

scheme raised for the current study in its early stages. It posed for the education 

authority the dilemma as to whether it might be expected to use the national scheme, 

either instead of or in addition to the scheme designed for the project. Using it as an 

alternative was not an option in terms of robust evaluation of the intervention. The 

pre-intervention baseline had already provided a measure o f achievement for every 

child in the study, and the national scheme had neither the comparability, the 

specificity nor the sensitivity to replace it. Using it as an addition was also a problem. 

It would require staff to be assessing the same children at different times in the 

session on two quite disparate frameworks. In the event, the education authority 

opted to continue with the scheme designed for the study, and not to introduce the 

national baseline assessment scheme.

These national issues are of particular relevance to this study. The survey of Scottish 

authorities ultimately served two key purposes in taking forward the project. First, it 

demonstrated the continuing suitability of the baseline assessment scheme at a time 

when there might have been a political imperative to replace it with the national 

scheme. The survey provided key information on how baseline assessment was being 

addressed throughout the country, and established a sound basis for the view that the 

scheme used for this study should continue. It was firmly embedded in the 

curriculum and was appropriate to the Scottish educational context. Second, it helped
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to inform the debate on the future of the national scheme, and the more flexible 

approach based on local arrangements that replaced it.

The baseline assessment scheme: establishing relevant content

Many baseline assessment and other screening instruments have been available in 

education over the last 30 years (Blatchford & Cline, 1992; Lindsay & Deforges,

1998). Among the most widely used is the Infant Index (Deforges & Lindsay, 1995; 

Lindsay & Deforges, 1999). This was developed from the earlier Infant Rating Scale 

(Lindsay, 1980) and comprises 15 items covering literacy (reading, writing, 

spelling), mathematical skills, social behaviour and independent learning. Each item 

is scored against explicit criteria on a scale of 0-3. The item for reading has three 

elements: shows an enjoyment of books, and knows how books work (front/back, 

left/right, top/bottom), can recognise individual words and letters in familiar contexts 

and can read from a simple story book. During recent years computerised schemes 

have also come to be widely used, such as the CoPS Baseline Assessment System 

(Singleton, Thomas & Home, 1998). This scheme comprises 56 items grouped into 

eight different skill/concept domains including literacy.

The baseline assessment scheme used for this study was designed to be an effective 

instrument for assessing pre-reading and early reading skills in children in their pre­

school year and in Primaries 1 and 2. It therefore focused on items that had been 

shown in the overall research on literacy to reflect reading ability in this age group, 

to identify literacy difficulties and to have high predictive validity. In doing so it 

contained items that reflected areas almost universally assessed in other baseline 

schemes, such as concepts of print and letter recognition. Both of these items 

featured, for example, in the widely-used schemes described above. Box 7-4 

provides a summary of the structure of the scheme.

Of the four sections comprising the assessment, only the first three -  concepts of 

print, phonological awareness and early reading skills -  were used for the purposes 

of the present study. The fourth section, developmental tasks, was designed to
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provide measures of a wider range of related skills relevant to further research arising 

within the overall project. Altogether, the scheme provided measures in 13 different 

areas.

Box 7-4 The baseline assessment scheme

Section 1 Concepts o f  Print

Section 2 Phonological Awareness

Test 1: Nursery Rhymes 

Test 2: Initial Letter Sounds 

Test 3: Rhyme Detection 

Test 4: Rhyme Production

Section 3 Early Reading Skills

Test 1: Lower Case Letter Sounds

Test 2: The Alphabet

Test 3: Letter Names

Test 4: Non-word Reading Test

Test 5: Word Reading Test

Section 4 Dex’elopmentaJ Tasks 

Test 1: Copying Forms 

Test 2: Writing Name 

Test 3: Draw-a-Person

The scheme had its origin in work piloted for the purpose of evaluating earlier 

literacy research with Primary 1 children, the Edinbamet Early Reading Project 

(MacKay & Watson, 1996, 1999), as outlined in the account given o f the preparatory' 

studies. O f the 13 tests in the full baseline assessment, five were either used in, or 

were modified from, the earlier project. O f these, two were sufficiently universal in 

their use and application that they would be expected in any scheme of this kind -  

Section 1, Concepts of Print, and Section 3, Test 1: Lower Case Letter Sounds. The
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other three were: Section 2, Test 1: Nursery Rhymes, Test 2: Initial Letter Sounds 

and Test 4: Rhyme Production. One other test in the previous assessment, ‘Sounding 

and Blending’, provided a basis for developing Section 3, Test 4: Non-word Reading 

Test.

Section 1, Concepts of Print, was taken as an essential starting point for the 

assessment of emerging literacy skills in young children. Progress in learning to read 

may be viewed as a series of stages of which the earliest can be described as learning 

associations between visual features of graphic forms (not complete orthographic 

word forms) and spoken words (Chall, 1983; Ehri, 1991; Gough and Hillinger,

1980). This idea o f ‘emergent literacy’ (Clay, 1991) characterises young children as 

developing concepts about the components of literacy. The idea of a ‘Concepts about 

Print’ test, designed to test children’s knowledge of the nature and function of 

written text, was developed by Clay (1979a). Assessing these emergent concepts not 

only provides information on current early literacy abilities but also taps into abilities 

that have predictive validity. In a longitudinal study, Tunmer, Herriman and Nesdale 

(1988) assessed children at the beginning and end of their first year of schooling, and 

again at the end of their second year, and found a strong relationship between 

concepts of print and reading achievement.

The relevance of the tests in Section 2, Phonological Awareness, to the development 

of reading has been outlined in Chapter 6. A significant body o f evidence has shown 

that phonological awareness is a good predictor of later reading abilities (for 

example, Blachman, 1984, 1989; Bryant, Bradley, MacLean & Crossland, 1989; 

MacDonald & Cornwall, 1995; Torgesen, Wagner & Rashotte, 1994; Wagner & 

Torgesen, 1987).

The Early Reading Skills tests in Section 3 are central to later reading development. 

Knowledge of the alphabet and of the relationship between letters and their sounds, 

followed by skills in blending and in recognising words are all part of the essential 

elements in becoming a skilled reader (Adams, 1990; Mason, 1981, 1985). In 

particular, knowledge of letter names has been identified as the best single predictor
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of early reading achievement (Chall, 1967; Bond & Dykstra, 1967; Riley, 1996; 

Vellutino & Scanlon, 1987).

The baseline assessment scheme: properties and design characteristics

The third requirement of the baseline assessment, that is should meet effectively the 

general requirements for the design of an assessment instrument, was addressed with 

reference to seven basic principles of measurement outlined by Bloom and Fisher 

(1982) -  reliability, validity, utility, directness, reactivity, sensitivity and feasibility.

Reliability

In terms o f reliability, the baseline assessment scheme already drew from such a 

large body of existing knowledge that there was from the start a high level of 

confidence in its stability and consistency. As already detailed, it utilised several of 

the tests previously used in the Edinbamet Early Reading Project. These tests had 

already proved themselves to have high levels of reliability. In addition, it brought 

together a number of well-established measures, such as concepts of print, letter 

sounds and word reading. All of these in a variety of formats had been used with 

high reliability in literacy research in general, and indeed the word reading test 

included earlier standardisation data with high reliability figures derived from a 

Scottish population in the 1970s (The Burt Word Reading Test). In addition, 

feedback from the field from a wide range of users working with very large samples 

had supported the view that this scheme offered a stable and consistent measure. This 

included allocation of different testers to share assessment across the same classes. 

Informal analysis of the pattern of results in these circumstances again showed 

completely consistent patterns of performance.

Two steps were taken to provide confirmatory data regarding reliability. First, the 

test forms of a small sample of just over 100 children were analysed for internal 

consistency, splitting the test by alternate items. This was done at three levels: 

Sections 1 and 2: Concepts of Print and Phonological Awareness; Section 3: Early
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Reading Skills; Sections 1,2 and 3 combined. This covered the 10 core tests in the 

scheme, but with the omission of Section 3, Test 2: The Alphabet, which did not lend 

itself to splitting. High levels of split-half reliability were obtained, as shown in 

Table 7-1.

Table 7-1 Baseline assessment scheme: internal consistency

N =  108 Reliability co-efficient

Concepts of Print/

Phonological Awareness 0.83

Early Reading Skills 0.94

Whole Test 0.89

Second, as a later check on external consistency, the total test scores across the 10 

baseline tests o f 100 children who took the test in Primary 1 in 1998 were correlated 

with the scores of the same 100 children in Primary 2 in 1999. A correlation co­

efficient of 0.82 was obtained.

Validity

The scheme clearly had high face and content validity. In terms of face validity, it 

measured the precise skills that the intervention was designed to enhance in relation 

to pre-reading and early reading abilities. In terms of content validity, it adequately 

provided a representative sample of these skills, and in the case o f Letter Sounds, 

Letter Names and The Alphabet it contained the entire population of items. It was 

also expected that the test would have good predictive validity. As outlined above, it 

drew extensively from those items that had been shown to be good predictors of later 

reading achievement.
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For the purposes of the work reported here it was not intended to conduct any 

extensive analysis of the properties of the assessment in relation to its predictive 

validity. However, the duration of the project to date has resulted in data relevant to 

this purpose, and the following checks using small samples were carried out to allow 

some comment to be made. First, some pupils who took the Norman France test in 

P4 in May 2002 were traced back and identified in their original baseline assessment 

scores from November 1997 when they were at nursery. Second, the same was done 

for some pupils who took the Norman France test in P7 in May 2003 in comparison 

with their P2 baseline assessment scores from 1997.

The results of these first two comparisons are shown in Tables 7-2 and 7-3.

Table 7-2 Baseline assessment scheme predictive validity: Correlation with 

Norman France at P4 and P7

Year groups Test items Results

Pre-school (1997) v. P4 (2002) Concepts of Print/

Norman France N = 21 Phonological Awareness Pearson’s r = 0.55

P2 (1997) v. P7 (2003) Norman

France N = 116 Early Reading Skills Pearson’s r = 0.43

The pre-school baseline scores for Concepts of Print plus Phonological Awareness 

showed a correlation of 0.55 with the P4 group test scores almost five years later, 

using just a small sample o f 21 children from one nursery. With a sample of 116 for 

the comparison over almost six years, the correlation between P2 baselines for Early 

Reading Skills and P7 group tests was 0.43. When the group tests scores were 

associated with baseline quartiles, a clear gradient was shown, with a range of 1 year
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4 months in mean scores at P7 between pupils scoring in the lowest quartile in P2 

and those scoring in the highest quartile.

Table 7-3 Baseline assessment scheme predictive validity: Mean Norman 

France scores at P7 (N = 116)

Test items 1997 P2 baseline 

quartiles

2003 P7 Norman 

France mean scores

Early Reading Skills 1st quartile 8y 4m

2nd quartile 9y 3m

3rd quartile 9y 4m

4th quartile 9y 8m

A third comparison was made using the results of the P7 pupils identified by schools 

as having significant reading difficulties at the end of 2002. These pupils were traced 

back to see how well their original baseline assessment scores identified their later 

difficulties. All of these pupils were tested individually on the Neale Analysis of 

Reading Ability. Of those who fell below a cut-off score of 9y 6m, 53 were able to 

be traced in the 1997 P2 baseline assessments. A summary of the results, which are 

discussed in greater detail in the individual support study (Chapter 15) is shown in 

Table 7-4. Four-fifths of these pupils fell in the 1st quartile o f baseline assessment 

scores for Early Reading Skills, with approximately half of them being in the lowest 

10% of scores, and a quarter in the lowest 5%. Only one o f these pupils scored above 

the second quartile, reaching the 52nd percentile. Except for the lowest 5% of scores, 

phonological awareness was not such a good predictor of later difficulties as early 

reading skills. Phonological skills are in general well established by Primary 2, and 

only the poorest children were scoring much below ceiling level on these tests.

In summary regarding validity, the baseline assessment scheme had clear face and 

content validity, and in predictive terms there was also a clear relationship between 

early baseline scores and performance on other measures of literacy up to six years
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later. However, it is noted with caution that the lowest of the correlations cited, that 

of 0.43 between baseline scores at P2 in 1997 and Norman France group test scores 

at P7 in 2003, accounts for only one-fifth o f the variance.

Table 7-4 Baseline assessment scheme predictive validity: Identification of 

children with later reading difficulties (N = 53)

Distribution of baseline scores of children 

1997 P2 baseline tests identified with reading difficulty at P7

(Cumulative scores)

Lowest 5% Lowest 10% 1st quartile

Phonological Awareness 23% 26% 51%

Early Reading Skills 25% 47% 79%

Utility

The question of utility was addressed by considering: does the scheme give the 

information that is required for assessment and intervention planning? Is it relatively 

easy to produce and to use? Is it suitable for the resources available in terms of the 

financial and organisational implications of staffing, time and production costs? Will 

there be significant training implications to ensure proper use, and will those using it 

accept it as something they are happy to work with?

All of these issues were considered carefully in designing the assessment. The 

information provided was seen to be precisely what had to be known in assessing 

children’s early literacy progress and planning an intervention programme. Ease of 

use and low production costs were a key factor. It was therefore designed to be
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simple, inexpensive and self-contained. All of the instructions for use, including the 

wording used by the tester, were clearly provided on the test paper itself, so that there 

was no requirement to have a separate user’s manual. Production costs comprised the 

provision and photocopying of a few sheets of paper, with no special equipment, 

packaging or supplementary items. The word reading test, although long out of use 

as a standardised instrument, was already available within the authority in the form 

of many hundreds of re-usable tests printed on card. These had once been used 

routinely with almost every child referred to the psychological service, and had lain 

there, most of them unopened, after the test was overtaken by newer instruments and 

when reading tests were no longer the routine response to referrals.

The simplicity of the baseline assessment also meant that training in its use was very 

manageable. This was provided on the basis of a single half-day session attended by 

groups of up to 40 testers at a time. These sessions were provided each year for any 

new testers, and back-up support was immediately available to deal with any 

difficulties or queries. The scheme was also so completely embedded in the early 

literacy curriculum that it was fully acceptable to teachers and others in early 

education. Also, resourcing was committed to ensure that it could be carried out with 

every child each year, with data processing arrangements in place immediately after 

the testing period.

Six years of use have fully proved the utility o f the baseline assessment scheme. 

Between 3,000 and 4,000 children have been individually tested each year. Schools 

have welcomed it as a useful assessment instrument that gives them valuable 

information on their children irrespective of its need in evaluation of the project. It 

has become an essential tool in raising teachers’ awareness of their pupils’ progress, 

in planning appropriate curricular activities, in providing key assessment measures of 

early reading skills and in identifying the needs o f children who are experiencing 

difficulties in literacy. Its simplicity has been such that training sessions routinely 

raise almost no questions about its use and there has been no real demand made on 

the back-up support for answering queries about its administration. Also, constant 

use by literally hundreds of testers has pointed to no significant hitches in its design,
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and only the most minimal changes have been made to the original format to assist 

ease of recording scores.

Directness

Direct measures essentially are those that most clearly approximate to, accurately 

reflect or actually are the real situation, problem or behaviour of concern. They 

involve making no inferences, or only minimal inferences, about the data. Indirect 

measures, which are common in psychology in general, such as personality 

inventories, are primarily defined by the fact that inferences by the tester are required 

in order to interpret results. The benefits of direct measures where they can be 

constructed, and especially in relation to repeated testing of performance in specific 

areas, has been reviewed by Hersen and Barlow (1976). Direct measures tend to have 

better validity, to be more accurate and to provide more useful data for planning and 

evaluating interventions.

The measures used in the baseline assessment were extremely direct. They all 

measured the areas of performance that the intervention was designed to enhance. 

They either provided representative samples o f these areas, such as the non-word and 

word reading tests, or they contained the entire population of testable items, as on 

lower case letter sounds, letter names and the alphabet.

Reactivity

Reactivity refers to the changes that come about in the child’s performance through 

the act of measurement itself. In other words, the process of assessment itself leads to 

changes in performance without any other intervention taking place. Generally 

speaking therefore, the aim of any assessment instrument is to have low reactivity. In 

general this aim applied to the design of the baseline assessment, except in one 

important respect, as detailed below.
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A review of the types of reactivity affecting test design and administration is 

provided by Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, Sechrest and Grove (1981). These include: 

the guinea-pig effect, when the measurement process itself engenders responses or 

behaviours that apply only in the test situation; role selection, where those being 

tested assume a role different from what they do in real life situations; response set 

where the design of the assessment leads to a response bias, for example, o f tending 

to select answers in the same position each time; and interviewer effects, where the 

results of the assessment are affected by the characteristics of the interviewer.

In assessment of educational performance it is only the latter two of the above- 

mentioned types of reactivity that are likely to apply, and steps were taken to ensure 

low reactivity in these areas. The layout of items generally avoided response set; 

testers were trained to adopt a standard approach, as clearly detailed on the test 

papers; and the practice at times o f splitting classes between two different testers, 

together with the feedback from a large number of testers over several years, has 

given confidence that reactivity in these areas is low, and that the results give an 

authentic demonstration o f children’s performance.

One other type of reactivity listed by Webb et al. (1981) is in a somewhat different 

category, namely, measurement as a change agent. That is, the process of 

measurement brings about change in the behaviour of the person tested or of the 

system. In this project, the use of measurement as an agent o f change was quite 

deliberate. In short, the assessment procedures represented not only part o f the 

evaluation but part o f the intervention. The idea was that the introduction of this 

formal structure o f individual assessment would do two things. First, it would raise 

awareness in the child of how important and how central the reading process was, 

and would bring the key aspects of literacy in the test to the forefront. Second, it 

would also raise teacher awareness and would alter teacher behaviour, by turning 

attention to the very areas requiring to be taught as the core o f the reading 

curriculum. Thus, one of the 10 strands of intervention detailed elsewhere in this 

work was ‘to raise teacher and pupil awareness through focused assessment’.
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One of the criticisms that may be made of a test of this kind -  especially in 

circumstances where there is close monitoring of results and detailed feedback to 

schools regarding their own performance and that of the authority overall -  is that 

teachers wall start ‘teaching to the test’. There are two respects in which this would 

be undesirable. First, it was not wished that schools would so divert attention from 

the rest of the curriculum that the central question became one of how to get good 

test scores. Second, it was obvious that the test would not remain objective if, for 

example, the specific blends selected for the non-word reading test were taught rather 

than blending in general, or if the children were coached in reading and remembering 

the exact words in the reading test. One experiment reported by Gough and Juel 

(1991) illustrates this. Children learned to recognise a word placed on a card with a 

thumbprint on it. When the thumbprint was absent so was the recognition. Similarly, 

the children could have leamt words from the reading test in the baseline assessment 

by rote memory. Careful monitoring procedures were in place to deal with this.

However, there were other ways in which the whole idea was to teach to the test. For 

example, with the lower case letter sounds, so crucial to early reading development, 

the test comprised all 26 letters. A teaching focus on learning these 26 letters was 

therefore encouraged as being fundamental to future progress. Assessment, therefore, 

was one of the agents of change.

Sensitivity

It is essential for the purposes of evaluation that the measures used should be 

sensitive to change. Many measures used widely for educational assessment do not 

have the sensitivity to meet this criterion. For example, the national testing within the 

5-14 curriculum gives a broad range o f ‘levels’ in the different core subject areas 

such as reading and writing. While measures like this can be used to show 

differences between schools or across years, the actual levels are too global in nature 

to be responsive to the detailed changes taking place as the result o f an intervention.

I l l



The baseline assessment was designed to be a very sensitive instrument. It had 10 

core tests, and each of these gave carefully graded scores on the number o f items 

passed. It was designed with very low floors and high ceilings so that the same 

format could cover the whole period from the pre-school year to the end of Primary 

2, with every child achieving some success and no child scoring on every item. 

During its six years of use it has demonstrated in precise terms a clear and consistent 

pattern of annual change.

Feasibility

The last criterion, feasibility, is seen by Bloom and Fisher (1982) as a summary of 

the others, as it touches to some extent on all of them. It addresses issues such as: is 

the instrument sufficiently stable over a period of time that it does not show changes 

just through repeated use? Does it take an excessively long time, leading to boredom 

or decreasing returns on the part of testers or participants? Does it give the potential 

of providing assessment information for evaluation purposes? Is it a meaningful 

indicator of the area being addressed, so that the information it gives can be utilised? 

Will it become out of date over the time of the intervention and need revision? What 

are the implications for large-scale data processing when used year on year with 

thousands of cases? Is it likely to have the continuing commitment o f funders to 

resource its use over a long period of time?

All of these questions have been answered in the course of very extensive use of the 

baseline assessment by large numbers of people administering it every year. It has 

not required revision with the passage o f time and the information it provides has 

come to be seen as a routine and necessary part of ongoing assessment in the early 

years. It has not only had the continuing commitment of funders but has been 

endorsed as a valuable assessment tool in its own right, and not simply as an 

evaluation measure for the effects o f the intervention.
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SUMMARY

This chapter describes the development and design of the baseline assessment 

scheme that served as the main evaluation instrument for this study. It emphasises 

the crucial importance of taking account of the wider context of policy and practice 

nationally and locally in designing any scheme of this kind, and reports a survey of 

all 32 Scottish local authorities undertaken to inform the way in which baseline 

assessment should be developed. The rationale for the content o f the scheme is 

outlined, and the content described in terms of the three main sections of the scheme: 

concepts of print, phonological awareness and early reading skills. The properties 

and design characteristics of the scheme are covered under the seven headings of 

reliability, validity, utility, directness, reactivity, sensitivity and feasibility. It is 

concluded that the scheme has demonstrated its usefulness not only for the primary 

purpose o f evaluation of the study but also in being endorsed by schools as a 

valuable assessment measure in its own right.
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Chapter 8

The Main Study: Rationale and Design

Introduction

The main study took the form of the design, implementation and evaluation of an 

early intervention programme for all pupils in the pre-school year, Primary 1 and 

Primary 2 in all o f the pre-five establishments and primary schools in West 

Dunbartonshire. The ages of these pupils ranged from under four years at the 

beginning of their pre-school year to just under seven years at the end of Primary 2. 

This provided a total sample each year of between 3,000 and 4,000 pupils at these 

stages. After the first year, one third of this number left the early intervention 

programme annually as they progressed from Primary 2 to Primary 3, to be replaced 

by a similar number of new cases entering the programme in the pre-school year. All 

of these pupils were individually tested at the end of each calendar year using the 

baseline assessment scheme designed for the programme (Chapter 7).

The sources of funding for the study from 1997 were the Scottish Office Education 

and Industry Department (later becoming the Scottish Executive Education 

Department) through its early intervention programme and its excellence fund, and 

West Dunbartonshire Council. This funding supported all aspects o f the study, but 

most particularly the key human resources to provide extra help in the classroom in 

the form of 10 early intervention teachers, plus home support for which four home- 

link teachers were employed. It also provided for an extensive training programme 

for staff working on the project at all levels.

Aims o f study

The aims of this study were:
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• to raise the literacy levels of all children in the pre-school year, Primary 1 

and Primary 2 in all schools throughout the authority using a multiple- 

component intervention

• to provide a basis for long-term improvements in literacy levels in the 

later years of schooling

• to reduce the numbers o f children experiencing reading failure as a basis 

for eradicating illiteracy throughout the authority.

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were proposed:

1 that the year groups of children receiving the intervention programme 

would have higher scores on all baseline assessment measures than the 

non-intervention population cohorts at the same age level

2 that these gains would be sustained after the children left the programme 

at the end o f Primary 2

3 that both high and low achievers would show gains, but that in particular 

there would be significant reductions in the numbers of children 

experiencing reading failure in the early years.

Rationale: the  ‘10 strands’ o f  intervention

From the research literature on effective interventions in literacy, 10 strands were 

selected as the basis for the programme. All of them were of central importance to 

the intervention. O f these 10 areas, seven were identified as ‘key strands’ -  that is, 

they were planned and structured in a formal way as the basis on which the 

programme would operate. These were: phonological awareness and the alphabet; a 

strong and structured phonics emphasis; extra classroom help in the early years; 

raising teacher awareness through focused assessment; increased time spent on key 

aspects of reading; identification of and support for children who are failing; and 

home support for encouraging literacy. The other three strands, while also being

115



viewed as crucial to successful intervention, were promoted in a less formal and 

structured way, and were identified as being ‘supporting strands’. These were: 

fostering a ‘literacy environment’ in school and community; lessons from research in 

interactive learning; and changing attitudes, values and expectations.

An overview of the research basis for interventions in literacy has been provided in 

Chapter 6. This is considered further here in specific relation to each of the 10 

strands. Additional literature relating to three o f the strands is discussed in the 

chapters describing the subsidiary studies. Strand 2, a strong and structured phonics 

emPhasis, is developed further in Chapter 10; strand 7, identification and support for 

children who are failing, is developed further in Chapter 15; and strand 10, changing 

attitudes, values and expectations, is developed further in Chapters 12 and 13.

Strand 1: Phonological awareness and the alphabet

The importance of phonological awareness as a predictor o f success in learning to 

read has been noted by many researchers. Over the last two decades there has been 

an emerging consensus about the significance o f phonological processing abilities in 

the acquisition of early reading skills (Torgesen, Wagner & Rashotte, 1994). 

MacDonald & Cornwall (1995) carried out an 11 year follow up of 24 children who 

Were first assessed at school entry. The results indicated that phonological awareness 

was a relatively stable predictor o f word identification and spelling skills.

As well as predicting success in reading, it has been shown by many researchers that

training in phonological awareness at pre-school level, and in particular rhyme and

alliteration, leads to significant improvements in reading in the early stages of school

(Sail & Blachman, 1988; Bryant & Bradley, 1985; Olofsson & Lundberg, 1985;

Tunmer, Herriman & Nesdale, 1988; Wagner & Torgesen, 1987; Williams, 1986).

Phonological training has also contributed to the remediation o f problems for

children who have had difficulty in learning to read (Olson, Wise, Ring & Johnson, 
1997).
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This was therefore built in as a key strand in the main intervention, especially at the 

Pre-school stage. Staff in nurseries and the early primary' stages were provided with 

Materials and training for raising phonological awareness, supported by the early 

intervention team.

Strand 2: A strong and structured phonics emphasis

The importance of systematic phonics instruction has been emphasised in the 

overview in Chapter 6 and is developed further in Chapter 10 in the discussion of 

analytic and synthetic phonics. The evidence in favour o f phonics teaching is so 

overwhelming that it has essentially become an area in which researchers have 

Cached a consensus (Stanovich & Stanovich, 1995). Because o f the absolute 

centrality o f this area it was selected as the subject of one of the supporting studies, 

the synthetic phonics study (Chapter 11).

Phonics teaching was made a key strand of the intervention from the beginning. 

Strategies for prepanng pre-school children in their knowledge o f phonics were built 

lnt0 the nursery programme in a manner that was consistent with the agreed aims of 

the pre-five curriculum. That is, the nurseries were not turned into early classrooms 

f°r the systematic teaching of reading skills, but their foundations in play, social co- 

°Peration and active learning continued to be paramount. However, in addition to 

sfory-reading, the use of rhyme and alliteration and other reading readiness skills, 

children were encouraged in their routine nursery activities to have an enjoyable 

'Production to phonics. Considerable use was made o f ‘environmental print’ to 

foentify a wide variety of items, and children learnt the initial letters of their own 

names and were also exposed to those o f other children. These and a variety o f other 

strategies were carefully planned to encourage phonics knowledge so that they would 

^ave a suitable start when they went to primary. In primary school, good teaching of 

Phonics was essential to the project, whether the schools were using traditional or 

synthetic methods.
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Strand 3: Extra classroom help in the early years

to low socio-economic areas, pupils are likely to begin school having missed out on 

Perhaps thousands of hours of literacy-related activities that take place in higher- 

tocome homes (Adams, 1990). Often the level o f instruction they need has to be 

geared to those early activities to do with establishing basic concepts of print and 

Phonemic awareness that already are second nature to other children. It is almost 

axiomatic to say that this process will be enhanced with increased levels o f support 

ln *he classroom. For disadvantaged pupils the link between explicit instruction and 

achievement is notable (Brophy & Evertson, 1978; Good & Grouws, 1975; Stallings, 

Robbins, Presbrey & Scott, 1986).

Providing additional classroom support in the early years was the key intervention 

strategy in the Pilton project (Lothian Regional Council, 1995; McMillan, Fox & 

^ °o d , 1994). This was done by deploying classroom assistants in all early years 

Masses to assist teachers in literacy instruction, either by working directly with 

groups of children or individual children, or by supervising pupils to free the teacher 

to work with small groups. It was also a central strand in the early intervention work 

°f MacKay and Watson (1996, 1999), as outlined in the preparatory studies in 

Chapter 5.

IT

wever, it is clear from the conflicting evidence in this area that the question of 

extra help in the classroom is one that must be considered carefully, as there is not a 

basis for believing that the simple expedient o f providing extra help will 

aromatically bring benefits. This may be illustrated by detailed consideration of one 

Study that examined carefully the long-term impact on reading performance of one 

Potentially cost-effective classroom support -  volunteer assistants.

^he University o f Sunderland’s Time fo r  Reading Project commenced a short time 

before the main study reported here had been designed, although the results, which 

Ueluded a three-year follow up, were not published until 2000 (Elliott, Arthurs & 

Viliam s, 2000). The project employed a volunteer reading programme designed to
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operate with children in reception classes (age 4-5 years) in areas of socio-economic 

disadvantage. It was hypothesised that the provision o f volunteer support in the 

classroom would have an impact in reducing the experience of reading failure. The 

focus of the volunteer inputs was development of phonological awareness, letter 

knowledge, gaining experience of a wide range of reading-related behaviours and 

heightening the enjoyment of stories. The project was supported by a detailed 

training programme, a specially-prepared manual for volunteers and teachers and 

°ngoing supervision, monitoring and management by the research team in 

collaboration with senior staff in the volunteer schools.

Volunteers were recruited in response to newspaper advertisements and were 

selected following interviews to ensure suitability and commitment. At the end of six 

hours training over a three-week period, 31 volunteers were attached to one of three 

Participating schools, with a commitment from each volunteer to be available for two 

halfdays each week. Each experimental class had a parallel control class, and in each 

°f the experimental classes two volunteers were present at all times of normal class 

contact. Control classes received no volunteer support. The key task of the volunteers 

XVas enable the children to develop a range o f skills identified in the literature as 

lrnP°rtant for early readers. The content of their support was not viewed as 

'nnovative or different from what teachers were already doing, but it was considered 

that their presence in the classroom released more time for teachers to work with 

children and increased the overall support available. *

* the outset the total sample was 140 (68 experimental, 72 control). Each child was 

assessed individually at pre-test stage in the December o f their reception class year 

^  again after six months o f intervention at the end of the session in June, using 

hteracy measures designed for the study. These included letter sounding, phoneme 

'dentification and rhyme. Follow-up assessment three years later was undertaken 

a standard reading test measuring reading accuracy, reading comprehension 

and spelling. The aim of the study was not to assess the progress of individual 

rgaders but to compare experimental and control groups.
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Despite the fact that this study was carefully planned, its outcome was disappointing. 

No gains were identified for the experimentáis at either of the post-test assessment 

points. Their performance was no different from that of the controls either at the end 

of the period of implementation or three years later. The authors concluded on a 

salutary note, confirming that a considerable amount of time and effort to enhance 

children’s reading experience had made no discernible difference, and urging caution 

in the employment o f additional classroom support without careful planning of many 

factors and rigorous evaluation.

There were many respects in which this study employed good research methodology.

The ideas underlying the plan to use volunteers as classroom assistants, and the

aetivities assigned to them, had been carefully researched prior to the intervention.

There was also a careful approach to ensuring that recruitment procedures would be

as effective as possible, and the training provided appeared to be suitably intensive

and appropriate, although short-term. Satisfactory levels o f supervision and

Monitoring were established. In addition, there was a reasonable sample size, divided

almost equally between experimentáis and non-intervention controls. Both groups

Were similar in their assessment characteristics at pre-test, and by being in different

reception classes in the same schools they were in similar educational settings. No

^ ta  were provided for the reliability and validity o f the assessment measures

S ig n e d  for the first phase of the study. However, the measures were published in an

aPpendix to the study, and their content and construction was very similar to the

herns in a number o f existing baseline schemes with published reliability/validity 
data.

Thp
e authors noted at the end of the intervention period that all concerned (school 

staff, volunteers, research team) ‘considered the project to have proven highly 

successful’ (Elliott et al., 2000, p. 241). Yet there is no evidence that the 

^appointing outcome of this study represented a type II error. Full assessment data 

VV£re Pr°vided and were analysed using appropriate statistics. Nevertheless, this was 

a study with many important weaknesses, and it must not be considered as an 

adequate basis for demonstrating that classroom support using volunteers is
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ineffective. Most importantly, there is no sense conveyed that this was a coherent 

intervention that represented part o f a more coordinated plan to support literacy in 

the schools in question. Some o f the factors pointing in this direction are only noted 

in isolation by the authors in their own assessment o f why the initiative failed. For 

example, it is clear that there was no effective link with home, and no involvement of 

Parents appears at any level, despite recognition o f the likely impact of home factors. 

There was also superficial liaison between volunteers and teachers, with little 

communication about the purposes and goals o f reading activities (page 240).

Indeed, the volunteers seemed to be working largely independently of the teachers 

and the curriculum, and to have limited understanding of how their role might be 

effective. There is also considerable evidence o f slippage between what the 

researchers saw as a coherent intervention programme and what was actually taking 

Place in the classroom. Indeed, the indications are that the presence of two volunteers 

fo a classroom was distracting, leading to some volunteers opting to work with 

•ndividual children elsewhere.

The overall programme described for the study, while containing expected and 

appropriate elements, seemed to lack a focus on capitalising on strands of 

intervention that might be most effective. Indeed, the authors felt that the programme 

might be ‘overly comprehensive’. It might be better expressed as being under- 

targeted. Classroom volunteers should have had clearly-defined tasks that 

SuPplemented the work of the teachers in relation to the reading curriculum and that 

focused on the key elements o f developing literacy. The ‘comprehensiveness’ of the 

Programme seemed to be vested in the wrong place, namely, with the volunteers, 

who had too diffuse a range of potential activities to engage in; rather it should have 

^ e n  mediated through school and project management as part of an agreed strategy 

fo which the contribution of all parties was clearly defined.

^tie sample wastage over the three-year period (loss o f almost one-third o f the 

°rlginal sample) was mentioned but its possible implications were not explored. It 

P°foted to the likelihood of a complex pattern o f child and family needs in this area 

°f socio-economic disadvantage, requiring consideration of an intervention

121



Programme that might take account o f a wider range of factors. Finally, there was no 

consideration of planning any continuity for the intervention. The researchers felt 

that the support might not have been for a sufficiently long period. Crucially, it was 

n°t embedded in longer-term school planning that might take account of what 

happened in the year after the reception class. In light of all of these considerations it 

ls not unexpected that this initiative did not meet with success.

in the current study, extra classroom help was viewed as being crucial to the success 

of the project, and it was therefore the key area to which resources were allocated. It 

Was decided to employ early intervention teachers rather than classroom assistants, 

and the model and scale on which this was done is outlined elsewhere in this chapter.

Strand 4: Fostering a ‘literacy environment ’  in school and community

important supporting strand was fostering a ‘literacy environment’. It was viewed 

45 miportant to this study that reading should not be seen in isolation as a mechanical 

skill acquired through direct instruction, but rather as a meaningful, culturally- 

relevant activity forming part of the fabric of children’s lives. While the absolute 

necessity o f promoting phonological awareness and providing systematic phonics 

mstruction has been emphasised, it would be a misrepresentation of this emphasis to 

c°nstrue it as being the sum and substance of the approach taken to literacy 

throughout this project. A general but unfounded criticism of the phonics approach 

Was that it focused on mechanical skills in isolation from the wider reading context. 

This was never the case, as noted by many advocates of phonics (Adams, 1990;

Chall, 1967, 1983). Chall in particular has emphasised that teaching only phonics in 

ls°lation was not an option at any time, and that the wider areas of ‘literature, writing 

311(1 thinking are not exclusive properties of any one approach to beginning reading’ 

^l989, p. 531).

h Was central to this study to foster a literacy environment for children, ‘engaging 

them regularly and interactively in the enjoyment and exploration o f print’ (Adams, 

p. 411). There was therefore a strong emphasis on stories, listening, making
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libraries accessible both in the school and in the community and on many other areas 

related to a focus on reading in the children’s natural environment.

Strand 5: Raising teacher awareness through focused assessment

The importance of assessment for the project extended beyond its place in evaluation 

° f the intervention. It served also as an essential feedback mechanism for teachers on 

the needs o f their pupils and the effects o f their teaching. This was a key strand and 

served two related purposes: raising awareness and heightening accountability. 

Teachers and nursery staff not only had the opportunity to assess their children s 

Progress with sensitive measures but also operated within a context in which good 

results were expected throughout the education authority. This supported a clear 

focus on the need for systematic teaching in those key areas measured by the 

baseline tests. While the dangers o f encouraging teachers to teach to the test are 

recognised, and have been outlined in the discussion of the baseline assessment 

scheme in Chapter 7, the advantages of a focus on fostering the skills to be tested has 

also been discussed. For example, if  children are taught to recognise letter sounds 

thoroughly so that they will score 26 out o f 26 when assessed, then they will have 

Mastered one o f the most basic skills for developing later competence in reading.

Lindsay (1998) has outlined seven purposes o f baseline assessment, and has 

highlighted its potential value in supporting learning and not just evaluating 

outcomes. The purposes are: early identification of children with difficulties, 

identification o f the nature o f difficulties and consequent needs; monitoring progress, 

identification o f goals and of children’s steps to learning; resource planning, 

acc°untability; and budget determination.

 ̂of these purposes were envisaged when the baseline assessment scheme was 

designed for the project, and they have clear implications for supporting the 

ntervention. The value of the tests was recognised when discussions were held with 

ead teachers on their views about the future o f baseline assessment once it had 

6rVed the main research purposes o f the project. They showed a continuing

123



commitment to the use o f the scheme because o f the way it raised teacher awareness 

and gave very detailed information on each pupil. Thus, the scheme has provided an 

essential tool in planning for effective teaching.

Strand 6: Increased time spent on key aspects o f  reading

As previously noted, pupils who enter primary school from low-income homes have 

spent very much less time on literacy-related activities than pupils from higher socio­

economic groups, and the gap may be so great that it is almost inconceivable how it 

could then be remedied (Adams, 1990). For this reason it is clear that for such pupils 

the pivotal area o f developing literacy skills must be made a priority in terms of the 

time allocated to it. However, it has been demonstrated that schools in low socio­

economic areas spend not more but less time in providing reading instruction than 

eomparison schools (Birman et al., 1987). In addition, during the time that reading is 

taking place, in the low socio-economic schools less material is covered and pupils

are rarely challenged to think about the meaning or structure o f the text (Allington, 
1989).

amount of time actually spent on reading is crucial to the development of 

c°mpetent literacy skills (Clay, 1979b; Stallings, 1976; Stallings, Robbins, Presbey 

^  Scott, 1986). For this reason the question o f the time to be spent on reading in the 

Primary schools in this study was not treated informally at the level of simply 

enc°uraging schools to increase the emphasis on this area. Instead it was treated with 

SUch importance that it was formalised as a key strand of intervention. The education 

authority agreed with the view that reading could not be sufficiently increased within 

Scottish Office guidelines for the structure and balance of the 5-14 curriculum. In 

discussion with the Scottish Office agreement was therefore reached to change the 

balance within the authority so that reading could be given higher priority. While it is 

recognised that increasing the time for one curricular areas decreases it for other 

areas, the position adopted was that literacy is so fundamental to future access to 

every par{ 0f  sch00] curriculum that it must be made the top priority for achieving
success.
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This was another o f the key strands in the project. Through the baseline assessments, 

and by other means in the later years of schooling, it was possible to identify every 

child whose progress in reading was a cause for concern, and therefore to focus 

a<fditional support appropriately. It was never assumed that children who were failing 

would somehow catch up at a later stage, and extensive experience o f assessing 

Pupils at all stages throughout the authority over a considerable period of time had 

confirmed that those who fail in the early years were likely to experience accentuated

failure later -  an observation widely supported in the research literature (Stanovich, 
1986).

The extra support provided in the classroom allowed children with difficulties to be 

^ge ted  for additional help. Those who continued to fail in the early period covered 

by main study were again identified in later assessments, and steps taken to 

remedy their difficulties. This strand of intervention was supported by the individual 

SuPport study, as described in Chapter 15.

Strand 8: Lessons from  research in interactive learning 

The research in interactive learning provided both a general context for informing the

mtervention and also a range o f specific supplementary strategies. The general

c°ntext was a recognition that effective, motivated learning is likely to be enhanced

ky a social and interactive setting which is meaningful to the child and which

Evolves both peer collaboration and adult support (Hughes & Greenhough, 1994).
Th •

e specific supplementary strategies included the promotion o f paired reading and

C°mPuter-assisted learning. As outlined in Chapter 6, paired reading has one o f the

^ust extensive evidence bases for effectiveness of any intervention (Topping, 2001; 
Ton 'PPmg & Lindsay, 1992). It also has the advantage that it can be used anywhere 

a°d at any time, without the need for specified teaching materials, and can utilise 

aVa'labie adults or peers. Computer-assisted learning, particularly in a collaborative

Strand 7: Identification o f and support fo r children who are failing
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social context, has also shown benefits to various aspects o f children s learning 

(Issroff, Jones & Scanlon, 1994; Tolmie & Howe, 1994). These strategies were 

promoted throughout the schools, together with advice and support to staff.

Other aspects of social and interactive learning were evident in the studies carried out 

in support o f the main study. The synthetic phonics study (Chapter 11), while 

focusing specifically on direct phonics instruction, did so in a very interactive social 

context in which whole classes or groups learnt and physically demonstrated the 

actions for the different phonemes together. This social learning context was seen as 

one of the benefits o f the intervention, and not just the synthetic approach in and of 

itself. In addition, the declaration study (Chapters 13 and 14) included active learning 

through group and class chanting and various other activities involving group 

Participation.

Strand 9: Home support fo r  encouraging literacy

The importance o f the home in encouraging children’s literacy has been emphasised 

throughout this study, and this was therefore identified as one of the key strands for 

'intervention. The home is not only a major early determinant at the pre-school stage 

°f how children will progress (Adams, 1990), but it has ongoing significance during 

the years o f schooling (Hannon, 1995; Hewison & Tizard, 1980; Tizard, Schofield & 

htewison, 1982; Topping & Wolfendale, 1995; Wolfendale & Topping, 1996). In the 

earl>' work by Tizard et al. (1982) in disadvantaged areas in London, there was a 

C'ear impact o f parental involvement in literacy, and test gains were sustained three 

years later at follow up (Hewison, 1988).

families from socially disadvantaged areas can be successfully engaged in 

SUPP°rting children’s literacy (Topping & Lindsay, 1991). At the same time the 

challenges in these circumstances of effectively engaging parents, many o f whom 

themselves have significant levels of illiteracy, have also been recognised (MacKay 

^  Batson, 1999; McMillan, Fox & Wood, 1994). To support family involvement in 

racy m this project, four home-link teachers were appointed.
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significance o f attitudes, values and expectations was a major consideration in 

the preparatory studies outlined in Chapter 5. It was the central thrust o f the 

randomised control trial conducted by MacKay (1995a), and was also one o f the key 

lngredients in the early intervention study by MacKay and Watson (1999).

There were two ways in which this dimension was incorporated within the study as a 

supporting strand. First, the importance of attitudes, values and expectations was 

highlighted in the training programmes that supported the intervention. The idea was 

that teachers should recognise that their pupils would make better progress if they 

Were motivated with positive attitudes about the value of literacy to their own 

shuation. It was essential therefore for reading to be an enjoyable, meaningful and 

relevant experience. Also, the need for high teacher and pupil expectations was 

c°nstantly emphasised.

Second, the key context variables underpinning the whole intervention process and 

driving the project through its various cycles acted as a strong support for this 

dimension. These were vision, profile, commitment, ownership and declaration. The 

eutire project was predicated on a context in which everyone was fully committed to 

d and ownership was enjoyed at every level from researcher to the youngest pupil in 

Nursery. Declarations were constantly made that this project was going to succeed, 

d^t nothing would stand in its way, that reading attainment would increase markedly 

and that even the child with the greatest difficulties would still achieve success. In a 

c°ntext like this where there is no scope for entertaining the idea o f failure, positive 

ahitudes are anticipated and expectations are high.

T
0 studies were conducted to support this strand of the main study. These were the 

ahitudes study (Chapter 12) and the declaration study (Chapters 13 and 14).

Strand 10: Changing attitudes, values and expectations
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Method

Design

This was a long-term, multiple-component intervention study, using a cross-lagged 

design in which pre-intervention population cohorts sewed as controls for 

subsequent intervention cohorts at the same age levels.

Sample

^  sample was every child in the pre-school year in all nurseries (N 23 

establishments) and in Primary 1 and Primary 2 in all schools (N 35 sc oo s 

throughout West Dunbartonshire. This provided an intervention sa p 

from 1997 to the end o f 2003, plus a pre-intervention control population ’

making a total o f 22,986, all tested individually. The breakdown of 

shown in Table 8-1.

Table 8-1 Early intervention sample: individual assessments

Pre-school Primary 1 Primary 2 Total

1997 Pre­
intervention 
controls

1083 1307 1269 3659

1998 1177 1185 1260 3622

1999 1039 1160 1140 3339

2000 1021 1090 1152 3263

2001 986 1100 1097 3183

2002 893 1054 1127 3074

2003 798 1001 1047 2846

Total 6997 7897 8092 22986
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• tn the later years of primary school, the 
To assess the effects of the intervention into assessed each year on

pre-intervention p o p u la te s  m when ^  early erven,ton
group tests, allowing comparison of same ag ^ ^  ^  of 20,384

sample progressed through to these stages. j j 4 3 6  had
from 1998 to 2003, of whom 8,948 were pre-intervention co ^  jn

received all or part of the intervention programme twQ or three years of

Table 8 -2  shows which of the sample had been expose 

the early intervention programme.

Table 8-2 Group reading tests: Primaries 3 ,4  and 7

• i  Primary 4 Primary 7Primary 3 Primary

1998

1999

2000 

2001 

2002 

2003

Total

1078

*1139

**1221

***1068

***1130

***1047

6683

1026 

1108 

*1247 

**1128 

***1128 

***1115

6752

1022

1187

1267

1057

1203

*1213

Total

3126

3434

3735

3253

3461

3375

Early intervention sample. * one year tw0 y

6949

*** three years

20384

long-term study w&s
The cut-off point for reporting outcomes m this ongoing, ^  for ^  tests.

December 2003 for individual baseline mterventlon. I, also allowed
This allowed year-on-year comparisons for the e a r ^  ^  ^  ^  ^

comparisons m P3 and P4 for onwards, together with the firs,

mtervention programme from their p „iv, d early intervention for one year
comparison in 2003 for P7 children who ha rece 

°nly when they were in Primary 2.
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j from pre-intervention
The total number of tests conducted for the main  ̂ ^  ^  individual tests and

baseline to the cut-off dates for reporting was as f  ^  ^  ̂  37Q tests ]q0t all of

20,384 group tests were carried out, making a gr Qtheses for the main study.

this vast data set needed to be utilised in testing ^  ^  ^  totaj extent of the

However, as discussed and demonstrated elsew ^  main study and also to 

available data proved useful in relation to othe P ^  generai trends to be checked 

the other studies. In relation to the main study ^  ^  ^ey years that have

year on year, calibrating and confirming the data rep es apart from

been selected for detailed analysis, it ^  ^ ^  relation to the other
its role in data analysis, and these are discussed in P ^  specifiC analyses,

studies, the range of data available from the m ^  Chapter 11 The data set

such as those reported for the synthetic phonics y aseline assessment as
also informed the discussion of the test characteristics o

discussed in Chapter 7.

Measures used

1 and Primary 2 was carried out 
Individual testing in the pre-school year, Primary ^  provided essential

USmg the baseline assessment tests designed for th skius, as
«h t.___________ r  ^n n n lo d ca l awareness and early

i  the baseline assessment tests designeu iui u~ -—  ̂
data on concepts of print, phonological awareness and early reading skills, as

described in Chapter 7. Testing was carried out each year in November-December,

wi‘hthe 1997 sample serving as pre-intervention controls against which later

Population cohorts would be measured.

Testing took approximately 20 minutes per child, and was conducted by classroom 

teachers and by early inteiwention teachers employed for the project. All testers were 

Gained by the author. Training covered not only the correct administration and 

recording procedures but also the practical elements o f individual assessment for 

staffnot familiar with testing. This included consideration of establishing rapport, 

making the child feel confident and at ease and choosing an appropriate physical 

Setting to ensure comfort and privacy. About 120 testers were required each year, and
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training was ongoing to ensure that any new staff joirang the programm 

trained before carrying out the assessments

. 3 4 and 7 were the Norman France

The group tests chosen for pupils in Primane > ^  ^  These tests had good 

Reading Tests, and these were conducted m M y Test_retest reliability co­

levels of reliability and validity (France, l978’̂  ^  correlations for validity in the 

efficients were reported in the range 0.84 to reading tests and teacher
range 0.73 to 0.89 in comparison with other estab is ndard form) of the

assessments. At. Pnntary 3 and Pnmary 4 pup.ls too* L e «  '  

test, while all Prtmary 7 pupils too* Level 2 (standard form).

• • abv class teachers. They took the form of a
The group reading tests were admmistere y icture or read a sentence and

multiple choice test in which the child looke ^  yielded a single raw

inserted the correct word from a range of d on a n0rmative sample.
score which could be converted to a reading age administered baseline

Although they lacked the sensitivity of the  ̂ ^  cognitive and attentional

assessment, and also clearly had a high loading , jn the cohorts at each
skill, they nevertheless provtded an overall measure of eh

of these stages.

Implementation

er a period of years was a
Implementation of an intervention on this s ^  ^  work of some 400 staff,

significant logistical exercise. It required c ^ supported to ensure high

all of whom had to be adequately trained, • tue implementation
The lcey i&ctors 1*1 v r

fidelity in the delivery of the programme. dissemination and review.
Process were training, resources, monitoring and suppo »

(For further details of implementation see Append«

■ „gramme was planned and carried out. 
Ifl terms of training, an extensive, ongoing p ^  pQrtunities for developing their 
R provided all staff involved in the project wi oppo with a particular
skills and knowledge in relation to best practice m teaching
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focus on the key strands of the intervention programme. The programme included 

series of training sessions for different key groups, such as the staff working in 

nurseries, or all those teaching a particular level in primary schools. These were led 

by the author and a member o f the authority’s psychological service. In addition to 

these opportunities, an intensive training programme was provided for the early 

intervention teachers employed for the project. They were a key resource not only in 

supporting children in developing their literacy but in supporting the teachers and 

°ther staff in the implementation of the programme. Their knowledge and expenence 

was therefore crucial to moderating the entire intervention throughout the authority.

in terms of resources, the overwhelming investment made in the project took the 

f°rm of human resources. While the regular nursery staff and the primary teachers 

G a in e d  the central figures for the delivery of the curriculum, the early intervention 

teachers referred to above were the key element in terms of special staff dedicated 

totally to the study. A team of 10 experienced teachers was employed for this 

P ^ o se , and these were led by a head teacher for early intervention, later supported 

by the appointment of an assistant head teacher from the team. The early intervention 

team worked full-time on every aspect of the programme. They devised materials to 

assist implementation in all of the schools; they supported the regular staff m 

carrying out the baseline assessments; they worked directly with children, in liaison 

"uth their own teachers; and in general they acted as an indispensable resource in 

monitoring and supporting the programme.

Every nursery and school in the authority had dedicated time from a named member 

of the early intervention team. A regular pattern of school visits was established, and 

tbe total amount of time allocated to each establishment was a function of the 

uumber of children and the level of socio-economic disadvantage. Therefore the 

ueediest areas had the highest level of support.

'n Edition to the early intervention team, four home-link teachers were appointed. 

Ebeir remit was implicit in their designation, as they acted as link personnel between 

b°nte and school. They carried out a wide range of functions in relation to home
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support and the promotion of family literacy, working in liaison with regular school 

staff.. Again, they were allocated according to levels of need, so that a particular 

focus could be developed for children with the most difficult home background

circumstances.

A crucial element in effective programme implementation was monitoring and 

support. This was not only available through formal structures, such as the close 

Monitoring of all schools in terms of their baseline assessment results, but through a 

^ d e  range of other arrangements designed to support staff in carrying out the 

intervention. Part of the role of the head teacher for early intervention was to ensure
that she was fully briefed from day to day on the progress of the project in all its

^Pects. This was done through frequent meetings with head teachers and other key 

st*ff both individually and in area meetings. She was also briefed on a daily basis by 

the early intervention team, who provided support each day to individual schools 

classes on a rota basis according to each school s time allocation. Y

intervention team therefore had intimate knowledge at all times 

Programme was being implemented. Both they and the head teacher were constantly 

available to provide advice and support. Whenever a problem arose that could not be 

addressed directly by this means, other support structures were involved. The author 

88 researcher was also available as a direct support to the head teacher of early 

’ntervention whenever required.

of this was part o f a carefully planned chain o f support structures. Full support 

and encouragement were provided by the council’s education committee, which was 

kePt regularly briefed by reports from the directorate and presentations from the 

author and other key personnel. The directorate in turn were supported by a project 

steering group, o f which the core membership comprised a nominated member of the 

directorate, the head teacher for early intervention, the officer responsible for pre- 

Sch°ol education and the author as researcher and consultant. The steering group had 

additional members attending as required, such as the principal psychologist, the 

officer responsible for community education or other directorate members. The 

group was essential to ensuring the maintenance of the study through all its stag
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^  operational terms, the author met frequently with the head teacher for early 

intervention. These meetings allowed detailed consideration of all issues for taking 

the study forward successfully, and also provided a forum for the generation and 

implementation of new ideas as the project developed. The head teacher had a high 

Profile ‘hands-on’ role, not only in managing the early intervention team 

ensuring the quality of programme delivery but also in liaising with the heads of pre 

school establishments and the primary head teachers. Overall, these monitoring and 

suPport structures offered a very satisfactory means of operating the project 

effectively at all times.

111 terms of dissemination, the highest importance was attached to effective 

communication throughout the entire system. Councillors, directorate, head teachers, 

school staff and the general community had to be informed of the details of the study 

of progress as it developed. This was done at many levels. In addition to the 

reports and presentations to councillors and the directorate, the study was a regular 

agenda item at head teacher meetings. Dissemination was also promoted by major 

conferences involving not only those directly participating in the project, but also 

heads of secondary schools, heads of other council services, members of specialist 

teams and representatives of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate, together with the press and 

keV figures from the community. These events were high profile occasions. They 

Wefe chaired by a member of the educational directorate, with contnbutions from the 

Sector and the chair of the education committee, and keynote addresses from the 

head of early intervention, the author and others, including members of the 

Psychological service. At times there were speeches not only from teachers involved 

ln the day-to-day delivery of the programme but also from pupils speaking from their 

0vvn experience of how it had affected them.

0ther methods of dissemination included leaflets distributed to schools and parents 

S^ing full details of progress. The author was totally committed to the view that if a

and to solving any difficulties encountered in its operation. Within this monitoring

and support framework it was almost impossible for slippage to take place.
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rnaj°r research study was taking place, with 10 strands of intervention and 
encouraging results from the constant evaluation of the project, then everyone should 

know what these 10 strands were, why they were there and what changes were taking

place as a result.

Finally, in terms o f review, it was considered essential that the project should be 

subject to ongoing assessment and analysis to ensure that it was developing 

successfully through every stage o f its life cycle. There had to be flexibility to 

resP°nd quickly to any aspects that were not working well, with a mixture of 

c°nsistency to ensure stability in delivery and planned innovation to ensure freshness

and maintain impetus at all times.

^r°m the start o f the intervention the factors affecting educational change, as 

highlighted throughout this work, were articulated. The key context variables of 

'hsion, profile, ownership, commitment and declaration were promoted as being of 

highest importance. These concepts were constantly and deliberately mediated at 

ah levels o f the education authority -  councillors, educational directorate, quality 

assurance personnel, head teachers, class teachers, other school staff, the early 

lritervention team -  indeed all who had an involvement with the project.

with the other studies, further information on materials and procedures used is 

Provided in Appendix 3. However, it will be clear from the nature of the main study 

as described that its essence is difficult to encapsulate in terms of specifying 

Particular sets o f curricular materials or teaching procedures. There are several 

eas°ns for this. First, the intervention that supported the main study was essentially 

Vehicle for mediating and enhancing a comprehensive literacy programme. It was 

b e fo re  based to a very large extent on process and structure rather than on specific 

echniques ancj materials. The content of the intervention was therefore effectively 

content o f the pre-school and primary school curriculum as already established in 

at'°nal curricular guidance and supported by existing sets o f reading materials used 

dhin the education authority or within particular schools. It was the way in which 

curriculum was delivered by teachers, and the way in which it was supported by
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specialist input that constituted the process of the intervention. Thus, central factors 

m intervention were the process factors previously outlined -  training, resources, 

Monitoring and support, dissemination and review.

Second, the main study was dynamic rather than static and reflected an interactive 

Mid evolving process. It did not involve the application o f a specific set of materials 

0r Procedures but a continuous development of quality in curriculum delivery, 

supported not only by training but by the lessons, materials and techniques developed 

ln the subsidiary studies. Therefore, for example, as the main study developed, it 

Mcorporated into its methods and materials the resources and procedures first used in 

the synthetic phonics study, as well as ideas and techniques arising from the

declaration study.

Tv** j
lr > the key context variables o f vision, profile, ownership, commitment and 

uolaration that have been described above as being ‘constantly and deliberately 

ediated at every level and in every forum of intervention represent a model in 

^ ’ch teacher behaviour changes -  again through processes of information exchange,
trainln8 and support rather than through using particular curricular materials. Thus, 

Sample, teacher and pupil expectations are raised and literacy comes to the 

°refront in high profile.

SUMMARY

This1S chaPter describes the rationale and design of the main study in taking forward 
its kcv p

y aims of raising literacy levels, providing a basis for lasting improvements and 

ducing numbers of children failing, with a view to addressing the widespread 

Pr°blem of illiteracy. It develops a rationale for a multiple-component strategy with 

strands, earned out through the six years of the study. The 10 strands were: 

Pbonologicai awareness and the alphabet; a strong and structured phonics emphasis; 

tfa c'assroom help in the early years; fostering a ‘literacy environment’ in school
and

time
c°mmunity; raising teacher awareness through focused assessment; increased 

spent on key aspects of reading; identification o f and support for children who
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are failing; lessons from research in interactive learm g, describes a

encouraging literacy; and changing attitudes, values an P  , and

sample of approximately 23,000 children in their p ^  20,000 in Primaries 3,

Primary 2  who rece.ved individual Mention and its implementation
4 and 7 who undertook group assessments. ^  ^  support,
are described, and the place of training, resourc , entsforits

dissemination and review are highlighted as central requi 

effectiveness.

137



Chapter 9

The Main Study: Results

Introduction: ‘significance’ and meaning

Th
e main study was the centre piece of this research. All of the other studies -  

synthetic phonics, attitudes, declaration and individual support -  were designed to 

uPPort it, and to provide strategies for strengthening its implementation. It was 

therefore of the most crucial importance to the intervention that it should not only 

^aVe Slgnificant results, but also that these results should have meaning beyond 

statistical significance in and o f itself. It was necessary that the results should be seen 

25 making an impact, and as providing a basis for confidence that long-term and 

Meaningful changes could be effected and sustained, and that these would have 

CtUal importance in the lives o f the population served by the project.

* was for this reason that a decision was made at the start of the intervention to 

PQrt results not only in terms o f statistical significance using probability values, but 

also in terms of effect sizes. This decision was guided by the over-arching principles 

governing the entire research project. It was a project based on a commitment to the 

Mentific method of enquiry, but a science that enshrined in its methods and its 

Parities a commitment to values. It was a piece of research involving a large 

Mount of public funding applied to vulnerable children and young people most of 

h°m lived in areas o f significant socio-economic disadvantage. Statistical 

SMficance in and of itself might have served the purposes of a researcher, but might

maae no real and lasting impact on the lives of those who were participants in
the research.

governing principles that led to the adoption of a values framework dictated that 

statistical significance must be viewed in terms of wider questions that were 

Primarily social, cultural and political rather than scientific — questions about
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whether lives were being changed as a result o f the intervention; questions about 

whether children would leave school with the skills needed for a successful career in 

a knowledge society; questions about whether ‘significant’ results actually meant 

significant to the participants in the research or only to the researcher.

^  was this main study more than any other that brought the matter back to the 

fundamental issue of the values framework previously outlined (Chapter 2). It was 

absolutely necessary that an intervention in literacy should meet orthodox scientific 

criteria in determining the validity o f its outcomes, but for the declared purposes of 

^ is  research these criteria must be compatible with promoting health, caring and 

compassion, self-determination and participation, human diversity and social justice

(^rilleltensky & Nelson, 1997).

issue of seeking real meaning as well as statistical significance has recently 

come very much to the fore in psychology. It was given centre stage as the lead 

article in The Psychologist, December 2003, in a paper entitled ‘Effect size -  the 

missing piece in the jigsaw’, with the sub-text, ‘Why you just can’t carry on 

rePorting statistical significance alone’ (Clark-Carter, 2003). Failure to report effect 

sizes has been described by the American Psychological Association (2001) as one 

°f the ‘defects in the design and reporting of research’ (p. 5). This has now been 

incorporated in the British Psychological Society’s notes for contributors to all its 

journals, namely, that effect sizes should be included wherever possible.

^c°pe of results reported

As the baseline assessments comprised 10 main tests, and these were administered 

individually to three separate groups, pre-school, PI and P2, across six years, with a 

Sample of approximately 23,000 children, supplemented by over 20,000 group tests 

at later primary stages, the main study generated a vast amount of data. These 

mcluded the possibility of many analyses that are not of direct relevance to this study 

"  f°r example, a consideration of gender differences, or of differences that became
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apparent between denormnahona. and n o n ^ n o m m a t^ o h o o .a  

matching for socio— c status (MacKay, in preparatto )•

^ opc of the current work,
As well as providing data on many questions b y additional purposes of

the vast amount of data collected for the ^  ^  ^  research questions could 

direct relevance to the aims of the study. 1 declsion was taken at the outset

have been answered with a smaller data set, P° ^  assessed annually on the 

to ensure that every child in the study was indi ' vears -n the later

baseline assessments, and that all of the children m the 

Primary stages were assessed using the group tes

fficient data to establish whether
The aims were very much wider than having s extensive and

. • tVip reauirement to carry
reading achievement was rising. ^  key context variables
regular assessment for the project was supp nfinned a very high level of

referred to throughout the study. For examp »  ̂ ^  educational directorate, the

commitment to the intervention from the C ^  eff0rt and resources. It also

head teachers, the class teachers and othe . .  ver,, important

kept the intervention in high profile. It was SQG* ^ iosicK& a sense of 

involving major assessment programmes. In ad Council to the level of

ownership at all levels of involvement from the leve o

Ihe classroom.

ecially in relation to the
The extensiveness of the assessment progra ^  ^  strands of the

individual baseline assessments, also support ^  focused assessment, and

intervention -  strand 5, raising teacher failing. This therefore

shand 7, identification of and support or aress of individual pupils in

P r id e d  data that helped teachers to monitor the progr 

their classes and to plan appropriate curricular strategies for th

. . . , ,  as detailed in the hypotheses stated m
The questions of central interest to recelving the intervention
Chapter 8, were: whether the year groups o c i ^  non. intervention population

Programme would have higher literacy sco . d after the conclusion
nohorts a, the same age ievel; whether the gams were mamtamed
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of the early intervention; and whether there were significant benefits for children at 

the bottom and top of the literacy spectrum -  those experiencing difficulty in reading 

^  those with high levels of reading achievement. In summary, was the intervention 

effective, did the effects last and did it benefit all groups?

The overview of data presented here has therefore been selected to illustra 

results in relation to these key questions. First, to answer the question of whether the 

intervention was effective, the baseline assessment results for each year group 

throughout the intervention period were compared with the results achieved by 

same year group cohorts prior to intervention. The pre-intervention cohorts therefore 

served as the controls for the subsequent cohorts. Second, to answer the question of 

whether the effects lasted, the group tests given each year to children in the later 

Primary years were analysed to show comparisons of cohort scores before and after 

intervention. Third, to answer the question of whether all groups benefited, separate 

comparisons were made for the children with the lowest and highest scores. The tests 

^ d  throughout these analyses were independent two-sample t tests, calculated using 

the data analysis tools on Microsoft Excel Version 8.0.

Effectiveness of the intervention: the baseline assessment results

The first key question was whether the intervention was effective. It addressed the 

hypothesis that the year groups of children receiving the intervention programme 

w°uld have higher scores on all baseline assessment measures than the non­

intervention population cohorts at the same age level. Throughout the six-year 

intervention period the baseline assessment results showed a marked and consistent 

irend, which may be summarised as demonstrating a systematic enhancement of 

Scores on virtually every test for every group and across every year. On the more 

elementary tests, such as concepts of print and nursery rhymes, especially in the 

older age groups, overall enhancement levels were largely dictated by the ceiling of 

the tests. On tests with a high ceiling -  in particular the early literacy skills tests in 

the younger age groups and the word reading test in the older groups -  the results 

c°ntinued to show an upward trend. The implications of floor and ceiling effects on a
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the discussion section below.

licable to each year group. The 
Table 9-1 summarises the results for the k y ^  s]^\\s were not applicable to the

tests of word reading and other more form ^ concerned, since most children

pre-school sample as far as overall compari ^ had th£ opportunity to attempt

were not able to score on these, although every ^  were not useful for 

them if able to do so. Similarly, the early p h o n o lo g i^ ^  ^  ^  ^  primary years 

overall comparisons for the older groups, ^  ^  summary shows

had reached the ceiling on items such as co ^  relation to two years,

comparisons with the pre-intervention bas ^ ^  year of intervention,

namely, 1998, the first year of intervention, and 2 ^  ^  ^  data

The tests used were independent two samp first year all results

analysis tools on Microsoft Excel Version ^  pre-school, and letter names
had shown a significant increase except the alp significantiy.

for Primary 1 By the end of the sixth year a

Table 9-1 Summary of resulfs on Key b a se ly  — — * « *
_ • __1

e„, tests have been recognised and are considered in
number of the baseline assessme

Test
Pre-school Primary 1 Primary 2
1998 2003 1998 2003 1998 2003

N= 1177 N=1185 N=1260 N=798 N=1001 N=1047

Concepts of print
Nursery rhymes 

Initial letter sounds 

Rhyme detection 

Rhyme production 

The alphabet 

Cower

***

#**

***

ns

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

ns
**#

***

*** 

*** 

*** 

* * * 

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

case letter sounds 

Tetter names 

Non-word reading test

W°rd reading test one-tailed tests):
Significance (compared with 1997 pre-mterventi <0 001

.  ** o<0.01 P •

***

***

*#*

***

***



*lese results are illustrated in Figures 9-1 to 9-20, with effect sizes shown. The 

aseline assessments were normed on the pre-intervention cohort (N = 3,659). As a 

°n intervention population, this cohort served as the control group for the 

ntervention samples in subsequent years. This provided the standard deviations that 

^ d  as the basis for the calculation of effect sizes throughout the period of 

ervention. The effect sizes therefore show the raw score gains expressed as a 

P °Portion of the pre-intervention standard deviation for each test. It was considered 

PPropriate to show the effect sizes for the two intervention years in the comparison 

( 998 and 2003) on exactly the same basis, that is, to make the comparison with the 

P e intervention cohort. This was to answer the question, ‘How does the intervention 

mple In any given year compare with the data available for the same age group 

****** intervention?’

Figure 9-1 

Scores)
Baseline assessments: concepts of print -  pre-school (mean raw

1997 1998 2003

Effect size 1997-1998:0.58
1997-2003: 0.92

(t= 11.02***) 
(t = 21.74***)
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Figure 9-2 Baseline assessments: nursery rhymes -  pre-school (mean raw

scores)

Effect size 1997-1998:0.89 (t= 17.53***)
1997-2003:1.42 (t = 34.18***)

Figure 9-3 Baseline assessments: initial letter sounds -  pre-school (mean raw
scores)

Effect size 1997-1998:0.07 (t = 1.74*)

1997-2003:0.41 (t = 8.21***)
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figure 9-4 Baseline assessments: rhyme detection -  pre-school (mean raw

scores)

Effect size 1997-1998:0.49 (t= 11.38***)
1997-2003: 0.93 (t= 19.73***)

Baseline assessments: rhyme production pre-school (mean

Effect size 1997-1998: 0.93
1997-2003: 1.54

(t= 17.11***)
(t = 25.78***)

raw
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figure 9-6 Baseline assessments: alphabet -  pre-school (mean raw scores)

Effect size 1997-1998: 0.03 

1997-2003: 1.11

(t = 0.58 ns) 
(t= 17.42***)

9-7 Baseline assessments: rhyme detection -  PI (mean raw scores)

Effect size 1997-1998:0.43 (t = 12.07***)
1997-2003: 0.75 (t = 21.47***)
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figure 9-8 Baseline assessments: rhyme production — PI (mean raw scores)

Effect size 1997-1998:0.89 (t = 22.83***) 
1997-2003:1.37 (t = 38.12***)

Pigure 9-9 Baseline assessments: alphabet -  PI (mean raw scores)

Effect size 1997-1998:0.69 (t = 15.37***)

1997-2003:1.76 (t = 48.97***)
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^•gure 9-10 Baseline assessments: lower case letter sounds PI

Effect size 1997-1998: 0.55 

1997-2003: 1.29

(t= 14.51***) 
(t = 38.07***)

^'gure 9-11 Baseline assessments: letter names -  PI (mean raw scores)

Effect size 1997-1998: -0.01

1997-2003: 1.08

(t = -1.65/75)

(t = 22.90***)



•gure 9-12 Baseline assessments: non-word reading test -  PI (mean raw
scores)

Effect size 1997-1998:0.29 (t = 6.55***)

1997-2003: 1.76 (t = 35.20***)

iff
Ure ^"13 Baseline assessments: word reading test -  PI (mean raw scores)

Effect size 1997-1998:0.15

1997-2003: 1.20
(t = 3.66***)

(t = 25.71***)
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figure 9-14 Baseline assessments: rhyme production -  P2 (mean raw scores)

Effect size 1997-1998:0.79 (t

1997-2003: 1.04 (t

Figure 9-15 Baseline assessments: alphabet

4 -,

3 -
8?

8
» 2
03oc

1 -

o --

1997 1998

Effect size 1997-1998:0.54 (t

1997-2003:0.89 (t

2003

23.44***)
32.36***)

P2 (mean raw scores)

2003

12.41***)
28.06***)
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figure 9-16 Baseline assessments: letter names -  P2 (mean raw scores)

Effectsize 1997-1998:0.39 (t = 9.18***)
1997-2003: 1.01 (t = 29.09* * *)

^'gure 9-17 Baseline assessments: non-word reading test -  P2 (mean raw
scores)

Effectsize 1997-1998:0.23

1997-2003: 0.65

(t = 5.20***) 

(t= 19.38***)
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figure 9-18 Baseline assessments: word reading test -  P2 (mean raw scores)

Effectsize 1997-1998:0.16 (t = 4.04***) 
1997-2003:0.83 (t=  19.26***)

The great majority of the 36 effect sizes shown in Figures 9-1 to 9-18 indicated a 

d e r a te  to strong effect of the intervention. Only five were very small/negative, and 

a11 of these were for 1998, the first year in which the intervention took place. These 

initial letter sounds (0.07) and the alphabet (0.03) at pre-school, letter names 

('°°1) and word reading (0.15) at PI, and word reading (0.16) at P2. For the year 

2°03 the lowest effect size shown was 0.41 (initial letter sounds at pre-school). The 

average effect size shown across all tests was 0.45 in 1998 and 1.11 in 2003

Flgures 9-19 and 9-20 provide an overall summary for each year group in relation to 

the three years for which results are shown. A combined score for ‘phonological 

awareness’ has been calculated by adding the score for concepts of print to the 

combined scores for the actual phonological tests -  nursery rhymes, initial letter 

s°unds, rhyme detection and rhyme production -  while a combined score for early 

fading skills’ has been obtained by adding the scores for the alphabet, lower case
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, r,rH reading. Phonological
letter sounds, letter names, non-word readrng an become apparent in

awareness scores are shown for all age P 0“«* followi„g the intervention,

Pi and more so in P2, where many pupi s, p ceiling for all

pass all tests of tins type because the noted that as the

phonological tests combined was a score o - ^  ^  that flgure in P1 and P2.

intervention progressed the mean score came children as these more

Early reading skills scores are not shown for P 
formal skills are marked by very substantial floor effects

Figure 9-19 Baseline assessments: combined mean raw scores for P

awareness

1997 1998 2003

Effect sizes: 

Pre-school

Primary 1

Primary 2

1997-1998: 0.92 
1997-2003: 1.57 
1997-1998: 1.00 
1997-2003: 1.55 
1997-1998: 0.90 
1997-2003: 1.37

(t= 19.43***) 
(t = 33.87***) 
(t = 27.22***) 
(t = 39.30***) 
(t = 22.46***) 
(t = 41.23***)
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Figure 9-20 Baseline assessments: combine m 

skills

on ra w  scores fo r  early reading

1997 1998
2003

Effect sizes: 

Primary 1

Primary 2

1997-1998: 0.36 

1997-2003: 1.78 

1997-1998: 0.31 

1997-2003: 0.97

(t = 8.66***)
(t = 39.30***)
(t = 8.66***)
(t = 26.22***)

Lasting effects of intervention

Had lasting effects. It
The second key quest,on was whether * =  " “ "d after the chM ren left the 

addressed the hypothesis that gains wou collected from the start

Programme at the end of Primary 2. For this purp ^  utjiised. The results 

°f the intervention for children in the later pri ary ^  ^ were analysed.

of the Norman France group reading tests in P ^  ^  either received no 

These results included pupils who at various s g ^  ^ rge years 0f  intervention.

The 1998 Nomtan France tests were aU Jo » P  testing was therefore
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m PI and P2; the P4 children had had one year in ,

no, a, any time parrrcipared in the programme. W * »  the iarest «***££
conducted in 2003, the P3 and P4 cht.dten had had the fu„ * * * * *

u-i„ tv,P PI children had had one year wnen 
years from the pre-school year to P2, whi hot of the trend of
they were in P2. These three years were selected to provi

reading scores in the later primary years following the impleme

Programme.

The general trend of these results may be J , up readrng test

keen on the intervention show a modest but stgm ^  (he effect being

scores compared with the baseline cohorts at t e s ’ _  that 1S, the P3

strongest for those who had received most ^  ̂  selecKd yeaIS are
pupils with a full three years on the programme.

shown in Table 9-2.

Table 9-2 Norman France group tests compared with 1998 baseline

^ ean reading ages 1998 2000 2003

Primary 3 7y 0m 
N=1078

7y 4m N=1221 
t = 4.92***
Effect size 0.21 
(2 yrs on programme)

7y 5m N=1047
t = 6.62***
Effect size 0.28 
(3 yrs on programme)

Primary 4 8y lm 8y 0m N=1247 8y 3m N=1115 
t = 3.82***

N=1026 t = 1.60 ns Effect size 0.15
(I yr on programme) (3 yrs on programme)

Primary 7 lOy 6m 10y 7m N=1267 1 ly 0m N=T213 
t = 3.82*** 
Effect size 0.15N=1022 t=  1.21 ns

(not on programme) (1 yr on programme)

modest and lasting effects of the programme as discussed below may be 

lustrated in relation to the number o f pupils experiencing reading failure at levels

'Smficantly below their age level as in Figure 9-21.
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Figure 9-21 Norman France group tests: percent 

age level

Fii98 «2003

of scores significantly below

20 i

P3 Under 6 yrs P4 Under 7 yrs
P7 Under 9 yrs

Results for children with lowest and highest sc

was of benefit to all groups -  to
The third key question was whether the interventio ^  addressed the hypothesis 

those with the lowest scores and to the high achiev^ ^  ^  ^  partiCular there would 

that both high and low achievers would sh g ^  experiencing reading failure in 

he significant reductions in the numbers ^  ^  scores for the three

the early years. Figures 9-22 and 9-23 sho r 0f intervention in 1998

years under consideration -  the 1997 baseli , combined scores
• • onitt The data shown arc in

and the sixth year of intervention m a pain early reading skills
,   ̂fnrearlv reading skills-Again, en y
for phonological awareness and tor ea y effects at this age
are not shown for the pre-school children because of th 

when most children are not yet learning the more o

numbers of children who were
As there was a particular interest in reducing data are provided in Figures

failing to acquire basic literacy skills, som ^ of the key skills it was set up
9-24 to 9-26 on the impact of the intervention on M ^  chM jen ,etter

to address at the various stages -  concepts of p 

sounds in PI and word reading in P2.
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Figure 9-22 Lowest scores: raw score at 10,h percentile — phonological 

bareness

■  Pre-school ■  Primary 1 □  Primary 2

45 1 40 A

1997 1998 2003

Effect sizes: 
Pre-school 1997-1998: 2.40 (t= 12.42***)

1997-2003: 5.87 (t = 21.90***)
Primary 1 1997-1998: 2.19 (t= 15.79***)

1997-2003: 3.98 (t = 27.56***)
Primary 2 1997-1998: 2.21 (t= 15.40***)

1997-2003: 4.33 (t = 31.25***)

^'gure 9-23 Lowest scores: raw score at 10th percentile early reading skills

■  Primary 1 □  Primary 2

Effect sizes:
Primary 1 1997-1998: 2.07

1997-2003: 9.29 
Primary 2 1997-1998:1.10

1997-2003:4.82

(t = 11.05***) 
(t = 28.25***) 
(t = 8.34***) 
(t = 25.78***)
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Figure « 4  shows the percentage of the pre-schoo, year pass.ng a,i or ah hut oneof 

fte tans on concepts of print. F.gure 9-25 shows the percentage a, P » *h a «  

of 20 or more out of 26 on letter sounds. Figure 9-26 shows t e perce 

correctly reading at least 30 words.

Figure 9-24 Pre-schooi concepts of print: percent of pnpiis with high scores
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Figure 9-26 P2 word reading: percent of pnpHs reading 30+ words

1997
„  ,nr the highest scoring 10% of pupils. Again, 

Figures 9-27 and 9-28 show the results to of the high floors
, thp nre-school stage becaus

early reading skills are not shown at tne p phonological awareness

for children not being taught formal skills of ^ n at p] and P2 stage, as most of
scores are not shown for the highest scoring vjH Even at the pre-school stage

toese children were at or near ceiling level to ^  ceiling levels
the highest 10% of scores for phonological awareness we

after the first year of intervention.

. onth percentile -  phonological
Figure 9-27 Highest scores: raw score

awareness

1998
2003

1997 1998

Effect sizes: Pre-school 1997-1998: 2.89
1997-2003: 3.03

2003

(t= 5.85***)
(t = 26.18***)



Figure 9-28 Highest scores: raw score at
90th percentile -  early reading skills

■  Primary 1 □  Primary 2

Effect sizes:
Primary 1 1997-1998: 0.33

1997-2003: 1.26 

Primary 2 1997-1998:0.40

1997-2003: 1.64

(t = 4.10***) 

(t= 12.34***) 

(t = 2.57**) 
(t= 12.14***)

discussion

The results o f this study indicate that it has achieved its aims. These were to raise the 

'iteracy levels of all children in the pre-school year, Primary 1 and Primary 2 in all 

Schools throughout the authority using a multiple-component intervention; to provide 

a basis for long-term improvements in literacy levels in the later years of schooling; 

and to reduce the numbers of children experiencing reading failure as a basis for 

eradicating illiteracy throughout the authority.

SuPport has been found for each of the three hypotheses. First, the year groups of 

children receiving the intervention programme had significantly higher scores on all 

baseline assessment measures than the non-intervention population cohorts 

same age level. Second, there are indications that gains have continued at a reduced 

level after the children left the programme at the end of Primary 2. Third, both high 

and low achievers showed gains, and in particular there were significant reductions
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in the numbers o f children experiencing reading failure in the early years. Evidence 

°f reduced numbers o f failing readers was also clear in the relevant later years of

Primary following the intervention.

Limitations and cautionary- commentsmiauons ana cuuuuiwj •—

.  tw  study, both statistically and 
f scores for tuis ,

The limitations in the comparisons ^  ^een acknowledged and

in terms of broader aspects of interpretation o  ̂ ^  comparis0ns made on the

are discussed here in relation to two areas. made on the Norman France

baseline assessment tests, and second, the comp

tests administered in the later years of primary schoo .

• it is recognised that it has not been possible 
First, in terms of statistical limitations ^  feeen wlth some other designs,
with this type of cross-lagged design, as it would ^  when there are

to use regression analysis to adjust for regr ^  eacb test formed the controls

significant floor effects. The entire baselin ^ ^  vvhere the floor effects

for the following cohorts of children at th . f l u e n t  years if they were
were marked they could do little other than go up m su

going to change at all.

d in the wider context of th i clear and
However, this limitation may be viewe  ̂^  effects resulting from this study
significant trend of the results overall. In genera t e statvstics was not so

i the purpose
were not subtle. They were large enoug d identified but rather to
nruch to determine whether an intervention effect co discemible in the

c°nfirm its extent. The results were obvio . ate what was happening.
• v i p  ̂| t̂ ) conui

simplest of descriptive tables or c a . « eVery single baseline
, ,  • ___ _ emre.s were plain across vi _ „ orQ+

, .. ..,ed to commuiu^a^
Ui UCSH.F—  tables or charts us £very singie baseline

Unmistakable increases in scores were plain .between years not separately

test at every age and for every year, including all 

shown for the purposes of this analysis.

• ical limitations acknowledged in the 
Further comment may be made about the statistica because Gf floor effects,
“■»lysis. The tests were not only at times positive y s
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hut also at times negatively Skewed because of

making it easier to achieve increase , ^  clearly illustrated in the

ceiling effects, making it harder to achieve inc ^  ^ many 0f whom reached the

phonological awareness tests for the children a honologicai skills left to master.

ceiling of the tests with ease because there were Nevertheless, it was

This therefore worked against showing an i ^  ^  t0 s^ow the effect sizes,

felt useful to illustrate these results, to cond effect sizes have been
e fVlp reasons indicated. Large o

hut to acknowledge skewness for ^ut ais0 where there are

found throughout, not only where there are - w e d  in either direction,

ceiling effects, and on many other tests which were

istency of the wide range of
There is therefore an overall robustness in the const ̂  ^  ^  ^  consistency of the 

results shown. Indeed, it is the robustness overtakes the general range of

gains achieved across all tests and age gro p ^  caiCulating the basis for

statistical limitations associated with different m in the outcomes of

effect sizes (Glass, McGaw & Smith, 1 9 )  comparisons of scores between
the intervention. In keeping with the hypotheses, the co However, in almost

,• ..««re were one-tai e
baseline and the selected interventi y ^  ^  two-tailed) were far in

every case, the gains (whether calculated as o lues would be reported,
excess of any level at which their actual sigmficanc

made using the Norman
Second, there are limitations inherent in the compa t0 varj0Us

■ , 7. 4 and 7- Group tests aic au j
Trance group reading tests at Pnm arie , at f e c t  scores. They involve

factors other than the ability being tested th ^  ^  pure reading ability are

multiple choice approaches where several provided at group level,

required, such as good comprehension of verba ^  more pr0ne to children

independent working and sustained attent - , a greater focus on
i tr% them In addition, they

c°pying from someone else close rehension While therefore they
reading comprehension, and indeed on genera P ^  for sensitively 

useful in providing a measure of real rea jn g ,  ptogramme.

^Pping into the abilities most fostered by

162



1 affected the Norman France
Broader aspects o f interpretation o f resu ts ^  ^  jnterVention itself -  for

comparisons. The further children w ere16,00 ^  tQ kn0WJUst what range of

example by P4 and especially by P7 -  i f was , or negatively. Two of

factors might be likely to affect cohort scores either pos ^

these factors, working in conflicting directions,

• rv 2 the support they received for 
First, as children progressed beyond Pnmar> ^  literacy initiative

developing their literacy diminished. A'.ttl0U8 cradle to the grave', the actual level 

Incorporated a vision to tackle literacy t covered in thein the aee groups up ro rz.
°f intervention was much more intense Children therefore finished the early

main study than in the stages from P3 onwards. ^  ^  support their enhanced 

intervention and at times went back into se^ g addressed in terms of new 

literacy in the same way. This issue was sti reported here,

initiatives for P3 onwards at the conclusion o

.. t on there were factors likely to affect

Second, and working in the opposite rec stages One of these was the

scores positively over the years in the later p ^  eVery part of society

derail impact of this research. It was designed context

throughout an entire Council area. ’ ^  ̂ profile of reading went up,

variables frequently outlined in this work, Vense but also elsewhere. The

not just where the interventions were form ^  ^  central involvement

intensive focus on reading m the early stages,t0g^ ^  everyWhere about 

°f all the head teachers, meant that there teachers in the later

everything to do with reading. This noi u 3 ^  levels of children coming

Primary stages -  who had to adjust curricula to Young children excited by

through the intervention -  but it also influen ^ interesting things

the reading programme, not just m t e m ^  had siblings and parents,

happening with, for example, the synthetic ^  for ^  purp0Ses c

Although work in supporting parents is no P enthusiasm and high

fhis study, many of the parents commented on having a heightened

achievement, and many examples were cite o
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Comparisons with P7 a ,  p a r i t y  «  •  » "  "  1

needed in directly attributing the modest mcreas ^  ^  ^  ^  programme and it 

intervention. These chtldren had expenenc ^  mjght wd, have been
tvas five years previously when they were m structures in

small and might have largely washed out by P? ^  ^  stmctured

initiative dttee.ed a, teadtng, speihng ^  m ,he authority. Th,s was

although it was taking place m only one c Thts was separately
a study using the computer-based progra d a posit,ve effect on reading
evaluated by the author (MacKay, 2002b), an s ^  when they
Petfonnance.lt applied to the 2003 P7pup.ls m the sch

were in then P5 and P6 years, and condoned in P7 following the evaluahon.

a  final observation is relevant under the general heading o f himtattons m i  ^  ^  

eautionary comments. Most o f the baseline assessments were ̂  we||

'eachers, and they clearly had an .merest m seem^ “ ^ ? ^  js one o f the

^ight they therefore in some way have massage tnnic has already
Pitfalls .„ human research- (Barber, ,976). Some d.scuss.on "

W  raised ,n Chapter 7 regard,ng the features of the base,me ^

quest.cn o f w hen,«is e.ther appropnate or .nappropnate to teach the t e ^
♦Vip» rs and across so manyoverau eouststency ,n the mend of results a c r o s s ^  ̂  ̂  

schools and nurseries, with hundreds of peop e m w fr0[n
Ws view, as does the consistent qualitattve test.mony to enhanced 

diverse sources, as observed below.

However, i, is also answered by the very close monitoring procedures established for 

*  research. Often the assessments were undertaken by members of he ear y 

'"lervention team instead of the class teachers, or else they were sp t 
Thts took Place no. jus, for the mttia, proposes of etfablishing the tehabthty of the

■ ^ the early intervention programme also at
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i lv if any results looked as if
baseline, but throughout the intervention. Most ^  this Schools with scores

they needed closer monitoring, steps were take ^  of resuits or with

that seemed inconsistently high or low comp .j ^y the head of
• 'tori for clarification, usual y y

their own known performance were visi  ̂ ^  ^  intervention team

early intervention and a quality improvement o ic ^  performing at  what 

knew very precisely throughout the year w c twQ sCh0ols were
levels, and were a valuable source in clarifying resu ected. To 

identified where inappropriate use of baseline test ma*en _  ̂  non.word 

address this an alternative form of two key tests w a s ^  pnQr notice to these

reading test and the word reading test. This nf  the baseline, and
schools and to several other schools for comparison at 

°ne establishment was advised on its practice as a resu

Raising achievement and eradicating litera 1-o ' —----
comments that have been

Against the background of the limitations and ,ficantly advanced the overall

discussed, this study in achieving its aims has sign d educational
f ^dressing endemia

vision underlying the research, t  at o radicate illiteracy in socially
Problems by raising achievement and seeking to era ^  have taken place

disadvantaged populations. The question ^ cross-lagged design has been
anyway, even without the intervention, in thi typ 5 ^  ^  0f  the gains in the key

considered in the conclusions (Chapter 16). °w for these changes

°ccurring for other reasons, points to

and specific enough that everybody
111 essence, the changes were marked enoug ^  t vely changed. It hardly required 

knew that patterns of achievement had t0 inform every part of

even the baseline assessments, far ess The majn study did not

die education system that reading standards on the effects of the

Wher systematic qualitative commentary from dass teachers, the

mtervention -  but it was certainly proftere .
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v cases the children themselves 
various types o f support staff, parents and tn many cases

knew that new levels of success had been establishe

clearly in simple terms that
These levels of success are probably demons ^  many cases children were

hardly need the support o f inferential tests. For exa ^ ^  __ that is, pupils in

scoring more than a year higher than their pre-m were scoring above
„ w p  the P 1 controls, ana r  1

the pre-school year were scoring ^ as non.Word reading and

the P2 controls. Instances of this were fo"”d “  * ^  phonologtcal awareness and 
word reading, and for the lowest scoring c i ears reported here, the changes

early reading skills. From the first to the la -s seen, for example,

were very meaningful in practical terms at . perfect or almost perfect
^ r t s e f f o m ^ t o ^ f n p m — " - ^ ^ « ,

score for concepts of print, in the rise ^  ^ j 0/0 to 67% in P2 pupils

^cognise 20 or more letter sounds, and in the n  ^  Tdese results were
achieving a score of 30 or more on the word rea mg e ^  ^  ^  ^  of the session 

Particularly encouraging as the baselines were conduc e 

for these three stages but half-way through the session.

,he years was that they continued to rise year 
°ne of the features of the results over th y d in 1998 after the first

ontirinated and was obtainea
°n year. Certainly a large nse was antic p :nrreaSe each year till the last

year of intervention. However, th g ^  increase was not as large as time
reported results in 2003, even if the annual rate o ^  m {99^  the first year of

Progressed. The three selected years reported 616 ^ individuai points in a

intervention in 1998 and the last available y tervention children arrived at the 

steadily rising graph. Since a new group of p constantly higher

Pre-school stage every year to begi - t each time. Not only

outcomes were being attained from a sim' doing ‘more better’ each year,

therefore were the children doing better, they ^  th£ mstallation or

This reflects the build up of the programme over ^  £hange as discussed

‘institutionalisation’ of the longer-term processes 

elsewhere in this work (Chapter 2).
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the school-age population is a
Although the eradication of illiteracy throug ^  ^  framework of this study, the 

farther target with an anticipated timescale o ^ ^  ^  way 0f  preparation. The

results reported here have achieved everything systematically reduced,

numbers of children experiencing reading failure tests m 2003 would in

Pupils who were scoring at or near the tail end on around tf,e midpoint in 1997. 

many cases have been viewed as average almoSt disappeared. For

In some instances low scores, once highly p f 0 or fewer letter

example, approximately 40% of PI pupils c ^  ^  ^  |0%  of pupils

»m ds in 1997. In 2003 this had reduced10 )U*  ^  this „ a s  down to 1% -
scored five or less on the word reading test in numbers failing as they

, Ttik reduction m tne nuinu
a mere 12 pupils across the 35 schoo . ^ ^  economic feasibility for

enter the later primary years creates greater scop ercome their difficulties,
supporting these pupils with intensive individual he p o

SUMMARY

va wn of the mam results of the study. It does 
This chapter provides a detailed bre 0 between pre-test cohort controls

so by focusing on baseline assessment comp fop owing intervention,
and subsequent population cohorts at the same sc oo ^  scQres)> 1998

This is done by providing data for three key years. of

(scores after first year of intervention) and 200  ̂ (sco by the main study :

intervention). The results support three key que -n performance in

hrst, the intervention was effective, with la g ^  effects of the intervention, 

baseline test scores; second, there is evidence t ^  ^  children left the main 

xvhile reducing in size, were making a lasting P achievers, benefited by the

programme; third, all groups, both ^  Obtaining low scores in key
intervention. In particular, the number of childre

bteracy attainments was greatly reduced.
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Chapter 10

Developing a Phonics Intervention: Analytic or Synthetic Pho

Methods of phonics teaching

Traditionally, phonics teaching in Scotland is ^ l e t t e r

whole word level. Children begin w,th the w h o l e ^  ^ „ „ a l

»unds. Johnston and Watson's (1997) study o t e m ^  ^  ^ ^  ^  smmd per

approach indicates that children are typically taug ords starting with that

sound, such as mat, man, make, Afary an m ^  rfln _

been taught in this way, children are R e d u c e d  t o - g h t ’, followed hy 
and final sounds -  ma/, pot, sit. Then initial conson ^  ^  ^  c/j

final consonant blends and then vowel and ^  phonic5 teaching „ f
Finally, rules such as ‘silent*' in cake are «aught ^

«*> type, and often pnor to it, eh.ldren are «  “ which they ,eam by a ‘look

[n the synthetic phonics approach, children are (tone

and they learn to combine these in various way annroximately
before they a re ,«reduced ,0  books or readtng. M l o f.be p h o n e y  app— ely
44 in number counting both single letters and digraphs, are taug ^

Oesphe this key difference from the ,t lnv„,ves
Phonics shows many areas of overlap with ana yt P

the teaching of rules, and irregular words tend to be taught as w

The ideas underlying synthetic phonics are not new, and the method has been used 

over many yJ „  Germany and Austtta (Fe.teison, .9S8). »  was the w «k  of Lloyd 

at Woods Loke School in Lowestoft, and in particular the pub ication o
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Handbook (Lloyd, 1992) that marked the beginnings of the appr°a
Lloyd’s scheme a systematic course of synthetic p h o n m s ^ ^ h m g b e g ^ * ^ ^

after school entiy and before the children were given readmg sche ^

Pace was fast, with six letters of the alphabet being taught eac w ^ ^  

period of eight weeks. Thus in the first week the lettere * ^  r f  sjmple
these being selected as they could combine to make a v ry

words already established in young cluldren s vwiabulmy^^ ^  p  occurs at

and mp. These letters were shown <n all position ^  ^  ^  ̂  Books were 

the beginning of pm, in the middle of laps an ^  ^  the words
provided showing pictures of words containing th g

Presented elsewhere on the page.

, timp on a daily basis, using
The whole class was taught the letters at e s ^  ^  emphasis „ a s  placed on 

■hstinchve actions and sounds to aid memorise ^  however were als0

blending letter sounds together to make wor s. d e B  that not all
taught on flash cards using the ‘look and say met o , 

words can be read using a simple phonics approach.

Lloyd’s approach was developed by its publishers into the -M y

hooks, flash cards, workbooks, wall friezes an the soun<J ¡n

loners shapes, illustrations of the actions and P " f  » ̂  for ,  rea(tolg 

word. (The name Jolly Phonics, while having a s from Joll

scheme designed with the entoymen, ^  ̂  jolTy ) The scheme has been 
W aning, the publishing company o f its founde ,
so successful as die vehicle by which synthetic phonics ,s taught m he LK diat 

lerm Jolly phomes has come to be used widely as a synonym or

aPProach.

i izpv elements mark the synthetic phonics From this account it is apparent that several k y , .  di ti t
approach as used in schools, and that as a m e t h o d b o t h  overlaps wtth and d

from traditional phonics, other than being based on synthetic rather than analytic
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f  d here First it is a highly
methods o f blending. F.ve key fe a n * «  K folloWs a precise

systematic scheme o f teaching phonics y p nm ary 1 classroom should be

methodology, and in practice every teacher m ba$ed Qn hlgp expectations of

at the same stage at the same time. Second, it is ^  ^  ^  expected that at a

children in terms o f achieving success. The pac ^  forming large numbers

very early stage children will be motivated by their s u ^ ^  features of

of words from the letters they have learnt. - t with a cohesive

social and interactive learning. Wh . all children together.

social context for learning to read. w th  constantly ,nvolves at least

Fourth, it is a multi-sensory approach. P children see the
«tree sensory modalities -  visual, auditory, and Un®» ^  ^  actions ^  

letters, they say them aloud and hear them, an uged p his iast observation

accompany them. Fifth, multiple methods of teac g ^  ^  criticised at times as 

Is important as phonics methods, both analytic an ^ ^  Goodman, 1986). The 

keing narrow, reductionist and mechanical ( ^  a vocabulary for

synthetic phonics method explicitly requires th din„ curriculum such as
irregular words, and i, also supports other areas of the re 

fostering listening skills, story-telhng, comprehension and

Early evaluation of synthetic phonics: the Scottish co

d with analytic phonics are of
Early evaluations of synthetic phonics comp conducted within a Scottish

considerable relevance to the curren tstudy “  Watson in

oducattonal context and stem from the wor a research programme in

Clackmannanshire. Between 1992 an teaching reading and spelling in
iinee phases. The first phase explored met o s ^  1995)> while the

Primary schools in the authority (Jotast°"; °  ^  studies in whlch phonics

s«ond and third phases were designe classroom (Johnston & Watson,
teaching was provided both within and outwi context of the

f ̂ 97). These studies are of ^ u a i s o  hi relation to the overall project. They
synthetic phonics study reported e , delv reported in the educational
had a significant political impact through being widely reporte
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press and through being promoted by the Scottish Office Education and Industry 

department as an Interchange publication (Watson & Johnston, 1998). They a 

therefore considered here in detail.

^he first study examined how phonics was taught in a sample of 1- primary schools 

(Johnston et al., 1995). Its purpose was to investigate which aspects of phonics 

teaching were most effective in producing independent readers. At the start of 

Primary 1, children were encouraged to read whole words with associated pictures

captions, building up a basic sight vocabulary of key words. The teaching 

Phonics, while systematic, was designed to follow a gradual analytic approach during 

the first three years of school. It was introduced half-way through the first term, with 

toe teaching of the 26 initial letter sounds being completed by the start of the third 

torm. In one class, however, there was an accelerated phonics programme that was 

introduced at school entry. The approach included both analytic and synthetic 

Phonics elements. The conclusions were that the accelerated programme produced 

better results and that these were maintained at two-year follow up.

^he results of this study supported good phonics teaching whether analytic o 

^thetic, demonstrating, for example, that teaching explicit sounding and blending 

resulted in gains in reading and spelling. However, the effectiveness of the 

introduction of a synthetic approach was of particular relevance to the later research 

Endings, and in relation to this it was concluded that it reflected ‘the distinctive 

cl**room programme’ (Watson & Johnston, 1998). The class teacher descnbed the 

enjoyment the children experienced through the multi-sensor) approach, and noted 

toat ‘at the end of the first year, all of the pupils had retained more sounds than in 

anV previous year’ (The Jolly Phonics Case Studies, undated). Average reading and 

spelling ages for the class at the end of Primary 1 were 6 years 8 months and 6 years 

11 months respectively, at average chronological age 5 years 9 months.

the second study all of the children continued with their normal classroom reading 

activities but an additional training programme was provided outwith the classroom. 

Three groups received two 15-minute sessions each week. The control group had no
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extra phonics training but learnt new words using the look and say method. The 

two experimental groups received accelerated teaching of letter sounds at the rate of 

^ 0 a week, one using analytic and the other using synthetic methods. All thre 

groups were exposed to the same print vocabulary. The results indicated that 

synthetic phonics teaching led to better reading, spelling and phonemic awareness 

than analytic phonics teaching and that this superiority was not a result of increased

Pace (Johnston & Watson, 1997).

The third study compared the effects of phonological awareness training versus 

synthetic phonics teaching on reading, spelling and phonemic awareness within 

Primary l classes (Johnson & Watson, 1997). Three groups of children received an 

•ntervention programme for 20 minutes a day: an analytic phonics control group 

(four classes), a phonological awareness plus analytic phonics group (four classes, 

^ing phoneme-rime awareness training in addition to analytic phonics) and a 

synthetic phonics group (five classes). The results showed that synthetic phonics 

teaching resulted in accelerated reading, spelling and phoneme awareness more 

raPidly than any other teaching method. Phonological awareness training, while 

increasing phoneme segmentation ability in comparison with the analytic phonics 

c°ntrol group, did not increase reading or spelling skills in relation to this group.

This study was also particularly relevant to the current research in relation to 

teiderachieving pupils. Gradual analytic phonics teaching produced the highest levels 

of underachievement, while synthetic phonics teaching resulted in the lowest

Proportions.

though  the Johnston and Watson studies pointed to encouraging results favouring 

^  use of synthetic phonics, their methodology is marked by a number of significant 

Weaknesses. The first of the three studies (Johnston et al., 1995) drew firm 

inclusions about phonics teaching that were totally predicated on the methods used, 

but that did not refer to other possible factors affecting the outcomes observed. Their 

sPecific conclusions were: that accelerating the teaching about letter sounds in the 

teiddle and final position of words coincided with an increase in word-reading skill, 

that teaching explicit sounding and blending coincided with gains in reading and
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spelling; and that gains made in the accelerated phonics/sounding and blending 

Programme were maintained over a two-year period. However, this was not a study 

that involved any systematic or pre-planned intervention. It was an observational 

study of phonics teaching in 12 primary schools, during the course of which it was 

n°ted that children in one class had noticeably better results, and that in this class the 

sounds were taught more rapidly and with a greater emphasis on blending.

No account is taken in these conclusions of the fact that these observations related to 

°nly one class and that the sample o f results being compared with other primary 

Masses was therefore small and possibly unrepresentative. No data were available 

regarding any pre-test differences that may have been present, and there is no 

detailed analysis of the meaning of the results cited for this class in relation to the 

rest of the sample. In addition, teacher characteristics are not taken into account. The 

faot that one class was using a different approach from all the others to phonics 

teaching might have been associated with teacher behaviour that differed in ways 

other than the phonics method adopted. The study did recognise, however, that a 

Crucial factor seemed to be the pace at which phonics teaching took place, but is did 

n°t recognise that this might indeed have been the only significant difference 

Meeting outcomes, rather than the distinctive ways in which synthetic and analytic

Phonics differ in key aspects of method.

The two subsequent studies (Johnston & Watson, 1997; Watson & Johnston, 1998) 

^dressed some of these difficulties, but crucially they did not adequately compare 

synthetic and analytic phonics on an equal footing. In particular, the methods used in 

the analytic phonics situations were not necessarily a reflection of best practice, or 

even or good practice, using this method. The second study took account of the issue 

of Pace of teaching, since the same rate o f introduction of new letters was used for 

k°th the experimental analytic phonics group and the experimental synthetic phonics 

^oup. The specific conclusions were: that synthetic phonics teaching led to better 

reading, spelling and phonemic awareness than analytic phonics teaching, that this 

SuPeriority was not due to the fact that in synthetic phonics the letter sounds are 

teught at a faster pace, as the fast pace analytic group had less success than the
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synthetic group; and that the advantage must therefore lie in showing children how to 

sound and blend letter sounds in order to pronounce unfamiliar words. However, in 

this study the method of analytic phonics teaching was a limited one. The attention of 

children was only drawn to letters in the initial position of words and not in the 

middle or final position, and there is no indication that blending was taught at all.

The question must therefore be posed as to whether the advantage of the synthetic 

aPproach in this study was its comparison with a limited analytic approach.

The third study had the opportunity of addressing these limitations but did not do so. 

The same limited approach was used in the analytic groups. However, in addition,

Pace -  which was controlled for in the second study -  was not controlled for at all.

The four classes in the main analytic group were taught new letter sounds at the rate 

of one per week, while the five classes in the synthetic group were taught six new 

s°unds in eight days. It is perhaps then hardly surprising that the researchers 

concluded that ‘synthetic phonics teaching accelerated reading, spelling and 

Phonemic awareness more rapidly than any other teaching method (Watson & 

J°hnston, 1998, p. 9).

DesPite their methodological limitations, this series of studies highlighted the fact 

^at the actual methods used in phonics teaching affect outcomes, and that synthetic 

Phonics, while not adequately compared with best analytic practice, showed 

Pr°niising potential as an effective method of phonics instruction.

^ther studies of synthetic phonics

^  number of other studies of synthetic phonics have been carried out. Sumbler and 

billows (1996) evaluated the effectiveness of Jolly Phonics in senior kindergarten 

classes in Canada, with children aged just under six years when the intervention 

started. Children were drawn from 10 experimental and 10 control kindergarten 

Masses from eight schools, giving a sample of 281 comprising 151 experimentáis and 

,30 controls. The experimentáis received the Jolly Phonics programme, while the 

c°ntrol classes had a variety of whole-language based literacy programmes. Pre-test
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measures consisted of letter names and letter sounds, while post-test instruments 

included standardised tests of word recognition and spelling, together with a non- 

w°rd reading test and a non-word spelling test. Experimentáis and controls were 

equivalent on the pre-test measures, but the experimentáis were significantly higher 

°n post-test across the full range of measures used. Many of the children were 

described as having reached ‘a fairly advanced stage of emergent spelli g

As well as reaching the general conclusion that synthetic phonics is a very effective 

method to teach beginning reading skills to the typical kindergarten child, the stu ly 

also considered separately those children viewed as being at risk . Those p 

test scores were in the bottom quartile were selected for this purpose. Again, the 

exPerimental children in this group scored significantly higher than the at-nsk 

c°ntrols, their results reflecting ‘dramatic improvement5. Indeed, on most tests these 

children had post-test scores that were higher not only than the at-risk controls but at 

ari equal level of performance with the high-average control group. This aspect of t e 

study is of particular relevance to the present context of carrying out literacy 

interventions in populations marked by high levels of socio-economic disadvantage.

Further studies by Willows and her colleagues provided additional support for 

synthetic phonics as a method for teaching literacy skills to young children. Stomelh 

and Willows (1998) evaluated the effectiveness of Jolly Phonics in a sample of 217 

children from public schools in low-income suburban areas of a large city. Three 

IToups were studied -  controls, a group who received Jolly Phonics in senior 

kindergarten and a group who received the programme both in junior and in senior 

kindergarten. Both synthetic phonics groups out-performed the controls, with those 

^ho had been on the programme for two years achieving the highest scores.

^ wan and Willows (1998) extended the study of Jolly Phonics to at-risk children 

Who were learning English as an additional language. They challenged the 

^sumption that such children are best served in the early stages by restricting 

literacy development to their native language only. Their findings indicated that 

exPerimental children, and especially those who received earlier and more training,
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were able to overcome thetr EngUsh linguistic weakness« and out-

perform control children whose first language was Engl. .

d the effectiveness of synthetic
in a UK context, Stuart (1999) also demonstrate ^  ^ where the majority

phonics using the J o lly  Phonics approach, g unnmiaee. The 112 pupils in
of pupils (86%) were learning Englisn ^  ^  of tw0 intervention

the study were inner-city children who wer  ̂ honics group, and a control Big
groups, an experimental phoneme awaren  ̂ eehs of daily intensive, structured

books’ group. The expenmentals received 12 *** fir§t year in primary, using 

Phoneme awareness and phonics teaching during teaching for the same amount

J°Hy Phonics. The controls received 12 weeks o DOst-test, 18 months after
„u r?f»ciiits at a deiaye f

of time with a more holistic approa ^mentals had achieved
the end of the intervention indicated that ^  identification, phoneme

significantly higher scores on tests of initia p rea¿ing, non-word reading,

segmentation, letter-sound recognition and difference was 10 months in
« l i n g  and S ta tio n . On standardised tests the mean dtffer

reading age and 11 months in spelling age.

.th l0 i pupils who could be identified
follow-up was carried out at 30 months  ̂differences in favour of the
hom the original study (Stuart, 2004). Sig ' ^ of reading, spelling and

experimentals had been maintained in key eading comprehension were found,

related areas, although no differences in t ^ 0f the experimentáis as successful

h was also hypothesised that the early expen ^  rea(hng and more positive
readers would have led them to develop b j-ffv»rpnces however, were found
concepts of themselves as readers. No stgmfican. drfferences,

0n a reading self-concept scale.

„dertie the demonstrated effectiveness of

^  number of possible reasons may u difference between the analytic

synthetic phonics programmes other than carried out a time

and the synthetic approach. Sumbler and carried 0ut in Jolly Phonics

ntanagement study in which they monito ^ at chiidren in the Jolly

a°d control kindergarten classes. The key T



Phonics classes spent considerably more time in literacy-related activities than the 

controls. This applied not just generally but separately to a number o f specific 

activities: letter-sound correspondence, word analysis, auditory phonological 

awareness, sight vocabulary and basic reading and grammar. While this may indicate 

that an essential element is the amount o f time spent on phonics traimng and related 

activities rather than synthetic phonics as such, the multiple regressions carried out 

for the study pointed to effective features unique to the synthetic approach itself. In 

Particular, the actions associated with learning letter sounds were very strongly 

related to every outcome measure. This connection o f actions to letters and their 

sounds seemed to have served as a mnemonic device, giving the children an 

additional means o f storing, consolidating and gaining access to the alphabetic 

c°ding information.

M°st o f the above studies had not been published or undertaken at the time that the 

CUrrent study was being planned and implemented. However, the emerging results 

from the work o f the above researchers was o f central relevance to the work reported 

^ere= and assisted in informing its development as it proceeded.

SUMMARY

Th‘s chapter describes two methods o f phonics instruction: analytic, or traditional, 

Phonics, in which children are taught letter sounds and use these to break whole 

Words down into their sounds, and synthetic phonics in which they learn to combine 

Otters to make words. As well as differing in this respect, practical differences in the 

tw°  approaches are also described. Synthetic phonics is normally taught at a much 

m° re rapid pace, is associated with high expectations o f success and uses methods 

ttlat involve social and interactive learning. Evaluations of the two approaches are 

Cammed, with particular reference to the Scottish context. The emerging results 

fr°m these evaluations assisted in informing the development o f this study.
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Chapter 11

The Synthetic Phonics Study

Introduction

^he studies of synthetic phonics reported in the literature provided a good basis for 

considering this method in promoting strand 2 in the intervention strategy, ‘a strong 

and structured phonics emphasis’. The method also promoted strand 8, ‘lessons from 

S earch  in interactive learning’. Rather than impose a synthetic phonics programme 

across the authority (a very significant curricular innovation which not all schools 

w°uld welcome), or simply make such a programme available to those who wished 

t0 take it up, it was decided to use the programme to address a number of key

research questions.

First, the reported studies involved interventions with mixed socio-economic groups. 

h tvas not known whether similar results could be expected in a large population 

dominated by high levels o f socio-economic disadvantage and educational 

'tnderachievement. Second, published comparisons between analytic (or traditional) 

and synthetic phonics did not reflect a context in which good teaching of analytic 

Phonics had already been comprehensively promoted. This is an important 

consideration since the introduction o f any new methodology, such as synthetic 

Phonics, is often associated with a level o f interest and enthusiasm absent in the 

c°mparison groups. However, in this study all schools were already subject to the 

excitement created by a high profile programme with a major stress on traditional 

Phonics, supported by a dedicated early intervention team trained to address the key

strands in the strategy.

A third question related to longer-term follow up. No longitudinal data were 

bailable on the impact of different methods of phonics teaching. The data from the 

study by Stuart (2004) became available 2001, over a year after the commencement
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°f the study reported here. Although it reported follow up 30 months post- 

'ntervention for a synthetic phonics group, the comparison was between phonics and 

whole language methods and not between different phonics methods. In addition, as 

85% of Stuart’s sample were learning English as an additional language, issues arose 

regarding the comparability of the populations being studied.

of study

The aims of this study were:

• to enhance the systematic teaching of phonics in the early primary years 

by introducing a more effective methodology than those traditionally used

• to evaluate the impact of the intervention in the longer-term.

hypotheses

The following hypotheses were proposed in relation to the pupils in the synthetic 

Phonics sample (the experimentáis):

1 that after intervention they would have higher scores m the key areas 

addressed by the programme, namely, knowledge of letter sounds and 

blending skills, and that this would be reflected in word reading abilities

2 that they would score higher on tests of spelling

3 that these gains would be reflected in the longer term in the mid-primary 

school years.

The programme

The synthetic phonics method used for the study was the Jolly Phonics programme, 

developed by Lloyd (1992) in The Phonics Handbook, together with all the 

SuPporting materials produced by Jolly Learning Ltd. This was the programme on 

which the studies of synthetic phonics reported in Chapter 10 were based. The
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Programme was individually tailored to the needs of the teachers in the authority and 

Was fully supported by an extensive Teacher’s Book prepared by the head of the 

early intervention service. This included detailed assessment sheets for use 

throughout implementation, and was an essential adjunct to the entire plan of 

SuPPort, monitoring and evaluation. A separate book was available for PI and P2. 

Subsequently, to support the curriculum for pupils who had already been taught 

using this approach, a Primary 3 programme was developed and a separate Teacher’s

^°ok provided for this stage.

The available materials provided a complete resource for teaching reading, writing 

uud spelling. The programme addressed five areas for the comprehensive 

development of key literacy skills: learning the letter sounds, learning letter 

formation, blending, identifying sounds in words and spelling tricky words. Of 

foese it was essentially letter sounds and blending that made the synthetic phonics 

aPproach distinctive from other methods.

F°r learning the letter sounds, all of the main sounds were taught. These numbered 

42 and were adapted from the standard materials, but only to the extent necessary' to 

uteet the linguistic context of the population in question. For example, there was not 

an exact correspondence between Scottish phonemes and the received pronunciation 

(foP) English phonemes in the programme, such as ‘wh’ (two phonemes m Scotland, 

°ne in RP) and ‘oo’ (one phoneme in Scotland, two in RP). These sounds were 

introduced in seven groups of six sounds each. A key aspect of the programme was 

Ús multi-sensory approach to learning. Each sound was taught with its own 

acc°mpanying action to reinforce learning.

F°r blending, the focus was on the synthetic approach to word building rather than 

foe analytic approach to word dissection, as described in Chapter 10. Once a range of 

fotter sounds was learnt these sounds were then used to build up words. The first 

group of letters -  s, a, t, i, p, n -  were central to the process because they could be 

Used to make more simple three-letter words than any other six letters. The 

encouragement of these encoding abilities provided the foundation for enhancing the
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decoding skills required to break down whole words into their component phonemes 

and blend these together so that they could be correctly identified.

ft is important to recognise that this was a comprehensive programme for the 

teaching of early literacy skills. The programme did not exist only in its distinctives 

but also in its commonalities with other methodologies. Thus, like other 

Programmes, it was addressing the universals of learning how to write the individual 

letters and later join them to form cursive writing, of how to learn irregular word 

Cognition by Took and say’ methods, of the development of listening skills and of 

fostering interest in books and stories.

Method

Design

Tftis was a quasi-experimental study using a range of both quantitative and 

qualitative measures, with pre-post testing carried out through a four-year period.

Sample

Primary 1 classes in 18 primary schools were selected for the study (9 experimental,

9 controls). This gave a total sample size of 590 pupils in Primary 1 classes, 

U p ris in g  315 expérimentais and 275 controls. A quasi-experimental approach was 

Squired as randomised selection of establishments would not have been a practicable 

Possibility. The introduction of a new and highly structured phonics system requiring 

s,gnificant staff training represented a major curriculum change. It could therefore be 

exPected to work successfully only on a volunteer basis to ensure appropriate levels 

°f co-operation and high fidelity of programme delivery.

T° this end, all primary schools in the West Dunbartonshire authority were 

aPproached during Session 1997-98 and given background information on the Jolly 

Pftonics programme. This included a presentation by this author to all head teachers,
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together with supporting literature and a video produced by the publishers. Nine 

Primaries out o f the 3 5  came forward as volunteers and these were accepted into the 

StudY as experimental schools for commencement of the programme at the start of 

Session 1998-99. Each o f these was matched as closely as possible with a control 

School in terms o f socio-economic status and available information on reading levels.

latter was based on existing knowledge o f how these schools were generally 

f o r m in g  in literacy in the early years, together with comparisons o f key scores for 

e current Primary 1 classes on the 1997 baseline assessment tests.

For SES matching the criterion used was FSE (eligibility for free school meals). For 

toe experimental schools the mean weighted FSE was 44% (range 34%-62%), while 

tor the controls it was 42% (range 20%-57%). The matching for reading levels using 

toe 1997 baseline assessments (that is, the Primary 1 cohort for the year group prior 

0 toe intervention) showed no significant differences between experimental and 

c°utrol schools in the three key areas o f letter sounds, non-word reading and word 

fading. However, it was noted that the trend o f scores tended to favour the control 

Schools in relation to letter sounds (t = 1.788, p = 0.07, two-tailed) and word reading 

( t"  1-552,p = 0 . 1 2 , two-tailed). These, were independent two-sample t tests 

Ca,culated using the data analysis tools on Microsoft Excel Version 8.0. This trend 

aPpIied across all baseline tests, an observation that was o f importance later in 

stoblishing closer comparisons between the two groups.

ItnPlementation

The nProgramme commenced for Primary 1 pupils in August 1998 at the start o f the 

new School session. All o f the teachers involved were provided with initial training 

n toe Jolly Phonics approach, together with all required materials. In addition, a 

°lling programme o f follow-up training was provided. This covered areas such as 

Panning, assessment, recording, monitoring and evaluation. Support structures were 

0 Put in place to ensure that the overall programme was carefully monitored at all 

totos, and that teachers could have an immediate response to any enquiries about 

Perational procedures. In addition, a group meeting was held once a term for the
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experimental staff. This allowed them to provide feedback on the operation of the 

Programme in their own schools, to raise any difficulties being encountered and in 

general to share experiences.

^hen general problems were noted in the group meetings, agreement was reached 

regarding any further modifications to how the programme would be implemented. 

The most recurrent concern related to pacing, as it was general 1> felt that the rate at 

which the phonemes were being introduced was too fast for this population. The 

Programme had been developed in a much more advantaged area where reading 

difficulties did not have the same prominence. Appropriate adjustments were 

therefore made to this and to other aspects.

The group meetings also served another very important function. Although the 

schools selected for the study were volunteers, this often meant that the volunteer 

Was actually the head teacher or the school management team and not necessarily the 

class teachers themselves. It was apparent from the start that the teachers varied 

c°nsiderably in their commitment to this method of teaching phonics, and some 

^tended the initial training with considerable scepticism. Had their views been 

general within the group it is most unlikely that the project could have proceeded 

Successfully. However, these issues were dealt with not so much by the reassurances 

of the researcher and project leader but by the other group members themselves, 

^any of the teachers found almost immediately that their pupils were responding to 

lolly Phonics with more enthusiasm and success than they had ever known before, 

^hen these teachers encountered difficulties in the programme they found effective 

means of tackling them, and were not distracted from the main task of continuing 

with the strategy. Their experiences were crucial in supporting those who had begun 

"hlh low commitment, and in due course the whole group was viewed as a highly 

Motivated and committed one.

Implementation continued throughout Primary 1. The whole process of training and 

SuPport was undertaken again for the Primary 2 teachers when these children moved 

°n in Session 1999-2000. It was considered essential that, having begun with



synthetic phonics, the phonic instruction for this group should continue by the same 

Method. Further comparisons among schools, however, became increasingly difficult 

because of the extent of contamination of the control schools with the expenmental 

method. The experience of the experimental teachers, together with the 

dissemination of the early results half-way through the first year of implementation, 

meant that West Dunbartonshire was unstoppably becoming a Jolly Phonics 

authority. Within a short space of time virtually every primary school was teaching 

Phonics by this method.

Measures used

F°r the first series of comparisons the entire sample was used. That is, the 18 schools 

vvere compared on the basis of the performance of all pupils in Primary 1 for the first 

year of implementation, then of all pupils in Primaiy 2, Primary 3 and ultimately 

Primary 4 in the succeeding years. In Primaries 1 and 2 the baseline assessment 

results were used, while the Norman France results were used at Primaries 3 and 4.

Two additional sets of comparisons were made using different sampling methods. 

Pirst, since the baseline assessments throughout the authority were conducted mid 

Way through the session, it was felt useful to make some further comparisons of 

Progress at the end of the first complete year of the study for the Primary 1 children. 

F°r this purpose, individual tests were carried out with all of the experimentáis 

^  = 315) and a systematic sample of controls (N -  80). This was obtained by 

Meeting every nth pupil from the classes in the control schools to give a sample of 

iO from each. As the smallest school had only seven PI pupils, and the school 

indicated that they were very unrepresentative of their normal PI pupils, they were 

n°t included in this comparison. This sample was tested using two baseline tests, 

non-word reading and word reading, plus a spelling test constructed for the purpose.

The spelling test is shown at Appendix 4. Just as the overall baseline assessment 

Scheme was designed to meet the requirements of the study, so also the spelling test 

Was designed to meet the needs of the narrow age group of young children for whom
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185



Results

Experimentáis and controls were first compared on the Primary 1 baseline 

assessments in 1998. The tests were conducted during November and December, 

meaning that the synthetic phonics sample had been on the programme at that stage 

0nly for three to four months, that is, from the start of the session in August. The 

Previous year’s trend for the control schools to be scoring slightly higher across all 

tests, as already noted, had not changed except in relation to the three key tests that 

were the subject o f the first hypothesis, namely, letter sounds, non-word reading and 

word reading. At this early stage the experimentáis were significantly ahead o f the 

c°ntrols in these three tests alone (independent two-sample / tests): letter sounds (t =

10-845, p < 0.001, one-tailed, effect size = 0.62), non-word reading (t -  7.933, p <

° °01, one-tailed, effect size = 0.75) and word reading (t = 2.567, p < 0.01, one- 

failed, effect size = 0.23). The results are shown in Figure 11-1.

Figure l l - l  p i baseline assessments: Jolly Phonics v controls
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Of the three tests highlighted above, the one that most centrally reflects the whole 

aim of synthetic phonics is non-word reading. It is the aim of fostering this blending 

skill that principally distinguishes the programme, and it is in relation to this area that 

the results may be illustrated most graphically, as shown in Figure 11 -2.

h was possible to make a further comparison of the Primary 1 classes at the end of 

the session in June 1999 to determine whether these early gains were being 

Maintained throughout the first year of intervention. For this purpose the pupils in the 

experimental classes were compared with the 80 pupils in the stratified sample 

described above on tests o f non-word reading, spelling and word reading. The results 

are shown in Table 1 1-1. The experimentáis were still significantly ahead o f the 

controls for non-word reading and spelling. However, the scores on the word reading 

test were almost identical. It should also be noted that the large size of the sample 

flowed modest differences in scores to give large statistical significance.

p 'gure 11-2 PI baseline assessments: non-word reading scores

■ Experimentáis ■ Controls
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1997 1998
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Table l l - l  Non-word reading, word reading and spelling after one year (end of
Pi)

Experimental Controls Significance

^  °n-word reading M =  15.10 

(N = 309)

M =  12.73 

(N = 80)

t = 8.586 ***

SD = 4.96 

Effect size = 0.48

Word reading M = 22.38 

(N = 309)

M = 22.93 

(N = 80)

t = -0.848 ns

Spelling M = 8.72 

(N = 309)

M = 7.69 

(N = 80)

t = 2.424**

SD = 3.38 

Effect size = 0.30

* p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***P<0-001

Independent two-sample t tests

(one-tailed tests)

*n the comparisons using the baseline assessment results of the entire sample at 

Primary 2, only two of the tests, non-word reading and word reading, allowed useful 

c°mparisons because of ceiling effects on the easier tests at this stage. By Primary 2 

m°st pupils were scoring near the ceiling on all the tests of phonological awareness, 

and the overall impact of the early intervention meant that with the letter sounds also 

Volost every child was achieving virtually the maximum score. The results continued 

favour the synthetic phonics schools for non-word reading. However, there were 

s’gnificant ceiling effects limiting the possibility of larger differences between the 

^oups as both groups on average were by this time scoring almost all of the items. 

^8&in the differences, although significant, were modest, as seen in the small effect 

s*Ze- Once more, it was on the word reading test that no significant differences were 

^°und between the groups at this stage. The results are shown in Table 11-2.
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Table 11. 2 Non-word reading and word reading in Prim ary 2

Experimental 
(N = 291)

Controls
(N = 269)

Significance

^on-word reading M =  16.87 M =  15.90 t = 3.045 **
SD = 6.35 
Effect size = 0.15

^ 0rd reading M = 32.39 M = 32.47 t = -0.067 ns

** p<0.01, one-tailed
Independent two-sample t tests

hypothesised difference between the groups in longer-term reading gains in the 

^d-primary school years was not demonstrated in the results of the Norman France 

fa d in g  Tests either at Primary 3 in 2001 or at Primary 4 in 2002. The mean 

exPerimental P3 score was a reading age o f 7y 2m compared with 7y 4m for controls 

^ "  -1.870, ns), while at P4 the figures were 8y 1m and 8y 2m respectively 

'1-002, ns).

h vvas this lack o f a longer-term difference between experimental and control schools 

^at led to the final set of comparisons being made, using the 180 children from the 

0riginal sample who could be exactly matched in pairs by their pre-school baseline 

aSSessment results and for whom subsequent results were available in P3 and P4. The 

results are shown in Table 11-3.
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Table 11-3 Pre-school results compared with reading ages in P3 and (

hatched pairs)

hatched pre-school 
baseline assessments 
^9 7  (total scores)

T3 reading age
2001 (Norman France)

T4 reading age
2002 (Norman France)

Experimentáis

18.37

7y 3m

8y 4m
(Raw score 32.6)

Controls Significance

18.37

7y 4m

N/A

t = -0.294 ns

t =  1.945 *8y Om
(Raw Score 31.0) SD = 5.6

Effect size = 0.46

* p<0.05, one-tailed
Related two-sample t tests

II is noted that while no significant differences were found for the sample at the 

Primary 3 stage, by Primary 4 the original groups had again diverged in their scores 

in favour o f the experimentáis. When these P4 results were broken down by 

9uartiles, the pattern shown in Figure 11-3 emerged. The distribution of the P4 

c°ntrols in relation to the results for all schools in the authority was very closely 

hatched to the way these same children’s scores were distributed at pre-school 

(P = 0.374 ns, chi-square). However, the same comparisons for the experimentáis 

showed that there had been a significant re-distribution of their scores from being in 

Is' and 2nd quartiles at pre-school to being in the 3rd and 4th quartiles at P4 

(P < 0.001, chi-square).
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Figure 11-3 Distribution of sample by quartiles: pre-school and P4 (N 90 

Matched pairs)

7 0 1-------------------------------------------------------n

Preschool P4 2002 P4 2002 
1997(Exper.&  Controls Expérimentais

controls)

Qualitative results

. . , ___ , +>.<» ctaff in these schools. ThisExtensive qualitative data were also obtained fr
i anrc nf the nroiect feedback was tvas done in two ways. First, during the earl> >e

obtained from all involved teachers a. the regular group meetings. Second, a 

questionnaire was completed by teachers early in session 2003-04, five years after 

the original study commenced.

The ongoing feedback from the Primary 1 and Primary 2 teachers provid ry 

str°ng support for the effectiveness o f the programme, since teachers were y

unanimous in asserting that their pupils were working at higher leve s o s 1 

had ever been known before. This view was expressed so universally t at t e 

volunteer schools were joined within a year or so by virtually every other primary, so 

that the area became, in effect, a ‘synthetic phonics’ authority. Box 11-1 s ows a 

small sample of the comments that were typically made both in PI and in .
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B«x 11-1 Synthetic phonics: feedback from meetings of PI and P2 teachers

■Even the lowest child did far better than could ever have been done before'

‘Absolutely no comparison. Even the very poorest are achi g ^
'Results are still good after the holtdays when „ was thought it would have gone 

Parents said they saw a big difference
‘AU parents felt the children were highly motivated' ^ ^  ^  ^  ^
‘We are very surprised at how quickly children have e 

^3ve learned’

Children love it’ ,
‘We couldn’t have stopped Jolly Phomcs -  the parents wouldn’t have let us

‘The children are writing a lot more now compared with the other chil r
‘There is positive feedback from parents and a smaller tail of children strugg mg

‘Because I’m feeling so confident it now rubs off on the chil

‘They’re so enthusiastic -  always asking for another sound

‘There’s now a great buzz around the place

II was recognition of the ‘buzz’ that Jolly Phonics had created that determined the 

need to obtain further qualitative feedback at a later stage, once the programme was 

So well bedded down in all participating schools that it ceased to be viewed as new or 

different. Any well-resourced new initiative that pupils and teachers find enjoyable is 

llkely to experience a considerable Hawthorne effect in the early stages of operation. 

The period selected for obtaining further feedback was a full fr** years after the 

Production of the programme, in the first half of session 2003-04. All participating 

teacherS were sent a questionnaire asking them to rate the programme on a five-point 

scale in comparison with other methods. The criteria selected included teacher and 

PuPil enjoyment, effects on progress in writing and in other subjects and value of the 

Programme for higher or lower achievers, together with questions on what was liked 

bfist or least about the programme, or found most or least helpful. A copy of the 

Gestionnaire is shown in Appendix 5.
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a — , and pHmary 2 classes responded. The following
A total of 64 teachers of Primary land ary tttements regarding

proportions o f respondents agreed or strongly agree ^  (ha, teachers

Jolly Phonics: that children enjoy it more than usua

the middle range (84%); a" d that was fta , almost every respondent
Wha, was particularly nottceable on these ttems was f t  ^  ^  ^  ^

who did not actually agree with the statement -Atronslv

only a ve,y small number select,ng 'disagree- and ^  ^  ^  resu|ts

dtsâ ee-. ,n add,.ion, mo* ^  half ̂ eved  « *  Jolly
o«ng any other phomcs approach ( ). ^  (52%) Figure

Phonics led to children becom.ng bencr m ot children  and
11-4 shows teachers' views of the programme as bemg enjoy 

teachers in comparison with other methods.

F«gure 11-4 Jolly Phonics is more enjoyable for children/

50%
45%

I For children I For teachers

Strongly
agree

Agree In between Disagree Strongly 
disagree

^ite questions that received a more mixed or negative response were those relating to 

Ptipils who were likely to fail. Just over half were o f the opinion that with Jolly 

Fhonics fewer children went on from PI to P2 with poor reading skills (56%), and 

i4% disagreed with this statement, none of them strongly. Most believed that those 

"Jio did fail with Jolly Phonics in PI would find it even more difficult to keep up in
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^2 (77%). There was a very mixed response to the statement, Compared with usual 

methods, Jolly Phonics is good for children at the bottom end of the class . While 

43% agreed with this (27% o f them strongly), 32% disagreed (13% of them 

strongly). Figure 11-5 shows teachers’ views o f the comparative benefits o f Jolly 

Phonics for pupils at different levels of ability.

Figure l i- s  j 0Hy Phonics is good for children at the top/middle/bottom of the 
class

■  Top «Middle □  Bottom

Strongly Agree In between Disagree Strongly 
agree disagree

The overall views o f teachers who had been using Jolly Phonics therefore provided 

str°ng support for the method over other approaches in terms of enjoyment and 

effectiveness, but with significant concerns over the poorest children, especially of 

their chances o f catching up if they had failed in the early stages. These views were 

broadly similar whether the respondents were teaching Primary 1 or Primary 2, and 

whether they had been teaching Jolly Phonics from the start of the project or only for 

a year or two.

f^f the 64 teachers who responded, 61 answered the questions on what they liked best 

and least about Jolly Phonics (or found most helpful or unhelpful). The structure and 

btnetable o f the programme were cited most frequently as being liked best, and the 

fust pace, especially for poorer children, was cited most frequently as being liked
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ieast. Four respondents wrote that there was nothing about the programme t  y 

not like, while another 10 left this question blank. Thus, about a quarter o t 

respondents to this section did not identify anything they did not 

unhelpful Table 11 -4 shows the most frequently cited aspects of the progra 

these questions. Some respondents identified more than one item for each question.

Table 11-4 Most and least liked (or helpful) features of Jolly Phonies (N -  61)

Most liked/helpful (number) Least l*ked/helPful (num )

Structure and timetable (22) Pace too fast (especially for poor readers) (35)

Actions/multi-sensory approach (16) Assessments (too time consuming) (12) 

Attractive materials/resources (13)

Fun/enjoyment ( 10 )

The structure and timetable of the Jolly Phonics programme had been carefully 

dapted by the early intervention head teacher to meet the agreed needs of the 

Project. This was particularly appreciated by teachers, whose comments frequently 

reflected the fact that the programme books prepared for them were well structured 

and easy to follow.

discussion

Within a context in which a structured phonics approach, whether analytic or 

fynthetic, has played a crucial role in a multiple-component intervention programme, 

s study provided a confident basis for supporting synthetic phonics as an effective 

Strategy for enhancing early literacy skills. The initial results obtained in favour of 

lFe experimental, together with consistent qualitative feedback from teachers, 

deuionstrated that the synthetic phonics programme was doing exactly the job it was
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designed to do. It was accelerating early reading skills in the key areas of knowledge 

of letter sounds and blending and was enhancing spelling abilities.

^ e se  results are consistent with the trend of research studies reported in Chapter 10.

^  the current study there was an opportunity not only to consider synthetic phonics 

t11 its own right as an effective method of phonics instruction, but also to evaluate its 

impact in a context where traditional phonics teaching had already been enhanced as 

Part of a literacy intervention. The programme was therefore being compared with 

§°od models o f analytic phonics instruction, and was still showing superior

°utcomes.

lt was in the early stages o f literacy that the comparative advantages of the 
Pr°gramme were most conspicuous, with significantly better blending abilities being 

demonstrated by the experimentáis in the middle of their P2 year, that is, about a year 

and a half after the introduction of the programme. More caution is required in 

drawing conclusions about the differential impact of the programme on reading skills 

ln the later years o f primary school, and its effects on word recognition. The pattern 

here was that the experimentáis were significantly ahead of the controls in word 

reading at the time of baseline assessment in Primary 1, but that this advantage was 

n°t sustained in Primary 2. It was also noted that a rather confusing pattern of results 

had emerged in Primaries 3 and 4. The experimentáis showed no advantage over 

c°ntrols in Norman France Reading Test scores in Primary 3, even when the 

comparison was made with the most closely matched sample available. Nevertheless, 

0n the same test in Primary 4, a significantly better outcome for the experimentáis

had again asserted itself.

These results merit further comment. First, it is not unknown for a real advantage to 

be Present but to remain undetected in a sample o f children at one stage, but to show 

hself when the same sample are tested on the same skills at a later stage. This was 

^Parent in the study by Muter, Hulme, Snowling and Taylor (1998) of two different 

^Pects of phonological awareness, segmentation and rhyming, as predictors of later 

fading and spelling progress. Segmentation was strongly correlated with attainment
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in reading and spelling at the end of the first year at school, while rhyming was not.

%  the end of the second year, however, rhyming had started to exert a predictive 

effect on spelling. The authors concluded that segmentation and rhyming are 

Probably predicti ve of quite different aspects of the spelling process. Abilities with 

rhyming do not particularly support the approaches to spelling used in the earlier 

stages, but are more relevant to approaches children use later. They cite similar 

finding by Wimmer, Landed and Schneider (1991) in their longitudinal study of 

early literacy development in German-speaking Austrian children. They found that 

rhyme awareness was only minimally predictive of reading and spelling achievement 

at the end of Grade 1, but that it gained substantially in predictive importance in 

trades 3 and 4.

Further study would be required to ascertain how this might relate to the pattern of 

results obtained on the Norman France tests, but at least these studies provide 

additional illustrations of underlying differences that are not reflected m scores at 

°ue point but are then found at a later point. It has been noted in the discussion of the 

main study results, for example, that the Norman France tests are administered as 

‘comprehension tests’, and that there is a prominent cognitive element in addition to 

testing reading skills as such. It may be that these comprehension factors play a more 

significant role with the younger children in Primary 3, and that at this stage they are 

u°t necessarily the best measures for tapping into real differences in the key skills 

^dressed in the synthetic phonics programme. These differences may be obscured at 

PA but may come to the fore again with the older and more cognitively mature P4 

children.

Mother key factor, however, was the early contamination of the programme, as 

Mentioned above, since it became clear that the dramatic changes about which 

teachers were enthusing led to diffusion of the synthetic phonics methodology across 

ihe authority in ways that the study could not reasonably control. This meant that the 

first set of comparisons gave a pure measure of two methods, but that subsequent 

comparisons became weaker. Certainly, the baseline tests in Primary 1, being carried 

°ut just three or four months into the programme, came at a point when the
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experimental and control schools were quite distinct in having either a synthetic or an 

analytic methodology. As time went on these distinctions became less certain.

Finally, it became clear that the teachers in P3 and P4 were not prepared for the 

enhanced abilities o f the children who came to them from the Jolly Phonics 

Programme in P2, and it was likely that the differences became considerably diluted 

at that stage through not capitalising on the gains already made. The Primary 3 

reading curriculum in its structure and content remained as it had been in the 

Preceding years. Some of the P3 teachers made specific comment that they were 

receiving children from the P2 Jolly Phonics classes who were throwing their normal 

curriculum into chaos, because they had a quite different starting point from what 

Was normally expected. A planned response to this changing context did not take 

Place until a later date, with the revision of the approaches taken in P3 and the 

introduction of an upwards extension to the Jolly Phonics programme.

Fhe overall combination of the quantitative results of this study, cautiously 

lnterpreted for the reasons indicated, and the qualitative feedback from staff provided 

§°od ground for confidence that a synthetic phonics approach would result in 

enhanced outcomes compared with traditional phonics methods. The fact that 

Primary 3 teachers, although not part of the study, volunteered their views on the 

impact of the programme on the pupils coming up from Primary 2 was in itself a 

fairly obvious indicator that this programme was having successful results. The 

enjoyment o f the children in following the programme, and its widespread 

endorsement by parents, many of whom were able to make direct comparison with 

the experience of older siblings using traditional methods, similarly combined to 

SuPport this approach.

Phe hypotheses that children on the programme would make gains in key areas, and 

that these would continue to be reflected in the longer term, were generally 

SuPported, although highlighting areas for further consideration. The conclusion was 

that this was a well-structured and highly successful synthetic phonics programme. It 

Provided for the teaching o f key phonic skills at a fast pace using a multi-sensory
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approach, and in a way that capitalised on social interaction in learning. The result 

was that almost all o f the primary schools in the authority' adopted the sy 

Phonics approach.

SUMMARY

This chapter presents a quasi-experimental subsidiary study designed to take forward 

akey strand of the intervention, ‘a strong and structured phonics emphasis . Its aim 

was to enhance the systematic teaching of phonics in the early primary years by 

introducing a more effective methodology than those traditionally used. The 

Programme adapted for the study, Jolly Phonics, is described. The sample was 590 

Primary 1 pupils in 18 schools (9 experimental, 9 control). The study was supported 

ky a comprehensive programme of training, monitoring and support. Baseline 

assessment tests and a spelling test designed for the study were used to evaluate the 

intervention. For follow-up, baseline assessments results the following year in P2 

Were used, and Norman France group tests in P3 and P4. Qualitative feedback from 

teachers using the new method was obtained during monitoring and support sessions, 

and questionnaires were completed by PI and P2 teachers five years later. The 

results supported the use of synthetic methods as an effective approach to phomcs

instruction.
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Chapter 12

The Attitudes Study

Introduction

The attitudes study served to develop strand 10 of the intervention strategy designed 

for the main study -  ‘enhancing attitudes, values and expectations’. It represented a 

five-year follow up to the Edinbamet Reading Project, a full account of which is 

Provided in the preparatory studies outlined in Chapter 5. The original project, a 

randomised control trial carried out in one of the schools that became part of the 

Main study, was designed to address endemic problems of reading failure. It was 

based on a clear rationale underlying the idea of addressing attitudes and values, 

namely; that there is an established association between social disadvantage and 

Vocational underachievement; that children in areas of social disadvantage differ 

from those in higher socio-economic groups not only in terms of earl) childhood 

Vocational experiences but also in terms of educational attitudes and values, that 

there is an association between attitudes and values and educational achievement; 

and that by seeking to change attitudes and values an opportunity may be created to 

eohance reading achievement in this group of children.

intervention in the original project involved no extra reading tuition or 

Modifications to the reading curriculum. Instead, it focused on changing attitudes and 

Values towards reading within a groupwork context. At the end of a 10 week 

intervention, significant changes in attitude in favour of the experimental were 

Vund, with children becoming more positive in their views of school and of reading. 

^1 the same time there was a significant enhancement in the reading achievement 

i®vels of the experimental groups. These showed increases of approximate!}' one year 

in reading accuracy scores (range 4-21 months) and one and a half years in reading 

Comprehension (range 3-30 months). Qualitative feedback from teachers, parents and
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pupils also reported improved attitude, higher confidence levels and more reading 

kking place at home, with teachers indicating a dramatic change.

The conclusion of the study was that the whole area of attitudes, values and 

expectations was of crucial importance in relation to reading and to reading failure.

the same time, it was recognised that results obtained from short te 

interventions in schools to raise achievement must be viewed with caution in the 

absence of longer-term follow-up data. Gains have often been recorded for brief 

interventions, but is has been a consistent finding over a very long period of time that 

m ^ e  case, for example, of remedial reading programmes, these have not been 

sustained after the special help is withdrawn (Carroll, 1972). Nevertheless, the 

£hinbarnet Reading Project was not based on a remedial programme or any other 

f°nn of direct help with reading. It aimed instead to bring about changes in values 

and attitudes and to create a new educational context in which a number of previous 

obstacles to the learning of skills would be removed. It was considered that this 

mi8ht provide a more lasting basis for long-term change than a short penod of direct

teaching of reading skills.

11 Was for the purpose o f long-term follow up that the attitudes study was carried out. 

^  children who had taken part in the original project were traced to their secondary' 

Schools five and a half years after the initial study had taken place. At the time of the 

0riginal study they were around the middle years o f their primary schooling, and at 

follow up were around the middle years o f secondary schooling. All were 

Individually assessed for their level of literacy skills and for their attitudes to school 

and to reading, allowing new comparisons of experimentáis and controls to be made.

^be place of attitudes, values and expectations

fb e significance of psychological factors such as attitudes, values and expectations, 

together with the associated areas of self-concept and confidence, has not been to the 

f°re in the study of reading and of reading failure, especially in recent years. In 

earlier years there was a period of interest in these factors, leading to a number of
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reviews. Thomas (1980) summarised the research on self-concept and educational 

achievement. The relationship was complex and difficult to interpret in causal terms. 

Nevertheless, he concluded that self-esteem is integral to academic performance, and 

311 increase in the one may be expected to lead to an increase in the other. A rev 

by Gurney (1987) examined controlled experimental studies that have sought to 

enhance children’s self-esteem in classroom settings. He reviewed curriculum 

Packages directly aimed at self-esteem enhancement, interventions designed 

improve academic performance, counselling interventions and attempts to cha g 

teacher or pupil behaviour. Among factors considered to be important he identified 

the powerful influence of parental contributions, the value of making positive 

statements about oneself and the advantage of working on both self-esteem and 

educational skills at the same time.

Two of the earlier studies are of particular interest because they examine self-esteem 

a»d attitude specifically in relation to reading. Wattenberg and Clifford (1964) noted 

the association between poor self-concept and reading disabilities and wished to 

determine which was the antecedent phenomenon. As this is one of the few available 

studies relating to this specific area, and as the authors claimed that their ‘findings 

Seem to have far-reaching import’ (Wattenberg & Clifford, 1964, p. 466), it merits 

hirther discussion. The authors put forward a number of hypotheses. The most 

central of these were: that measures and ratings of self-concept taken at kindergarten 

ei%  stage would be predictive of later achievement in reading; that self-concept 

w°uld be better than intelligence test scores in predicting later reading achievement, 

and that self-concept would be more important in predicting achievement than 

achievement would be in predicting changes in self-concept, thus pointing to self- 

c°ncept as a determinant of achievement rather than vice versa.

Based on assessment carried out at kindergarten entry and then again two and a half 

year later the authors concluded that the results gave considerable support to their 

main hypotheses. The study is presented as being ‘exploratory’, but it is a very 

c°ttiplex one with a wide range of findings that are confusing and difficult to 

interpret as to their real significance. The sample was quite a large one, comprising
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185 children, but it is noted that over 30% of the original number had been lost by 

fee time of follow up. Descriptions are provided of attempts to control as much as 

Possible for sex and socio-economic status, but these descriptions are not supported 

W presentation of any data that would allow the robustness of the methodology to be 

Messed.

The measures employed to assess the variables used in the study, other than the 

intelligence test (the Detroit Beginning First Grade Intelligence Test) also raise 

issues as to their validity and appropriateness. For reading achievement, instead of 

using a single standardised instrument, a decision was made to use two different tests 

Produced by the publishers of the two textbook series in use. This meant that the 

wb°le sample could not be compared on the same terms. For this reason the sample 

Was divided by textbook series used as well as by sex and socio-economic status, but 

'fefeout data to indicate the numbers or constitution of each of the ‘homogeneous 

^ u p s ’ arising from this. Defining ‘self-concept’ was also approached in a manner 

feat led to a complex sub-division into different aspects (for example, quantified 

Self-concept -  competence’, ‘quantified self-concept -  good/bad’ and ratings of ego

strength’).

Il is Probably because of this complexity in defining concepts and constructing 

assessment measures that the various sub-groups of the sample, with their unknown 

lumbers, yielded many results that were described only as ‘positive but few that 

reached significance in relation to the hypotheses being tested. In addition to this, 

because again there are inadequate published data to support interpretation of the 

Various analyses recorded, it is difficult to assess the strength of the findings. At the 

Sâ e  time, the large number of correlations described in favour of the mam 

hypotheses tend to support the authors’ conclusion that ‘although the levels of 

s'gnificance were far fr0m overwhelming, the consistency in results was striking , 

and as an exploratory study this investigation has made one of the few specific 

c°ntributions to this area.

203



Lawrence (1971) produced the first in a series of studies of the effects of counselling 

°n children with reading difficulties. While working as a remedial teacher he had 

concluded that the child’s emotional life is the most crucial factor m determining 

Progress in reading. He clearly articulated the view that direct reading instruction is 

n°t the only consideration in dealing with reading failure, and indeed that there may 

Lo central factors o f a psychological nature:

‘ft is curious that despite the fact that the retarded reader’s most outstanding 

characteristic appears to be his poor emotional adjustment, remedial reading so often 

ifthes the form of a direct attack on the mechanics of reading. Apart from the 

Cognition that a generally sympathetic and encouraging attitude is desirable, there 

is rarely, if ever, a systematic plan to deal with the child’s emotional state, and more 

specifically, his self-image’ (Lawrence, 1973, p. 11)-

His studies aimed to improve self-image through systematic individual counselling 

(Lawrence, 1973). Although serious criticisms were made of his methodology and 

conclusions (Pumfrey, 1979), the importance of recognising emotional and 

attitudinal factors and seeking to change them was acknowledged.

the strong relationship between socio-economic status and low achievement in 

fading and other educational outcomes is clearly established (Chapter 4), and the 

importance of factors related to attitudes has been recognised, the question of 

whether children and young people from lower socio-economic backgrounds do in 

fact have poorer attitudes to school and education requires to be considered further.

^  number of studies have addressed this issue over a long period of time. Fogelman 

(1983) reported on the findings arising from the 1958 Cohort of the National Child 

ftfevelopment Study when the children were 16 in 1974. Over 8,000 pupils responded 

to fee question, ‘1 feel school is largely a waste of time’. While 80% of all pupils 

Ejected this statement, there were significant differences between those from higher 

atld lower socio-economic levels, with more of those of higher SES rejecting it. 

Similar findings were reported by Cox (1983) in a longitudinal study of
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disadvantaged pupils. He followed the school progress of approximately 50 children 

from disadvantaged homes and compared it with a socially advantaged group 

lending the same schools and matched for age, sex and non-verbal intelligence. In 

fre follow-up phase o f the study when the children were age 15+ they completed an 

attitude to school scale and other measures o f self-esteem and self-concept. The 

disadvantaged pupils scored significantly lower on all measures. They had less 

Positive attitudes to school and learning and lower levels of academic self-concept 

^ d  self-esteem than their more advantaged peers. However, the differences in 

attitude were not as pronounced as the differences in actual levels of educational

attainment.

In a national study o f attitudes to school among secondary school pupils, Keys and 

Femandes (1993) examined the responses o f approximately 2,000 pupils to written 

attitude questionnaires. They concluded that there was a relationship between attitude 

and SES but that it was relatively weak. However, they used a limited range of SES 

lndicators, namely, the cultural level of the home based on the pupils’ own estimates 

ofthe number o f books at home, and the type of catchment area served by the school. 

Fudher evidence o f a relationship between SES and attitude was found in a MORI 

SUrvey of attitudes to learning in a sample o f over 1,000 young people and adults in 

Fngland and Wales aged 16 years and onwards (Campaign for Learning, 1998).

Th°se from lower class households were less likely to show a desire to be involved 

ln learning and were also less likely to rate learning as being either important or 
enjoyable.

Th
Se studies show a consistent trend of findings over the course of about a

generation. They may be summarised as follows: there is a relationship between 
s°cio-e 
sho

felati

•economic status and attitudes, with those from lower socio-economic groups 

lVVlng less positive attitudes to school and to learning and poorer self-concept; the 

'°nship is not as strong as that between low SES and actual learning outcomes;
o». j

although the processes involved are interactive, in that poor results at schoolr\ J
ersely affect attitudes and self-concept, there is evidence that attitudes and self-
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concept are predictors of later outcomes in reading and general learning even when 

nitelligence is controlled for.

Hypotheses

The hypotheses for this study were:

1 that the experimentáis would have higher levels of reading accuracy and

reading comprehension than the controls
2 that the experimentáis would have more positive attitudes to school and to

reading than the controls.

Method

method adopted for this follow-up study was very simple. The 24 children who 

had Participated in the Edinbamet Reading Project in late 1993 and early 1994 were 

haced to their various secondary schools in May 1999. Of the original sample, 20 

Were identified in three secondary schools and one special unit. O f the remaining 

f°uri three had left the area and one could not be traced. All of the pupils were in 

Primary 4 or Primary 5 when the original study took place, and they were now in 

*hcir second or third year of secondary schooling.

0 f  the 20 pupils who could be traced, 19(11 experimentáis, 8 controls) were tested 

again on the Neale Analysis of Reading Ability, both for Accuracy and 

Comprehension scores. The child in the special unit was excluded because of 

baseness’. He had shown significant problems in his development and adjustment 

had been admitted to a unit for pupils with autistic spectrum disorders attached 

to a secondary school, although the exact nature of his difficulties had not been 

Nearly identified. It was felt appropriate not to include him in the follow-up sample. 

'M! but one of the sample also completed the attitude questionnaire, What you think 

ab°ut school’ (designed by Briggs and MacKay, and published in MacKay, 1995).
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Results

The results for reading accuracy and reading comprehension are shown in

Table 12-1. The mean pre-test scores for this follow-up sample at the time of the

original study were the same both for accuracy (6y Om) and for comprehension

(fy 4m). After the passage o f approximately five and a half years, during which time

children in the sample had received no further specific interventions either to

enhance reading ability or to maintain attitude change, the experimentáis were

fading ly 8m ahead of the controls for accuracy (t = 1.873, p < 0.05, one-tailed

test), and ly  9m ahead for comprehension, (t = 1.752, p < 0.05, one-tailed test).

(independent two-sample t tests using the Microsoft Excel Version 8.0 data analysis
tools.)

Table 12-1 Attitude change and reading ability: follow  up (N=19)

Readilng accuracy

Read;

Experimentáis Controls

(N = ll) (N=8)

lOy 1 lm 9y 3m p < 0.05

(Raw score 71) (Raw score 55) SD = 19.4*

Effect size = 0.82

12y 3m lOy 6m

(Raw score 25) (Raw score 31) SD = 8.6*

Effect size = 0.70

lng comprehension

^ery few standard deviations are cited in the Neale Analysis standardisation, and those 
J ted closest to this age group are for age 11.0-11.11. For both accuracy and comprehension 

e SD varies little across the age groups.

^  rite time of follow up, eight out of the 11 experimentáis had a reading age above a 

^notional literacy’ level of nine and a half years, and three of these had a reading
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age equivalent to their chronological age. By comparison, only two out of the eight 

controls had a reading age above functional literacy level. One of these was reading 

at chronological age level, and had therefore made better progress than most of the 

experimentáis. This pupil served as a good example of the unexpected effects that 

may occur through being part o f a control group. He was asked if he knew how he 

tad made such good progress as he had a significant reading difficult) when he was 

tested for the original study in 1993, but had not received any extra help. He said it 

Was because he had decided to do a lot of reading at home. When asked, When did 

Von decide to do that?’, he replied: ‘On the day I was tested in 1993!’. He realised at 

ttat time that he had a reading problem, and was determined he would overcome it.

° n the attitudes questionnaire, no significant differences were found between 

exPerimentals and controls. This applied both to the total scores for the 14 relevant 

questions relating to attitudes, and also to the score for the three statements that 

elated specifically to attitudes towards reading: ‘It’s a good thing to have lots of 

b°oks at home’, ‘I’m not very good at reading’ and T do not like reading very
much’.

delusions

Thi$ study has indicated that, for pupils who had a significant reading difficulty in 

*tair mid-primary school years and were subject to an intervention designed to 

ctange their attitudes and values concerning reading, the gains they made after a 

start 10-week programme were still apparent in levels of reading achievement over 

e years later. In contrast with the controls, most of whom had not achieved 

^fictional literacy levels, most of the experimentáis had achieved this level, with 

s°me reaching the level appropriate to their chronological age.

A hi
n°ugh no significant differences were apparent on the questionnaire exploring 

tudes to school and to reading, this study highlights the importance of addressing 

SsUes of attitudes and values as part of any intervention designed to tackle reading
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failure and to raise literacy levels. Cox (2000), in a review of pupils’ perspectives on 

^eir education, has concluded that:

‘!t is... important for children to be helped to develop positive attitudes to 

themselves as learners, ie in terms o f their self-concepts, self-esteem, and their levels 

of aspiration in learning, so that they can approach the challenges of learning with 

confidence’ (pp. 136-137).

This attitudes study provided further support for recognising the importance of 

attitudes to learning and of the promotion of positive self-concept. These features 

Were recognised throughout the main study. They permeated all aspects of the 

intervention, and were constantly reinforced through the key context variables of 

vision, profile, commitment, ownership and declaration. The attitudes study also 

P^vided a basis from which the following study was developed -  the declaration 

study as reported in Chapters 13 and 14.

SUMMARY

This chapter describes a five and a half year follow up to a randomised control trial 

described in the preparatory studies. Its purpose was to support one o f the strands in 

dre intervention, ‘enhancing attitudes, values and expectations’. Twenty of the 

°riginal primary school sample o f 24 pupils were traced at the mid-point of their 

secondary school career. O f these, assessments were carried out on 19 using both the 

accuracy and comprehension tests on the Neale Analysis of Reading Ability. The 

results indicated that the experimentáis, who had received a programme aimed at 

hanging attitudes and values towards reading, were still scoring significantly above 

c°ntrols on both tests, but no significant differences were found on an attitudes 

^estionnaire. The literature relating reading achievement to factors such as attitudes 

and self-esteem is considered. This factor is highlighted as an important component 

ln literacy intervention.
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Chapter 13

The Declaration Study: Rationale and Design

introduction

study served to develop further strand 10 of the main study, enhancing 

Etudes, values and expectations’. The study was earned out in 12 primary and 

nursery schools (six experimental, six control) in East Renfrewshire during 

Session 1999-2000. The aim was to change children’s expectations regarding 

their achievement in literacy, and to assess the impact of such change on actual 

reading scores. A total o f 565 pupils participated in the six experimental 

establishments -  320 at pre-school level and 245 in Primary 1, with 27 teachers 

Plus school management involved in implementation. Schools were matched for 

Socio-economic status and included establishments with high and low levels of 

disadvantage.

Staff were trained in a novel intervention strategy based on changing expectations 

through declarations by pupils regarding future achievement, and this was 

lmplemented daily throughout a period of approximately nine weeks. A systematic 

sample of 60 children was assessed individually before and after the intervention, 

Using the baseline assessment designed for the main study. Pre-post measures of 

attitudes to reading were also obtained. These quantitative measures were supported 

ky qualitative indicators obtained from children who were assessed individually and 

also from staff in relation to all of the participating pupils in the experimental 

establishments.

study, together with the attitudes study (Chapter 12) strengthened the base for 

d u r in g  that addressing attitudes, values and expectations should be built into any 

^teracy intervention programme as a variable which could affect outcomes but which 

essentially separate from the literacy content o f the programme itself. Both
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studies addressed this variable in its own right, while keeping the content o f the 

reading curriculum constant. The declaration study resulted not only in significantly 

higher scores on early literacy skills for the experimentáis but also in significant 

shifts towards more positive attitudes and expectations regarding reading. As a study 

of children in their pre-school year and Primary 1 it was particularly relevant to 

reforming a large-scale early intervention.

Ait*s o f study

"i'he aims of this study were:

• to change children’s expectations regarding their future levels o f reading 

achievement

• to enhance their attitudes towards reading

• to raise their levels of reading achievement through changing their 

attitudes and expectations.

hypotheses

^he following hypotheses were proposed in relation to the pupils in the declaration 

SamPle (the experimentáis):

1 that after the intervention they would have higher scores in tests of early 

reading skills

2 that they would show more positive attitudes to reading.

Rationale

^he idea that children’s reading levels would be enhanced by getting them to do 

n°thing other than make bold declarations about their future levels of reading 

Achievement may seem not only novel but improbable. This study, nevertheless, 

■nvolved nothing other than this. It included no curricular innovations and no
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alternative teaching methodologies. It required nothing other than that children 

whether individually, in groups or in whole classes -  should declare what good 

readers they were going to become in the future.

!t was intended that this study should be highly innovative and for this reason it does 

n°t draw from an existing body of literature specific to this field. Nevertheless, any 

1(tea of such a nature would need to be discussed in the light of a clear rationale that 

Would at least illuminate the reasons for devising a strategy of this kind. It would 

Preferably also be embedded in a known body of psychological theory that might 

Provide its practice with a reasonable foundation. The rationale underlying the study, 

^ d  the body of psychological theory from which it drew, may be stated simply.

First, a number o f reports relevant to this subject from areas of psychological and 

other literature that had not been subject to experimental investigation or indeed any 

'evel of formal scientific enquiry had been noted. Second, a wide range of topics for 

which there is an existing base in mainstream psychological theory and practice 

Seemed to provide support for believing in the potential of declarations. It was on this 

basis that it was decided to make an approach to ‘declaration theory -  that is, a 

^hema about declarations that might be supported both by wider psychological 

thinking and by practice.

^eclaration: the informal literature

Within the general arena of the informal literature on psychology and other fields of 

human interest, some writers have made explicit reference to the idea of declaration, 

^hese, however, have tended not to be at levels that are, or perhaps even could be, 

subject to formal evaluation. Joseph Murray, in a best-seller o f the 1960s, The Power 

°fYour Subconscious Mind, began by observing that ‘your habitual thinking and 

imagery mould, fashion and create your destiny’ (Murray, 1963, p. 5). His work was 

of an experimental kind, but he did outline examples of personal declaration in 

Ways that pointed to this area as a potentially fruitful line of enquiry. He used the 

c°ncepts of ‘affirmation’ and ‘decreeing’ -  essentially a form of making bold 

declarations o f positive outcomes.
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Outwith psychology, Tracy Goss made reference explicitly to declaration in her work 

transforming businesses and multi-national corporations (Goss, 1996). She defined 

a declaration as ‘an act of speaking that brings forth a future the moment it is spoken 

(P' 116). The concept expressed by Murray and Goss was not fanciful or mystical, 

but was based informally on a psychological theory that declaration would shape the 

actions required to achieve the stated goal. ‘This declaration lays the groundwork for 

action in a new realm... Said another way: a declaration of possibility bnng what is 

n°t into existence as a possibility’ (Goss, 1996, p. 117).

^bile the above examples may be defined as unscientific in that they have not been 

object to an experimental approach involving experimental and control groups, they 

have nevertheless been based on enquiry which has been systematic and which has 

built on cumulative successful experience.

^eclaration: pointers from  mainstream psychology

The ideas leading to this study, and the methodology devised for it, were consistent 

many established areas of mainstream psychological theory and practice. Nine 

Such areas, most of them closely inter-related, are highlighted here: *

* attitudes, self-concept and self-esteem

* expectations or ‘expectancy’

* cognitive dissonance

* social and interactive learning

* motivation

* attributions

* goal setting

* self-efficacy

* visual imagery.
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Each area has its own extensive literature, and it would be altogether outwith the 

scope of this work to seek to review it. However, it may be o f relevance to provide a 

few key pointers for each area and to relate these to the concept of declaration.

Attitudes, self-concept and self-esteem

The area of attitudes, self-concept and self-esteem, together with the following 

discussion of expectations, was central to the declaration study, since it was an 

investigation specifically designed with reference to the broad concept of enhancing 

attitudes, values and expectations’. The literature in this area in relation to reading 

and to educational attainment has been discussed in Chapter 12 with particular 

reference to socio-economic status. It has been summarised by noting that in 

disadvantaged populations negative attitudes to school and education correspond 

"nth lower levels of academic self-concept and self-esteem (Cox, 1983). Self esteem 

has been described as possibly having ‘a directive, pivotal role in learning , with 

P°or self-concept portrayed as ‘a primary cause of academic underachievement 

(Kershner, 1990). It is in this context that the value of interventions aimed at 

hanging attitudes has been demonstrated (MacKay, 1995a, 1999b).

With reference to declarations, it has also been noted from the study by Cox (1983)
^ d th e review by Gurney (1987) that among factors considered to be important were

ihe value of making positive statements about oneself. Indeed, positive thinking 

general has been shown to have beneficial effects on well-being. Burton and King 

(2004) studied the health benefits of writing about positive experiences. They 

recruited 90 young adults to participate in a writing exercise for 20 minutes a day 

°Ver three days. Half of the participants were to write about intensely positive 

e*Periences they had had, while the other half were to write about mundane things 

SUch as their plans for the day, their shoes or their bedroom contents. For three
Months prior to the exercise both groups were indistinguishable in the number of

Vlsrts they made to doctors, while in the following three months the positive writing 

^ ° UP made significantly fewer visits. The authors’ view was that the positive
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aPproach was a way o f ‘obtaining self-understanding, of gaining a more clearly 

^iculated sense o f self and of discovering and creating one s life goals .

Positive thinking and the making of positive statements are at the heart of 

declaration theory’ -  it is based on positive assertions about oneself and about future 

levels of achievement. The expectation is that making these positive statements will 

m°uld attitudes, and children will have a concept o f themselves as future good 
readers.

Expectations or ‘expectancy ’

The study of expectations is equally pivotal to the issue of asking children to make 

declarations. Indeed, this particular piece of research was contracted to East

Renfrewshire Council under the broad heading of studying ‘expectations’. It was felt 

that whatever else was happening with declarations, it was certainly changing 

exPectations both on the part of children and on the part of teachers. Both are of 

Central importance.

rpv
e broad field o f ‘expectations’ has occupied an important position within social 

Psychology over a long period of time. Within education the subject became of 

Cgntral interest with the work of Rosenthal and his colleagues. Rosenthal and Fode 

(*963) foun(j students who were given groups of ‘bright’ and ‘dull’ rats 

Pr°duced results consistent with the label of their rats, even though the rats were in

1 randomly mixed on the basis of maze learning abilities. This study was used to 

show that experimenter expectancy can affect the behaviour even of rats. It was, 

however, in the human arena that the Rosenthal experiments attained a degree of 

°toriety with the publication of Pygmalion in the Classroom (Rosenthal & 

ac°bsen, 1968). It was reported that randomly selected children whose teachers 

^eard that they were expected to make late gains in their academic development 

CtuaHy did make more gains than controls. While these results have engendered 

°nsiderable controversy, the meta-analysis by Rosnow and Rosenthal (1997) of
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hundreds of expectancy studies in diverse areas points overall to significant 

expectancy effects.

Experimenter expectancy studies have frequently been conducted to provide a 

commentary on research methodology by highlighting contaminating variables. 

However, in the case of the effects teachers’ expectations have on children s learning 

^ey have also provided a valuable basis for promoting high expectations (Saracho, 

l99l). A similar comment may be made in relation to participant expectancy. This 

^ay be demonstrated by the ‘Hawthorne effect’, a topic so widely cited that it has 

become a standard part of the vocabulary o f psychology and requires little expansion.

occupational psychology studies carried out from around 1927 to 19j 2 at the 

Western Electric Hawthorne Works in Chicago found, after varying factors such as 

level of illumination and timing of rest breaks, that productivity increased whatever 

tbe change -  including returning to the conditions operating at the outset (Mayo,

1933; Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939). The conclusion was that the effect was 

simply the result of being the focus o f interest and attention. The effect may reflect 

changed levels o f expectancy, or indeed raised motivation. In any event, it clearly 

belongs under one o f the headings being considered in this overall discussion. While 

the Hawthorne effect provides a caveat to researchers regarding contaminating 

Enables, it may also be seen as a potentially valuable tool in raising expectations.

High expectations are one o f the important and consistent factors in successful 

Schools (Sammons, Hillman & Mortimore, 1995). The very nature of a declaration 

about academic success is that is incorporates an expectation of fulfilment. To say, 

ibr example, I  will become a good reader, is to make a statement about something 

ihe person who utters it expects to happen. To have a teacher promoting this 

statement is an endorsement that the teacher’s expectation is in line with that o f the 

child. Thus, if  children make bold declarations regarding high levels of achievement, 

and if these are reinforced by teachers, the whole context o f high expectations is 

Ekely to be supported.
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^stinger’s (1957) theory o f cognitive dissonance is so thoroughly established as a 

tandniark in mainstream psychology that it requires little comment or explanatory 

background. Essentially, there is a tendency for individuals to seek consistency 

among their cognitions and behaviours. Where there is inconsistency or dissonance, 

something must change to eliminate it. This is likely to be done in one of three ways: 

flrst, by reducing the importance of the dissonant beliefs, second, by acquiring new 

c°nsonant beliefs that change the balance, or third, by changing the conflicting 

attitude or behaviour.

Cognitive dissonance

bt relation to declarations, if  children are boldly declaring -  and most frequently 

al°ud in the company of others -  that they will become good readers, together with 

°ther and perhaps quite detailed statements o f a similar vein, then they will be likely 

to experience dissonance if they do not engage in behaviours that are consonant with 

SUch declarations. Therefore, it may be expected that their behaviour will adapt to 

achieve consonance, and they will engage more with those attitudes, interests, tasks 

and activities that are associated with becoming a good reader.

Social and interactive learning

Social and interactive learning has been described in Chapter 8 as one of the 10 

strands of the overall intervention. The evidence base covering this area is extensive 

and includes groupwork, peer-assisted or parent-assisted learning and collaboration 

°f students in interaction with computers (Foot et al., 1994). In summary, it is 

fecognised that effective, motivated learning is likely to be enhanced by a social and 

interactive setting which is meaningful to the child and which involves both peer 

collaboration and adult support (Hughes & Greenhough, 1994). Social and 

interactive learning has also been identified in Chapter 10 as one of the features of 

ibe synthetic phonics programme, with children learning letter sounds and actions at 

ibo same pace as part of a whole class activity.
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The activities involved in making declarations did not specifically require that 

■earning should be of a social or interactive nature. The whole process was capable of 

being conducted at individual level. However, as might have been expected of a 

classroom programme that could be carried out with individuals, groups or whole 

classes, the main method used was the whole class approach. That is, the declarations 

Were generally made in an interactive social context. It was for this reason that press 

Sports of the intervention included frequent description of the programme as 

‘chanting’ (see Appendix 7), and radio and television coverage tended to centre on 

entire classes of children enthusiastically making their declarations in unison. For the 

^dividual child, this meant being part o f a novel situation which involved both social 

SuPPort and peer accountability, and in which everyone was acting together in a 

common purpose.

Tfor,nation

Motivation and its relation to learning and achievement is so firmly established in 

Psychology as to be an integral part o f its basic subject matter and of any 

c°mprehensive learning theory. It has long been recognised as being central to 

children’s learning. In cognitive theory, it serves to create intentions and goal- 

poking acts (Ames & Ames, 1989). The concept of ‘achievement motivation’ has 

become a well-developed area of research in its own right and is highly relevant to 

■e&rning (Atkinson & Raynor, 1974; McClelland, 1985; McClelland, Atkinson, Clark 

^  Lowell, 1953; Weiner, 1990). Motivation to achieve is a function of the 

^dividual’s desire for success, the expectancy of success and the incentives
pr°vided.

The Potential relevance of declarations to motivation is clear. For example, children 

Who Perceive themselves as having a low level of ability, and who believe there is 

bdle or nothing they can do to change the situation, are likely to experience 

Motivational problems (Dweck, 1991), Declarations of future success are designed to 

c°Unter these perceptions and to reinforce a self-perception based on ability. Keller’s 

^ 8 3 )  model of motivation is also o f interest in the context of declarations. It
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encompasses four components: arousing interest, creating relevance, developing an 

expectancy o f success and producing satisfaction through intrinsic and extrinsic 

rewards. If children several times each day are focusing their attention on statements 

about reading, then it is probable that their interest in reading is likely to be aroused 

as something relevant to their experience and something that may be rewarded with

success.

Attributions

Attribution theory is concerned with how people interpret events and how this relates 

t0 their thinking and behaviour. The focus is on the causes to which individuals 

attribute events or behaviours. A psychological theory of attribution was first 

Proposed by Heider (1958), but it was mainly Weiner and his colleagues who were 

responsible for developing it as a major social psychology paradigm (Jones et al., 

1972) with a principal focus on achievement and motivation (Weiner, 1974, 1986).

identified four general concepts to which once can attribute achievement -  skill,

0r ability, effort, task difficulty and luck. Attributions are classified along three 

Causal dimensions -  locus o f control, stability and controllability. Locus o f control 

maY be internal to oneself or external. Stability refers to whether causes are seen as 

broadly stable, such as ability or task difficulty, or broadly unstable, such as effort or 

luck. Controllability indicates whether the causes are within one’s own control or,

'^e luck, uncontrollable.

Inherent in the concept of declarations is a confirmation of internal locus o f control.

A declaration by its nature is likely to begin with statements such as 1 will. The focus 

Is removed from external, uncontrollable factors to definite confirmation of 

individual action. The work of Dweck and her colleagues on attribution theory is of 

relevance here. Some children make ‘entity attributions’ about self-characteristics, 

"'bile others make ‘incremental attributions’ (Dweck, Hong & Chiu, 1993). To make 

411 Entity attribution is to believe that the talent or skill is a fixed quantity that one 

Possesses or lacks to a greater or lesser extent. To make an incremental attribution is 

to believe that the skill can be improved with effort, practice or support. Children 

^bo hold entity theories have been shown to make more global statements about
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themselves in response to negative feedback. For example, they might respond to 

criticism with statements like I'm just not smart enough (Dweck et al., 1993). 

Children with these perceptions of themselves will be less likely to respond to the 

changes implied by constructive criticism. Since the mental model they hold is based 

°n the possession a fixed amount of talent, ‘criticism indicates that this amount is, 

immutably, less that what they desire it to be’ (Shaughnnesy & Self, 1997). 

declarations are designed to promote an incremental model of attributions. They 

reject ideas of the current position being a fixed one and encourage a commitment to 

being able to become successful in the talent in question.

Goa/ setting

^he importance of goal setting in relation to achievement has for a long time been 

understood in relation to many groups including school pupils (Gaa, 1973) and 

college students (Morgan, 1987). In summary, the identification of academic goals is 

Seen to be essential to the successful management of learning (Bandura, 1986, Locke 

& Latham, 1990) and those who set effective goals tend to achieve at higher levels 

than others (Locke & Latham, 1990; Zimmerman, 1989). Goals mobilise effort, lead 

task-appropriate study strategies and increase persistence and commitment 

(Bandura, 1986; Locke & Latham, 1990; Schunk, 1996).

dne of the expectations in getting children to make declarations in this study was 

*h&t it might influence their goal-setting behaviour. It is reasonable to anticipate that 

People who make daily statements that relate to a future achievement or goal — in this 

case becoming good readers — may identify with that goal and engage in attitudes 

attd behaviours that are compatible with it. In addition, because the making of 

declarations involves not only broad, general statements (I will become a good 

reader) but also specific goals (1 will be able to read all the words in my tin), there is 

a definite context in which task-appropriate study strategies are being encouraged.
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&elf-efficacy

‘Perceived self-efficacy is defined as people’s beliefs about their capabilities to 

Produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that 

affect their lives. Self-efficacy beliefs determine how people feel, think, motivate 

themselves and behave’ (Bandura, 1994, p. 71). The work of Bandura and others in 

this area has made a significant contribution both to mainstream psychological theory 

aod to professional practice across a range of fields (Bandura, 1986, Maddux & 

Stanley, 1986). For example, self-efficacy is an important underlying concept both in 

c°gnitive-behaviour therapy (for example, Hawton, Salkovskis, Kirk & Clark, 1989) 

in solution-focused approaches in which it is assumed that the client wants to 

change, has the capacity to envisage change and is taking steps to make change 

happen (for example, de Shazer, 1985). In relation to children, schools and 

education, self-efficacy is crucial not only for the children themselves but also for 

{heir teachers. Children’s belief in their capabilities to master educational activities 

affects their aspirations, their level of interest and their attainments, and teachers 

°wn views of their self-efficacy and how to encourage it in others is of the highest 

importance (Bandura, 1994).

One of the aims of having children make bold declarations about their future reading 

achievement, and having teachers participate in promoting these declarations, is to 

develop beliefs about capabilities -  to lead children to a position in which they say 

' ' ’hat they believe and believe what they say. Thus their feelings, thoughts and 

behaviours are likely to be shaped to support the messages they are constantly 

^sorting when they make their declarations each day.

Visual imagery

tak in g  declarations is also designed with the expectation that those who are making 

regular statements about becoming good readers may be more likely to form mental 

images of themselves engaged in the reading process. Visual imagery, or 

visualisation, occurs when people imagine themselves performing an action in the
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absence of the actual practice o f it. More broadly, it is also called mental imagery, 

Cental rehearsal or mental practice, since while most discussion o f imagery focuses 

°n the visual mode, another sensory mode such as the auditory may at times be more 

central. Several theoretical models o f visual or mental imagery have been proposed 

(Murphy, 1990), but whatever the psychological mechanisms involved it has 

frequently been shown to enhance performance.

The research base for this area is growing rapidly in the field of sport and exercise 

Psychology, a branch of the discipline with a sufficient evidence and practice base 

that in 2004 the British Psychological Society formed a Division of Sport and 

Exercise Psychology. For example, Isaac (1992) tested 78 subjects and classified 

*hem according to whether they were novel or experienced trampolinists and also 

according to whether they were high or low imagers. An experimental and a control 

group were trained in a skill. The experimentáis followed their training with mental 

Practice of the skill, while the controls followed it with a mental task of an abstract 

nature, such as maths problems. High imagers in both groups showed more 

improvement than low imagers, but the experimentáis also showed more 

improvement than the controls, pointing to the benefits o f visual imagery,

Particularly when focused on practice of the skills in question.

Eoure et al. (1998) linked mental imagery with specific autonomic nervous system 

resPonses, suggesting that it may help in the construction of schema that can be 

reproduced, without thinking, in actual practice. It has also been shown that those 

Mm engage in imagery set higher achievement goals and have higher commitment to 

Practising the requisite skills (Martin & Hall, 1995). While most studies in this area 

have been with adults, the benefits of imagery have also been demonstrated with 

children (Orlick, Zitzelsberger, Li-Wei & Qi-Wei, 1992).

In summary therefore o f these areas o f mainstream psychological theory and 

research, it may be said that while the idea of declarations to enhance children’s 

hferacy is novel, it is not detached from an established evidence base across several
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areas of psychology. Working from this theoretical and practice base it was 

envisaged that the project would:

• define and enhance children’s expectations about reading

• raise their confidence that they would be good readers

• affirm their enjoyment of books and the reading process

• modify their beliefs about what they could achieve

• shape their internal images of themselves as successful readers

• motivate them in acquiring literacy skills

• emphasise ownership and self-efficacy in relation to their achievements

• set in motion the process of achieving declared goals.

Method

Design

This was a quasi-experimental study using a range o f quantitative and qualitative 

Measures, with pre-post testing taking place prior to and following a nine-week 

Uttervention period.

Safnple

There were two aspects to the sampling process in this study: first, the selection of 

e(hicational establishments and second, the selection of pupils for individual

assessment.

The sample of establishments comprised six experimental and six control schools. 

The four primaries and two nurseries in the experimental group were matched as 

Closely as possible with the schools in the control group. The three criteria used for 

E tching were socio-economic status, achievement levels as indicated by group 

fading test results and confirmation by the education authority of comparability in
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terms of overall variables and perceptions. The experimentáis and controls were also 

balanced for denominational and non-denominational schools.

hatching by achievement levels and by utilising the knowledge of schools 

Possessed by the educational directorate has clear face validity. The significance 

of socio-economic status in accounting for a high amount of the variance in 

educational outcomes is already well established and is covered in the literature 

review relating to socio-economic disadvantage (Chapter 4). Currently 

Unpublished research data gathered by the author also point to the likelihood of 

systematic differences in literacy levels in the early stages between 

denominational and non-denominational schools (MacKay, in preparation b).

111 terms of free school meals (FSM), footwear and clothing grants (FCG) and 

standard achievement scores on the NFER-Nelson GRT-II (SAS), the final matching 

Produced two primaries per group in the high socio-economic category (averages. 

FSM 5%, FCG 9%, SAS 109) and two per group in the low category (averages: FSM 

3l%, FCG 50%, SAS 99). Out of 24 primary schools in the area covered by the 

authority, four o f the five with the highest FSM and FCG were included in the low 

socio-economic sample. The school with the lowest socio-economic rank in the 

authority (FSM 69%, FCG 84%) was not included as it did not have a sufficiently 

c^ose match among the available primaries. Similarly, the four nurseries represented 

one high and one low socio-economic establishment in the experimental and control 

groups, using the criteria o f post-codes and with the suitability o f matching 

c°nfirmed by the educational directorate.

^0r dte individual assessments, a small systematic sample o f five pupils was selected 

from each establishment. This generated a sample of 60 children for pre-test and 

Post-test. The close matching of experimental and control establishments ensured 

^ at the children who were assessed individually in the two groups were likely to 

^ave had comparable social backgrounds and educational experiences.
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The sampling method involved selecting each nth child from the register, where n 

equalled one-fifth of the number in the primary class or nursery pre-school year 

group. Therefore, for a group of 20 it was every 4th pupil, while for a group of 60 it 

was every 12th. Only two qualifications were applied to the selection process. First, 

to ensure a gender balance, the next boy or girl as appropriate after the nth child was 

selected in cases where it would otherwise have been almost all boys or girls.

Second, children were excluded either if it was known that they were likely to move 

t° a different school during the project or if they had been identified as having such 

Pronounced additional support needs as to render the assessment measures 

^appropriate for them. Thus, for example, a child would be excluded from the 

sample on the basis of a severe speech and language disorder or sensory impairment, 

and the next child on the register selected.

While this selection method did not preclude the possibility o f random differences in 

achievement levels between expérimentais and controls in the small sample selected, 

h did ensure that the sample was unbiased and was not pre-selected by staff on the 

basis of perceived ability or any other factor. As to random differences in the sample 

between one establishment and another, this was not an issue as the expérimentais 

and controls were being compared on the basis of their own individual pre-test and 

P°st-test scores.

Consultation, training and support

This intervention was supported by a programme of staff consultation and training, 

by information to all parents in the appropriate classes and nursery groups in both the 

exPerimental and the control schools and by ongoing monitoring and support for 

schools as required throughout the project.

Staff consultation and training was in three stages. Early in Session 1999-2000 a 

Meeting was held for all head teachers in the experimental establishments, with a 

Member of the educational directorate and a representative o f psychological services 

Present. The purpose of the meeting was to provide information to school
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ntanagement on the background to the project and to outline the research proposal 

and its rationale. The meeting also served to orientate the researcher with regard to 

the needs and expectations of the various schools, and to provide a basis for detailed 

Planning of the intervention.

Following this a meeting was held for all of the staff who were likely to be directly 

involved in implementation o f the project, together with representatives of school 

ntanagement. This took the form of a more detailed presentation o f the project aims 

ar,d rationale, and at the same time served to commence the process o f raising staff 

e*pectations regarding the successful outcomes that might be anticipated for the 

children who would take part.

Finally, separate meetings were held in each of the experimental schools for all staff 

who would be involved, along with school management. These meetings provided 

the detailed training in carrying out the intervention, and were supported by an 

information pack that set out both the theoretical and practical aspects of the project, 

together with weekly record sheets. School management were also encouraged to 

ensure that staff throughout their establishments were informed of the project so that 

it Would have appropriate profile and be seen as integral to whole school policy in 

raising achievement.

Itlf'formation to parents took the form of a letter sent from the educational directorate 

noting that the research project in the experimental and control schools formed part 

°Fthe authority’s early intervention programme for raising educational achievement 

it Was noted that schools would be visited for the purposes of the research and also 

that a number o f children picked at random from the register would have their 

Pr°gress assessed before and after the intervention. The psychological service was 

aiso kept informed of the project and of the schools in which intervention or 

assessment would be carried out.

it Was important to ensure that both the detailed implementation o f the strategies and 

lite enthusiasm of staff were maintained, and throughout the project monitoring and
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support were available from the researcher whenever required. This included a help 

line to phone for advice. In practice, because the intervention was designed to be 

simple to carry out and also enjoyable, staff were confident in implementing it 

satisfactorily at all times.

Implementation

Although the underlying rationale for this study stemmed from the range o f complex 

theoretical considerations outlined above, implementation of the strategies was based 

°n the premise that effective educational interventions should be simple, easily 

understood, sustainable and enjoyable for both staff and pupils. All of these elements 

Were therefore built into the specification o f the strategies adopted. It was essential 

that it should not be viewed as an ‘extra chore’ for teachers, and it had to be seen to 

SuPport the school’s existing aims and curriculum.

^he project was based on children making declarations about literacy -  particularly 

ab°ut their future levels of reading achievement and their enjoyment o f books and 

fading. The basic requirement was that each child must make a minimum of three 

P°sitive declarations about future reading achievement every day throughout the 

Pr°ject. This could be in an individual, group or class situation. In the individual 

s’tuation, each child would make a personal declaration, which might be specific to 

tbe Particular needs or aspirations o f that child. With group declarations, all of the 

E ldren  in a group would make a declaration together. For class declarations, the 

entire class would recite the declaration in unison.

^ach of these situations had its own strengths to offer. Individual declarations could
b e 9

customised’ to the child, and would therefore involve a personal and unique 

asPiration or commitment. Group declarations involved social variables of 

Elaboration and group identity. They also allowed competition among groups to be 

enc°uraged -  for example, finding which group could shout their declaration loudest. 

b 'vas the third situation, class declarations, that was most likely to be used by 

teachers routinely as it was probably both easiest and most enjoyable. This type of
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class chant’ also offered potentially powerful effects on learning, by promoting 

s°cial learning, reinforcing class goals and helping the full inclusion of children with 

difficulties by maximising identification with the whole class and its curriculum

^rior to the intervention teachers were provided with a range of sample declarations. 

These varied from the general, I  will become a very good reader, to the specific, I  

m  learn to write my name, I  will be able to say all my letter sounds, I  will know all 

!lle w°rds in my tin. In addition to declarations regarding future achievement, other 

examples covered enjoyment of reading, such as, I  like books -  books are fun, I  want 

l() take a book home to read. Teachers were also encouraged to reinforce these 

declarations by making positive affirmations such as, You are all going to become 

Very  good readers.

T° support the programme and increase children’s enjoyment in participating, 

examples of ‘props’ were outlined and demonstrated. In particular, the use of a 

PuPpet was recommended, with the proposal that it should become the focus of all 

w°rk on declarations. The puppet could be used when asking the class or group 

Questions: ‘Crazy Crow says, I ’m going to become a good reader. Who’s going to 

become a good reader? We a r e Similarly, the puppet could be used to support 

whatever specific literacy skill was being taught at any given time: Crazy Crow can 

Say  the alphabet. Can you say the alphabet?

The puppet could also be used as a prop for children to tell it what they knew, what 

they Pound difficult, what new things they had learnt that day or what they expected 

to be able to do in the future. How will you know when you are a good reader? Tell
Q

razy Crow all the different ways you can o f  being a good reader. As well as 

Motivating children, props like this provided an alternative and at times easier 

Method of communication, and also could facilitate interactive learning in peer 

Earning situations.

^ Was felt that by providing staff with every detail they required to meet the 

Programme's specification, including ready-made declarations, it maximised the
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likelihood that the implementation would be carried out by everyone, including any

staff who might at times feel the pressures o f time or the demands of creativity. At

ike same time, staff were strongly encouraged to use the examples as a basis for

generating their own ideas and also helping the children to propose new ideas and

declarations. For example, it was proposed that they might devise ditties or doggerel

f°r class chants, make up declaration games or generate new things to say to the

PuPpet about reading. These proposals were designed with a view to building

enthusiasm and fostering a sense of ownership o f the project by those participating in 
it.

T° monitor and support high fidelity of programme implementation, all participating 

staff in the experimental schools completed a weekly record sheet to note whether or 

not they had met the basic project specification each day, and to note any additional 

declarations or activities that had been introduced. These records indicated that 

implementation o f the intervention as specified was earned out to a very' high degree. 

This applied to every establishment, and in very many cases the basic specification 

°̂r each day o f the intervention was supplemented by additional activities. Staff 

noted only a very few occasions when the daily requirement was not met for very

straightforward reasons -  ‘on a course, supply teacher in’, or, ‘forgot on first day of 
Week’.

Measures used

^  range o f quantitative and qualitative measures was used. The main quantitative 

data were obtained from individual assessment o f early literacy skills, and these 

^sessments were supported by data from children on their attitudes to reading, 

teacher ratings, semi-structured teacher interviews and direct feedback from children, 

fo rm ation  was also obtained from weekly record sheets completed by teachers.

The baseline assessment designed by the author (Chapter 7) was used for the 

individual assessments. In addition to its sensitivity to change and other 

characteristies as previously outlined, it was felt to be particularly suitable to the
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structured approach taken by East Renfrewshire to early assessment. All o f the 

children selected by systematic sampling in the experimental and control 

establishments were individually tested on the baseline assessment before and after 

the intervention.

An attempt was made to obtain direct information from the pupils on their attitudes 

t° reading using a strategy designed by the author for this study. Each child in the 

systematic sample was asked five questions constructed to explore the following 

areas before and after the intervention: 1 how well they thought they had done on the 

baseline assessment; 2 whether or not they liked reading; 3 whether they found 

reading easy or difficult; 4 whether they liked having stories read to them, 5 whether 

they thought they would be good readers the following year.

because of a number of established difficulties in assessing the views of young 

children in this way, such as always responding positively to please the examiner, the 

children had three glass jars set before them. Each jar contained a large and similar 

number of small white cards, designed to represent the responses made by other 

children to the same questions. Each question was presented in the following 

banner: These children don't like reading very much (pointing to jar 1), these think 

lt s OK (jar 2) and these children like reading a lot (jar 3). What do you think about 

fading?  The child was then invited to post a card into the chosen jar, and the choice 

Was recorded. The direction of the questions was varied to avoid response set (for 

e*ample, always choosing the first jar, or the last one). Posting the cards in this way 

made the exercise appear more anonymous, and since children have high levels of 

^oup conformity (see, for example, MacKay & Watson, 1996) it was clear from the 

sPfead of cards among the jars that the answers could safely be deposited wherever 

children liked.

^hile the baseline assessments were used as the objective measure of literacy skills 

0̂r this study, additional information was gathered from teachers before and after the 

lntervention for the children in the systematic sample. This invited their opinions on 

Vari°us aspects of the children’s literacy skills and interests. A seven-point rating
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scale was used for five simple questions (Table 13-1). This offered the opportunity to 

note teachers’ views of the children in the light of the more formal assessments and 

also to consider any apparent changes in ratings pre-test and post-test.

At the end o f the intervention all staff who participated were interviewed regarding 

^eir experience of the project and of their pupils’ involvement in it. The interview 

included: the extent to which staff had carried out the project specification, an 

account of the specific ways in which they conducted the implementation, notes on 

spontaneous comments from children or parents; the extent to which they felt that 

Pupils had enjoyed and had benefited from the intervention; and the effects of the 

Project on their own expectations and the confidence, expectations, motivation and 

interest of the children.

^able 13-1 Teachers’ Ratings

What is your present opinion o f this pupil’s ratings in the following areas o f literacy?

Does not 
apply at all

Applies 
very much

1 This Pupil has made very good progress in early literacy skills 1 2  3 4  5 6  7

1 2  3 4  5 6  7

1 2  3 4  5 6  7

This pupil shows a high degree of interest in reading 1 2  3 4  5 6  7

pupil takes a great deal of pleasure in literacy-related activities 1 2  3 4  5 6  7

 ̂This 

3 This

5 This

Pupil shows promise o f  becoming a very good reader 

pupil is very confident in literacy at the appropriate level

supplement the qualitative information obtained, all o f the experimental children 

'n the selected sample were asked for their views on whether they had enjoyed the 

Project and whether they remembered the declarations they were making. Further 

^formation of this kind was obtained on visits to whole classes at Primary 1 level 

and groups in nursery.
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SUMMARY

This chapter introduces a novel intervention aimed at developing further the 

intervention strand of enhancing attitudes, values and expectations. The sample was 

^65 pupils, o f whom 60 were targeted for individual assessment, in 12 nursery and 

primary schools (six experimental, six control) in a second Council area. The schools 

"'ere selected on the basis of high or low levels of socio-economic disadvantage.

Staff were trained in a novel intervention strategy based on changing expectations 

through declarations by pupils regarding future achievement in literacy. The 

declarations were made for a minimum of three times daily through a nine-week 

Period. Although the concept was novel, aspects supporting it were noted in the 

informal literature, and a rationale for its use was proposed in reference to nine areas 

°f mainstream psychological theory and practice: attitudes, self-concept and self­

esteem; expectations or ‘expectancy’; cognitive dissonance; social and interactive 

teaming; motivation; attributions; goal-setting; self-efficacy; and visual imagery. 

Tre-post assessments o f the targeted sample used the baseline assessment scheme 

developed for the main study, together with a method for assessing attitudes in young 

children developed for this subsidiary study. A range of qualitative measures was 

ateo used in relation to the whole sample.
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Chapter 14

The Declaration Study: Results

baseline assessment

°fthe  60 children selected for the systematic sample, 54 were available for both pre- 

test and post-test. The remaining six could not be assessed at post-test because of 

either absence or having left the school. These divided equally between 

exPerimentals and controls, giving a final sample of 27 experimentáis and 27 

c°ntrols, with 9 nursery and 18 primary in each group.

^°r the nursery group, the experimentáis showed significantly greater gains than the 

c°ntrols on three tests: nursery rhymes (t = 3.05, p < 0.01, effect size 0.51), rhyme 

Production (t = 3.78, p < 0.01, effect size 0.98) and lower case letter sounds (t = 

2-264, p < 0.05, effect size 1.51). The tests used were independent two-sample t tests, 

°Oe-tailed, calculated using the data analysis tools on Microsoft Excel Version 8.0. 

ke results are shown in Figure 14-1. For the primary group, the experimentáis 

showed significantly greater gains than the controls on five tests: nursery rhymes (t = 

h88, p < 0.001, effect size 0.44), lower case letter sounds (t = 3.07, p < 0.01, effect 

size 0.21), letter names (t = 2.23, p < 0.05, effect size 0.64), non-word reading (t = 

2-57, p < o.oi, effect size 0.60) and word reading (t = 2.61, p< 0.01, effect size 0.64). 

■̂he results are shown in Figure 14-2.

■̂ hese results followed a similar pattern to the results of baseline assessment tests in 

*he main study, where the tests most applicable to the pre-school group were those 

hiat assessed skills typically taught in nursery, such as concepts of print and 

Phonological awareness. The older children in Primary 1 were often at or near the 

Ceiling for these tests, but were able to tackle the more formal tests of early reading 

skills including word reading.
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figure 14-1 Nursery group: tests showing significant gains (gain scores)

■ Experim entáis ■  Controls

7-,

Nursery Rhyme Letter sounds
rhymes production

figure 14-2 Primary group: tests showing significant gains (gain scores)

■ Experimentáis ■  Controls

12 -,

Nursery Letter Letter Non Word
rhymes sounds names word reading

reading

^ ecause o f random variation in the small systematic sample selected for assessment, 

fte pre-test scores of the controls were higher than those of the experimentáis on a 

number of the tests, particularly for the primary group. That is, a larger number of 

ni0re able children were found among the controls. This observation was supported 

by toe ratings made by class teachers o f the children’s literacy abilities at pre-test
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stage. These ratings were higher for the controls than for the experimentáis at 

Primary stage, as shown in Figure 14-3 (t = 2.42, p < 0.05, two-tailed test).

figure 14-3 Primary group: teacher ratings (pre-test)

I ■ Controls ■ Experimentáis

Progress in reading 

J ^ £d promise in reading 

J ^ ?fident in reading 

-jtagrested in reading

_5s Pleasure in reading

-i^ r a l l  rating__________

0 2 4 6

0 = does not apply at all 7 = applies very much

data were analysed to ensure that it was not easier for children who started with 

i°wer scores to make greater gains, as this would have favoured the experimental 

^oup in which more children began with lower scores. In fact, the gains made by 

*°w scoring and by high scoring children were similar. In the primary group there 

VVere no significant differences on letter names when the sample was split between 

ftose with lower starting scores and those with higher starting scores, either for the 

^hole sample, or for experimentáis or controls on their own. With word reading, 

there were no significant differences for experimentáis or controls on their own, but 

In tact for the whole sample there was a tendency for those with higher starting 

scores to make greater gains (t = 2.58, p < 0.05, two-tailed test). It was not easier 

therefore for the experimentáis to make greater gains on the basis o f starting with 

t°wer scores. At the nursery stage there were no significant differences between the 

exPerimentals and the controls in terms o f pre-test scores or on teachers’ ratings.
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h  summary, following the intervention children in the experimental group made 

significantly greater gains in key baseline assessment scores than controls at both 

Pre-school (letter sounds) and primary stages (letter naming, word reading).

Attitudes to reading

Of the 54 children seen at both pre-test and post-test, data on attitudes to reading 

were available for 53. Only one child was unable to engage with the idea of posting 

ihe cards into the glass jars.

There is a general tendency in young children to express positive attitudes regarding 

their abilities and interests, and this was seen for experimentáis and controls both 

Pre-test and post-test. A score of 1 was assigned to the most positive of the three 

choices for each question, with 2 for the middle position and 3 for the least positive. 

The overall mean at pre-test was 1.5 for both experimentáis and controls, pointing to 

generally positive attitudes in both groups. There was no relationship between 

attitude and actual performance. This was demonstrated in a comparison of word 

reading scores and attitudes for the primary age group, both for overall attitude 

scores (r = 0.02) and for views as to whether they had done well on the test 

(r ^0.08).

however, significant differences were found between experimentáis and controls at 

P°st-test in terms of attitude change. All o f the scores that changed up from less to 

^ore positive and down from more to less positive were analysed by comparing 

Actual changes with possible changes. This therefore took account of the fact that 

Scores that were already at 1 could not change up, and scores at j  could not change 

d°Wn. These overall change scores favoured the experimentáis in terms of positive 

attitudes (p <0.01, chi-square test). It may also be noted that, while the raw data for 

e&ch individual question were too few to analyse separately, the direction of change 

111 every case favoured the experimental group.
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It has already been noted that at pre-test the ratings by teachers for controls were 

higher than for experimentáis. There was a substantial relationship between teachers 

ratings and actual performance (r = 0.55 for ratings compared with word reading test 

Scores, primary group). In terms of change in ratings there were no significant 

differences between the experimental and control groups from pre-test to post-test. It 

must be noted, however, that not all schools provided completed ratings and there 

were also some teacher changes during the course o f the intervention. The numbers 

for analysis were therefore small and the data not comparable. The qualitative data 

from teachers are therefore more informative in indicating their views as to the 

effects of the intervention.

ê®¡-structured interviews

The feedback from staff about the project was uniformly positive. All indicated that 

foe children had greatly enjoyed participating and that they had benefited from it, but 

fo different degrees, with benefits being more apparent for some than for others.

There was also strong support for the view that children s confidence, expectations, 

motivation or interest had been enhanced. Although there was not an opportunity to 

huve separate interviews with parents, all comments made by staff regarding 

feedback from parents were highly positive. Details of staff responses are covered 

^ore fully in the section on qualitative feedback.

Interviews with children

A-s might be expected with an intervention of this kind, there was a virtually 

Universal response from the experimental children that they had enjoyed making the 

declarations and that they thought this would help them to become better readers. It 

is the case, of course, that questions of this kind are unlikely to receive a negative 

response from young children. However, the sheer enthusiasm with which many of 

foe children replied was itself a very positive indicator o f how they had engaged with

Teachers’ ratings
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the programme. O f the 27 children interviewed about the intervention, 20 provided 

specific examples of declarations they had been making each day, and in many cases 

t^o or three different examples were given.

Of the seven children who could not give examples of declarations, one was at 

nursery and the remaining six at primary. Some of these had not appeared to engage 

With the programme at all, as not only could they provide no declarations but they 

hid not seem even to remember anything about it when prompted. Two significant 

comments may be made about this group. First, all but one were low scorers on the 

baseline assessments. They included three of the four lowest scores obtained at 

Primary stage on the word reading test. Spontaneous comments from their teachers 

referred in almost every case to being very slow, being unforthcoming or having 

teaming difficulties. However, the more important comment about these ‘non- 

engagers’ is that they showed the same pattern of gains as the children who had 

clearly engaged. Further information from the interviews is covered in the following

section.

^1 of the results summarised above applied across the socio-economic spectrum. For 

*he quantitative analysis it would not have been possible to break down a sample of 

this size further to look separately at socio-economic factors. However, from 

inspection of the data it is clear that the whole experimental group benefited from the 

intervention, and this is supported by the qualitative feedback from high and low 

socio-economic establishments.

Qualitative feedback

^hile  the quantitative results provided a good foundation for supporting the view 

that this study resulted in a range o f benefits to the children who participated, it is 

ntost particularly the qualitative feedback from staff, pupils and occasionally parents 

that offered richer data on the value of the intervention and the ways in which it was 

Carried out. This has been touched on in the outline of results given above and is 

expanded below through more specific examples.
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The most prominent feature of the children’s responses was their enthusiasm. In the 

^dividual interviews they not only said they enjoyed the programme but in many 

cases emphasised this by vigorous nodding of the head and other signs of zeal. At 

nWsery stage, the many examples they gave of declarations were simple but clearly

effective:

Children

f like books, books are fun. We ’ll all be great wee readers when we go to school. I  

Can read by myself. 1 'm going to be a good reader.

The primary pupils added many others:

Reading is great, let's celebrate. Books and school are cool. I  will become a very 

S°od reader. 1 am going to be a very good reader when I  grow up.

Some of the declarations were more specific:

We will be neat -  at our seat. We can do long sentences. We can work hard. 1 will 

read my work very well today. 1 love stories. I  know all my words. 1 know all my 
s°unds.

Often these were chanted three times by the whole class, and the value of using 

Puppets as props was also apparent:

different days we say something different to reading rabbit.

The declarations had also spread somewhat beyond literacy: 

f U'z// do my sums very well today.
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Some of the responses were very thoughtful. One child, when asked if the 

Programme had helped her, replied:

fes ~ I'm  getting better: we ’re doing more than we normally would.

Sample primary classes or nursery groups were visited at the end of the intervention 

&nd staff were enthusiastic in demonstrating how the programme was being 

implemented. One strategy that was proving very popular was to encourage groups 

of children to shout their declarations at the highest possible volume — a strategy that 

clearly produced maximum response for minimum prompting. In one nursery this 

Cached a great crescendo:

Rhymes are fun, rhymes are cool

re listening to sounds because we 're going TO SCHOOL!

Staff

A* nursery level, feedback was equally positive from the higher and lower socio- 

economic groups. In both cases the intervention was extended to all the children in 

nursery at levels that went well beyond the basic requirement. Strategies that 

VVere developed included:

Collective chanting, getting louder each time. Whispering and shouting. Using signs 

Qs 'Well as speech. Doing actions to it -  keep f i t  and hand-clapping. S taff making 

Colorations in confirmation o f  those made by the children.

^ eclarations were both general and specific, the latter including:

hooking fo r the first letter o f  their own name and declaring, 7 can fin d  the letter k 

Cn library day saying, 7 'm going to take this book home to read - I ’m going to be a 

good reader ’.
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The possible scope of the strategy was realised:

began with declarations about reading, but as time has gone on it has been 

aPplied to everything else as well.

A* primary level the picture was similar across establishments and was again highly 

Positive. While everyone carried out the programme as planned, different schools 

and different classes varied, in that some followed the minimum requirement while 

others developed the implementation more extensively. The significant factor is that 

everyone met the requirement. This has important implications for project work in 

schools and these are discussed below. Comments on implementation from the 

Primaries included:

hT used the declarations fo r  other things such as sums and found them good there
too.

‘sneaked’ it in everywhere through the whole day.

Gtoup competition was encouraged.

Ter me hear the snails -  I  wonder i f  they can do better.

fe one school the declarations were made as ‘promises’, the children standing with 

feet together and arms folded. Success was reinforced by the teacher:

That’s because you made your promise.

The children asked if they could do their own private promises, and so at times they 

making quiet, personal declarations.

h Was clear for both nurseries and primaries that the project was meeting its aim of 

SuPporting delivery o f the existing curriculum rather than introducing new curricular 

activities.
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The activities were just the normal — the only difference was the declarations, and 

‘hey did respond. It provided a medium fo r reinforcing what we were already doing, 

h  s a 'snappier ' way o f  doing it. It was easy to integrate into the routine — it wasn t 

extra work.

One of the nurseries built on work they were already doing -  ‘Tell Ted’. Ted (a teddy 

bear) became the focus o f literacy activities. The children liked to correct him when 

be held the book the wrong way up. Ted also served a function mentioned by other 

schools in relation to puppets or cuddly toys introduced for declarations. A child 

c°uld speak through the puppet -  for example, to spell a word -  and if it was wrong 

was the puppet’s fault and not the child’s. This increased confidence to take the 

nsk of making mistakes.

Staff were unanimous when asked if the children enjoyed the intervention:

Absolutely. They got a lot out o f  the chanting -  it definitely built their enthusiasm. 

Thoroughly enjoyable. I f  we forgot, they prompted us. When you go to do a story you 

hear them chanting before you even get the book organised. They're all desperate to 

°ome out and have a try at reading now.

Many responses were given with regard to the benefits experienced by the children:

A pulled them together and motivated them as a whole group. It's  developing 

Confidence and encouraging a positive attitude. It really helps to concentrate on 

^hat they 're doing. Definitely more interested and more confident. It made children 

expect more. They became more aware o f  all the different things involved in reading.

A Have them more power over knowing how to become good readers. One child has 

‘he puppet at home and now he likes to do his reading at home too. The more 

c°nfident ones are surpassing themselves in what they can read. I f  they chanted 

before a writing lesson you could guarantee writing would be better that day. It's 

definitely making a difference.
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Teachers varied in their views as to whether all children received the same benefits, 

With some questioning in particular whether less able children were being helped.

^feel there was a benefit fo r  the ‘better and the middle children but not fo r  all — 

there was a slight change fo r  the ‘lowest The brighter children like it more than the 

struSglers —fo r  them, over a longer time, I  think it would make a difference.

This observation is compatible with the trend o f results previously noted, the 

indications being that the more able children made greater gains. Nevertheless, the 

experimental children at every level made gains compared with controls. This was 

highlighted in two o f the schools. In one, it was felt that one or two children who 

Were very shy and unforthcoming had become much more confident and 

^dependent. In the other the teacher noted:

to way remarkable — it was a random sample, yet it picked up the children who most 

needed help.

(This is a feature regarding the sampling on which comment has already been made). 

She continued regarding one of these pupils (who made exceptional gains in his 

Scores):

It Wav the most amazing thing one day -  suddenly he read a lot o f  words and we said,

T'his was1 because he made his promise today: he said he was going to read well and 
he did \

^ d  regarding another:

O?
ne is the one who has really taken it to heart and really believes it -  she will 

definitely come on well now.
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Several staff commented that the project had either reinforced their views o f what 

they were already doing by giving them a new strategy, or that it had changed their 

expectations:

ft has raised our awareness. S ta ff have higher expectations — when they see the 

children progressing their expectations rise. You know it makes sense. Once you re 

u$ed to it you just do it without thinking. We started feeling they should be reading 

More and more. 1 didn 't know what to expect at the start and was apprehensive — but 

once you know that something works it's all worthwhile. It was a very positive 

experience.

Parents

Although the project did not have the scope for incorporating parent interviews, 

considerable informal feedback from parents was received spontaneously during 

interviews with staff. One primary school, which had just had a parents night

commented:

^ lot o f  parents said the children were enjoying reading more.

One parent noted in particular that her child...

•• used not to like the reading homework but really enjoyed doing it now.

in one of the nurseries the parents were reporting that the children were chanting 

their declarations in the car, and the mothers had started the chants too. At the other 

experimental nursery a non-speaking child started putting words together and her 

Mother came to the teacher and said:

She keeps saying something over and over, and 1 don 7 know what it is. 

it Was the declarations.
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A further comment came from the only parent with whom the researcher had a direct 

(and chance) encounter. She said:

Christina has been saying her chants everywhere. Everybody she meets she s 

been saying, 7 'm going to be a good reader'. I t ’s really raised her confidence 

®nd her expectations, and i t ’s spilled over to other things as well. She has really

enjoyed it.

discussion

f  he declaration study was very much a novel and exploratory investigation and as 

Such is subject to a number of limitations. It requires replication in both similar and 

different settings, and the development of a rationale drawing from established areas 

°f mainstream psychology is at an incipient stage. The method devised for assessing 

attitudes to reading is also a novel one. While it has face validity in containing direct 

Questions on the items it seeks to measure, and while steps have been taken to 

overcome problems of unreliability previously encountered in this area with young 

children, further comment on its validity and reliability cannot be made. Reference 

hns also been made to issues regarding the representativeness and size of the sample 

obtained for direct assessment.

Respite these limitations, all of the data gathered from multiple sources in relation to 

dtis project on raising expectations and raising achievement pointed strongly in one 

direction, namely, that the children who participated gained benefits in terms both of 

ibeir achievements and of their positive attitudes, motivation and confidence. These 

findings were particularly encouraging because both o f the brevity o f the intervention 

a°d the recognised difficulty in changing measured levels of literacy attainment in 

Very young children.
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Recognition o f change processes in real world research

Throughout this declaration study, as in the main study, there was explicit 

recognition and anticipation of the ‘messiness’ of real world research (see Chapter 

2)- The implications of this factor were highlighted in initial meetings with the staff 

involved and steps were taken to ensure that unpredictable difficulties would not 

undermine the outcome. Aspects of the project itself confirmed the ‘messiness’ of 

school interventions. The timing of the intervention was susceptible to factors such 

as staff maternity leave and the difficulties of finding dates when key staff from six 

establishments could meet together. Situations of staff changes and supply cover 

ar°se during the implementation phase. The systematic sample showed pre-test 

differences between experimentáis and controls. An incomplete return of pre-test and 

Post-test ratings from staff was received, and the post-test ratings were not all 

completed by the same staff as the pre-test ratings. Also, it became clear at the start 

that the planned arrangements for education authority personnel carrying out the 

baseline assessments were going to be too demanding for the staff concerned, and 

^ s  very considerable task had to be organised instead by the researcher. 

Nevertheless, the outcomes were extremely positive and the project was successfully 

Maintained through its potentially difficult phases.

Recognition was also given to the importance of context as well as content variables 

The question o f how the project would be successfully delivered was viewed as being 

Crucial as well as the question o f what was to be delivered. The importance of factors 

aheady highlighted such as vision, profile, commitment and ownership was 

acknowledged. These factors were therefore built in from the beginning: the vision of 

a novel strategy that could achieve something not achieved before; high profile in the 

Participating classes, with head teachers encouraged to extend the profile throughout 

whole establishment; the commitment to fulfilling the project specification 

throughout the implementation period; and ownership o f the project at every level of 

involvement -  the authority, the researcher, the staff, the pupils, the parents. It was 

Mear at the final interview stage how fully the question of ownership had been 

embraced by teachers and children.
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Achieving a high level o f commitment by staff was supported by the methodology 

adopted. Many educational projects fail because they are not actually implemented — 

they make too many demands on school staff, and when difficulties arise they are 

abandoned or else carried out with low fidelity. In this project the commitment to 

taking three simple declarations a day was not at all onerous, and helped to 

guarantee that implementation would take place. A suitable balance was struck 

between leaving scope in the programme for staff to develop their own declaration 

strategies, and at the same time ensuring that whatever difficulties or pressures they 

trright face they could fall back on some simple, ready-made ideas. As one of the 

teachers who ticked the checkbox for carrying out the project ‘at minimum 

requirement level’ commented: 1 kept it simple and to the minimum. This fulfilled the 

specification, and her results were good and her response enthusiastic.

Conclusions

The declaration study reinforced further the importance of attitudes and expectations 

as a factor in enhancing children’s literacy. It demonstrated that improvements could 

be achieved in literacy scores simply by engaging teachers and children in the 

Positive process of making bold declarations about their enjoyment of reading and in 

Particular about their future levels o f literacy achievement.

The study was completed at the end of session 1999-2000, and its findings were 

utilised in informing the implementation of the main study from session 2000-01. 

hfore wide-scale formal studies of declaration were not introduced into the main 

study during the first phase, but the lessons from the declaration study were 

disseminated to the staff working in the main study through the processes of staff 

Gaining and information exchange to emphasise further the importance of the strand 

elating to attitudes and expectations.
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SUMMARY

This chapter presents the results of the introduction of a novel strategy in primar}' 

ar|d nursery schools -  having children make declarations about their future levels of 

reading achievement. In nursery, experimentáis showed significant gains in three 

baseline assessment tests: nursery rhymes, rhyme production and letter sounds. In 

Primary 1, gains were significant for five tests: nursery rhymes, letter sounds, letter 

names, non-word reading and word reading. Teachers also gave the experimentáis 

higher ratings for a range of characteristics in relation to reading: progress, showing 

Promise, confidence, interest and enjoyment. Pre-post changes in attitude also 

lndicated that the experimentáis developed more positive attitudes to reading. These 

results were supported through teacher and pupil interviews. It is concluded that the 

Slmple act of making declarations about future levels of reading achievement has a 

beneficial effect on attitude and performance.
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Chapter 15

Individual Support: The Need for Strategies 

Beyond Early Intervention

Introduction

The individual support study developed another o f the 10 strands of literacy 

intervention described in the main study, strand 7, ‘identification of and support for 

children who are failing’. This was a key strategy for addressing one of the main 

long-term aims of the study, the eradication of illiteracy throughout the entire school- 

age population. While the baseline assessments in the pre-school year and Primaries 

1 and 2 provided an excellent basis for early identification of reading failure, it was 

also recognised that two factors relating to the later years of schooling required to be 

addressed. First, there were many pupils in the upper primary years and in secondary 

school who were already experiencing reading failure and who were not going to 

benefit from a literacy intervention focused on the early years. Second, a strategy 

w&s needed for the identification and support of children who were still failing even 

after they had been through the early intervention programme. It was in relation to 

^ckling these factors that the individual support study was developed.

The choice of individual support was a deliberate one. It reflected not only a belief 

that children who fail to learn to read in the early years require a high level of 

Naming support, but more specifically a view that support provided at group or class 

level would not offer a sufficiently confident basis for dealing with illiteracy. This 

view was based both on experience of working with different models of intervention 

ln this population over a period of years and also on the available evidence base.

In relation to lessons learnt by experience, there was no support for the view that 

children who had failed to learn to read in the early primary stages were going to
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succeed by the normally available group and class methods in later years. Decades of 

systematic observation and practice in the field of educational psychology in areas of 

socio-economic disadvantage had led the author to endorse the opinion that such 

children could make good progress on one-to-one remedial tuition, that the effects of 

such tuition were later washed out if programmes were not maintained until the 

attainment o f a functional literacy level; and that group methodologies did not bring 

about sufficiently fast progress to establish satisfactory outcomes. This had been 

borne out many times when reading levels at school leaving age were assessed, even 

after group learning support had been provided.

ht relation to the available evidence base, data collected from secondary school 

learning support teachers regarding the group methods traditionally used by them 

Pointed to the inefficacy of these methods, while the research literature supported 

good individual instruction. One example of each of these areas is considered further 
here.

MacKay and Boyle (1994) surveyed the views o f primary school head teachers and 

Sec°ndary school learning co-ordinators regarding the actual and ideal contribution 

°f psychologists to pupils with learning difficulties. The results were revealing in 

hluminating the different attitudes and approaches between primary and secondary in 

elation to such pupils. While primary schools were emphasising the need for advice 

°n leaching approaches and materials, the concern in secondaries had shifted away 

from this area to a need for individual support and counselling of pupils with 

difficulties. This finding was in line with the common experience of psychologists in 

dhs area. At primary stage the teaching staff tend to have a view that children who 

have failed to achieve success in literacy should still have their skills addressed 

through any strategies as yet untried. On the other hand, in the secondaries there is 

frequently a view that if  pupils have already failed through seven years of primary 

frere is little point in subjecting them to further years of failure on the same set of 

skills. This is borne out by the negative experience secondary learning support 

teachers often have of attempting to teach basic literacy skills. There is, however, a
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recognition that these pupils will often have developed problems in their overall 

adjustment, and that they will at times need a higher level of psychological support.

h  terms of the research literature the value of individual tuition has been highlighted 

for a very long period. Clay’s Reading Recovery programme (Clay, 1979b, 1993a, 

1993b) was introduced in the early 1980s following extensive research in the 

Previous decade. It was designed to enable 6-year-old children who had made poor 

reading progress to acquire essential literacy competences. The programme lasts 

between 12 and 20 weeks depending on progress, with daily 40-minute individual 

fossons with a teacher trained for this purpose. Effectiveness studies have 

demonstrated Reading Recovery to be a successful strategy, with less than 1% of 

children being unable to complete the programme satisfactorily (Pinnell, De Ford & 

Lyons 1988), although methodological criticisms o f the evidence have been raised 

(Chapman & Tunmer, 1991; Iversen & Tunmer, 1993). However, Reading Recovery 

ls expensive, being dependent on a lengthy training course, and despite good 

Valuation in a UK setting by Wright (1992) its lack of economy was the main reason 

for its being phased out in UK schools after its introduction in 1993 (Nicolson, 

Fawcett, Moss, Nicolson & Reason, 1999).

Fhe fact that Reading Recovery on the one hand is supported by effectiveness studies 

Pointing to successful outcomes, and on the other hand may prove too expensive to 

rtlake it an economically viable option, merits more detailed consideration. It points 

to the need for studies that identify its successful elements, leading to less expensive 

'interventions incorporating these elements. This was the aim of the study by Iversen 

Tunmer, 1993, and it is considered in greater detail here.

foersen and Tunmer questioned aspects both of the method and of the philosophy of 

heading Recovery, and asked the fundamental question as to whether its specific 

Procedures and instructional strategies were more effective than any other remedial 

aPproach. In particular they questioned Clay’s (1985, 1991) argument that instruction 

In alphabetic coding should normally arise incidentally in the context of reading 

c°nnected text. To determine whether the Reading Recovery programme would be
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more effective if  systematic instruction in alphabetic coding were incorporated, they 

divided first-grade at-risk readers into three matched groups o f 32 children each, a 

modified Reading Recovery group (individual instruction), a standard Reading 

Recovery group (individual instruction) and a standard intervention group (small 

group instruction using normally-available learning support structures). The children 

in the modified Reading Recovery group received explicit alphabetic instruction 

involving phonograms. Both Reading Recovery groups out-performed the standard 

intervention group and reached the criterion required for discontinuation o f the 

Programme. However, the modified group reached the criterion much more quickly, 

if was also found that the children selected for the groups were particularly deficient 

in phonological processing skills and that their progress in the programme was 

strongly related to the development of these skills.

This study followed a rigorous methodology throughout in terms of assessment and 

selection for the programmes, matching and allocation to groups, training of teachers 

in assessment and intervention, reducing possible bias in assessing outcomes and 

analysing and interpreting results. Triplets for the three groups were exactly matched 

°n the basis of their scores from key subtests of the assessment. All had very low 

scores on a series of literacy assessment measures. They were assigned to groups on 

a quasi-randomised basis, but because of geographical constraints, assignment could 

not be completely randomised. Since the teachers in the modified and standard 

Reading Recovery groups were trained in different sessions at different locations, 

they were not aware of any differences in their procedures. They also taught children 

who were not target pupils in the study, and had no knowledge of who the target 

Pupils were. These steps served to reduce possible teacher bias in judgements about 

when a child’s programme should be discontinued.

One-way analyses o f variance of the means of the three groups were earned out for 

all measures used at discontinuation, and a full breakdown of means and standard 

deviations was provided. There were no significant differences in test scores between 

the two Reading Recovery groups, but both performed significantly better than the 

standard intervention group on each of the 10 measures assessed. The Reading
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Recovery groups were also compared with children from their own classrooms who 

Were judged by their classroom teachers to be performing at an average reading 

level. Not only did they perform as well as these classroom controls, but on several 

Measures they performed better.

As research has frequently indicated the advantages of individual over small group 

instruction for failing readers (Bloom, 1984), it is unsurprising that the two Reading 

Recovery groups performed better than the standard intervention group. The key 

significance of this study, however, lies in the mean number of lessons required to 

teach discontinuation criteria between the two Reading Recovery groups. The mean 

for the modified group was 41.75 lessons, while the mean for the standard group was 

57.3 lessons. That is, the standard Reading Recovery programme took much longer 

to reach the same point. In this respect it was 37% less efficient than the modified 

Programme involving alphabetic instruction. The measures used at discontinuation 

Were repeated at the end o f the school year and no differences in performance had 

arisen between the two Reading Recovery groups.

This study represents a very positive and rigorous evaluation o f Reading Recovery as 

an effective programme, but points the way to modifications that increase its 

effectiveness and its economy. It is possible that the extra time spent by children on 

the standard Reading Recovery programme produced benefits of a kind that could 

not be assessed using the battery of standard tests adopted for this study. The study 

d>d not report any qualitative measures involving the views of teachers or pupils on 

dieir participation, attitudes, enjoyment of reading or desire to engage in reading for 

Pleasure. For example, the greater emphasis in the standard programme on story 

book reading and writing may lead to greater motivation to read and more pleasure in 

the reading process, or other factors not assessed by the static battery of tests used.

The study also opens up a number of additional questions of central importance to 

die current investigation. It may still be asked whether it is the distinctive 

methodology o f Reading Recovery that is effective in addressing reading failure, or 

whether it may not simply be that it is an intensive programme of sound individual
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instruction carried out competently at a frequency that is likely to lead to success. In 

the Iversen and Tunmer study, in addition to the expense of an intensive training 

Programme for teachers in the use o f the method, they opted in every group for 

teachers who were reading specialists with a master’s degree in reading.

The study reported here recognises the superiority o f individual as opposed to group 

instruction for poor readers. However, in seeking to establish methods of addressing 

reading failure that have economic viability for applying widely in disadvantaged 

Populations, it has focused on using a variety of staff and volunteers to carry out a 

Programme that is inexpensive in materials and that involves only a minimal level of 

training.

Aims

The aims of this study were:

• to identify the children at P7 stage throughout the authority with the most 

significant reading difficulties

• to carry out an effective intervention for acquiring key literacy skills 

based on individual support.

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were proposed:

1 that the experimental pupils in the secondary study would achieve higher 

reading scores than the controls

2 that the children on the programme in the primaries would show large 

gain scores.
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Programme

The programme selected for individual support was Toe By Toe (Cowling & 

Cowling, 1993). Its sub-title describes it as ‘a highly structured multi-sensory 

phonetic approach to literacy’. The creator of the system, keda Cowling, developed 

'1 painstakingly over a 25-year period as an answer to the frustrations she 

experienced as a teacher in addressing the needs o f children with dyslexia. This 

Programme was selected on the basis of content, method and cost-effectiveness.

io terms of content, it was phonics-based, and contained all the necessary building 

blocks of sounding, blending and rules required for the development of sound 

competence in literacy. In terms of method, it was direct. It provided individual 

Instruction in exactly those aspects of literacy that were going to be most beneficial.

It also followed a routine whereby learning was reinforced and consolidated so that it 

would be thoroughly established. It contained all the ingredients required for fast 

success in each of the skills taught, and was therefore likely to be motivating to 

children who had previously experienced failure. This was an important 

consideration, especially as the programme was not designed to entertain — it 

contained no pictures, no colour and nothing to give any light relief from sheer hard 

work. All o f the rewards arose from success. In terms of cost-effectiveness, it cost a 

fraction o f a programme like Reading Recovery, as it did not depend on a lengthy 

aud expensive training programme. Indeed, the absolute simplicity of the scheme 

commended it to any user without training. It did not even require a separate 

teacher’s book’ to support the manual, as everything was plain on each page of the 

Programme itself. Nevertheless, the project was supported by a small training input. 

Cost-effectiveness was further supported by the fact that it did not require teachers to 

do the tuition. It could be done by anyone with the skills and ability to sit down 

regularly with the child and provide the tuition.

The programme itself works its way systematically through individual letter sounds, 

digraphs and blending exercises, mainly using nonsense words to encourage fast and 

accurate word-attack skills. There are also fluency exercises using whole sentences.
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A. key feature is the teaching of ‘polynons’ and ‘syllable division . Polynons are 

described as words that are both polysyllabic and meaningless. Their only function in 

to serve the needs of word-building and syllable division. Syllable division is 

described as a multi-sensory activity in which students learn to divide words 

Physically with a pencil stroke prior to reading polysyllabic words.

Toe By Toe does not have an index or even a contents page. These omissions are 

deliberate. An essential feature o f the scheme is that it starts at the beginning, and is 

followed systematically right through to the end. It is not designed for picking and 

choosing selected exercises to boost a chosen skill. Rather, it is based on a 

commitment to the view that children with reading difficulties have often failed 

Using other methods and have uneven development of skills. The programme aims to 

uddress this by ensuring that all necessary basic skills are taught in a strict and 

comprehensive sequence. Those who already have abilities in particular areas find 

that they quickly move through the exercises covering these areas, so time is not 

lasted by dwelling on material that has been previously learnt successfully.

Each double page of Toe By Toe follows the same format. On the left-hand page 

there is a box with simple instructions for the tutor or ‘coach . There is also a column 

headed ‘other information’, containing any background comments o f interest or 

relevance to the lesson being covered. On the right-hand page there is a grid with the 

date at the top showing the sounds or words to be read during that lesson, together 

"ath spaces for achieving three consecutive ticks to demonstrate competence on each 

hum. It is recommended that up to 20 minutes is spent using Toe By Toe each day. 

Sample pages from the manual are shown in Appendix 6.

Toe By Toe: results of other studies

Trior to this study a number of unpublished studies using Toe By Toe had provided 

toi encouraging basis for its use as an effective intervention. These included a pilot 

study carried out by the learning support department in the secondary school selected 

f°r the current project. The pilot study involved 14 pupils at SI stage, and 10 pupils
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*n S2. The SI pupils began with an average reading age of 7y 11m and following the 

Programme this had risen to an average of 9y 1 lm, a gain of two years in reading age 

over a period of eight months. The range of gains was nine months to 3y 8m. The S2 

Pupils began with an average reading age o f 8y 3m rising to lOy Om, a gain of 

ly 7m, with a range o f five months (gained by a pupil who was often absent) to three 

years. These pupils started at various different times in the session and the period 

over which the gains were made varied from pupil to pupil.

The school’s pilot study had two limitations that this study intended to address. First, 

h showed gain scores only for pupils who had taken the programme, as there were no 

controls. Second, gains were measured on a test with a ceiling of 1 Oy 6m (the Salford 

Reading Test). Ten out of the 24 pupils in the above SI and S2 samples scored above 

this ceiling, indicating that gains were likely to have been greater than those reported.

Results had also been gathered from several other trials. Twelve pupils in P6 and P7 

classes in a West Dunbartonshire primary school had shown average gains using Toe 

Ry Toe of ly  9m from reading age 9y 2m to lOy 11m over a period of six months. 

Similar results had been found in schools in England and Wales, with 10 pupils age 

15 years rising from average reading age 8y lm to lOy 10m, a gain of 2y 9m over a 

Period of 10 months at Yny Sawdre Comprehensive School, and 11 pupils from 

Primary 7 through to S2 at St Richard Gwyn High School rising from 8y 2m to 

Py 10m, a gain of ly  8m over a period of seven months. In the last mentioned case, 

the gains may have been greater since several pupils started below the 7y 5m norms, 

and so their exact reading age was not recorded. This school also took the 

°Pportunity to assess the self-esteem of the Primary 7 pupils using the questionnaires 

devised by Lawrence (1996), on the basis that an increase in reading ability was 

hkely to be associated with a complementary gain in feelings of self-worth. All of the 

six pupils assessed showed an increase in self-esteem scores, with two moving from 

the ‘low’ to the ‘medium’ category, one from the ‘medium’ to the ‘high’ category 

a°d one from ‘low’ to ‘high’.

A summary of these results is shown in Table 15-1.

257



Table 15-1 Unpublished studies of reading age gains using Toe By Toe

School Stage N

Rraidfield High School, 
West Dunbartonshire

SI 14

Braidfield High School, 
West Dunbartonshire

S2 10

Primary school, West 
Dunbartonshire

P6-P7 12

Tny Sawdre Compre­
hensive School, Wales

Age 15 10

St Richard Gwyn High 
School, England

P7-S2 11

Pre-test
RA

Post-test
RA

Interval RA
gain

7y 1 lm 9y 1 lm 8m 2y 0m

8y 3m lOy 0m Various ly 7m

9y 2m lOy 1 lm 6m ly 9m

8y lm lOy 10m 10m 2y 9m

8y 2m 9y 10m 7m ly 8m

At the same time as the second phase of the present study was being carried out, a 

study of the use o f Toe By Toe in two Scottish education authorities was conducted 

by McConnell (2004). In surveying the views o f teachers, parents and pupils on the 

effectiveness of the programme she concluded that for the vast majority of children it 

^presented an effective intervention that was enjoyed by the pupils, supported by 

Parents and recommended by teachers. Differences in the way the programme was 

being used across the two authorities were investigated, with one using it less 

frequently than daily, and for a shorter time each day than the recommended period, 

ffer conclusion was that the programme works most effectively when used as 

recommended. This view is strongly endorsed in the present study on the basis of the 

consistent experience both o f the author o f the Toe By Toe programme and of the 

extensive experience across many settings of the secondary learning support teacher 

Mio carried out the teaching programme in the first phase of the study.
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Method

This study was carried out in two phases. First, a quasi-experimental study was 

conducted in one West Dunbartonshire secondary school, with 24 pupils referred for 

learning support because o f low reading levels. Of these pupils, 12 controls were 

assigned to the normal learning support programme while 12 experimentáis were 

enrolled in the intensive individual support programme using Toe By Toe. The 

allocation o f cases to the two conditions was not random, as it had to be subject to 

Ihe normal timetabling and other constraints encountered in a large secondary school, 

however, the two samples were matched as closely as possible.

form al learning support for the controls comprised two one-hour tutorial sessions, 

0ne concentrating on the development of basic punctuation and comprehension skills 

aod the other developing phonic skills using standard phonic workbooks. Time was 

also allocated to individualised spelling and paired reading programmes which took 

Place within the mainstream English class, with support for learning staff assisting in 

a co-operative teaching capacity.

1̂1 experimental pupils received individual tuition for 20 minutes a day, and the 

Programme lasted approximately three months. Pre-post assessments were conducted 

at the start and finish of a 12-month period.

Following further piloting o f the programme in secondary and primary schools in the 

authority, the second phase o f the study involved the identification of pupils at upper 

Pnmary level (mainly Primary 7) who were experiencing significant reading 

difficulties. These children were initially identified by staff in the 35 primary schools 

ln the authority, and following individual testing of 118 children, 104 were selected 

from 32 schools as meeting support criteria. The 14 who were excluded from the 

SarnPle had a reading age above 9y 6m and these pupils were not viewed as having a 

reading problem. The final sample comprised 91 in P7, 12 in P6 and 1 in P5. Pre­

testing took place in November-December 2002, with post-test in May 2003.
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Approximately 120 individual support workers were trained in the use o f the 

Programme by the researchers. These were drawn from a wide range of personnel — 

teachers, classroom assistants and volunteers. Monitoring and support structures 

were put in place to ensure effective implementation.

Results

The 12 experimental pupils in the secondary study showed mean reading age gains o f 

2y 0m (from 8y 2m to lOy 2m) following the three-month Toe By Toe intervention, 

and with a 12-month interval between tests. The controls gained only four months 

(from 8y 5m to 8y 9m) during the same period (t = 5.65, p < 0.001, effect size 1.74), 

(independent two-sample t tests using the Microsoft Excel Version 8.0 data analysis 

tools). The test used was the Gapadol Reading Comprehension Test (McLeod & 

Anderson, 1972). Effect sizes were calculated using the standard deviations in the 

test manual. These results are shown in Figure 15-1.

figure 15-1 Changes in reading ages: secondary school sample (N = 24)

■  Experim entáis ■  Controls

130

Pre Post

The 104 children in the primary schools study were all individually tested on the 

Tieale Analysis o f Reading Ability, 2nd Revised British Edition (Form 2). Their
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average pre-test reading age was 8y Om, this being about three years behind their 

chronological age. After a period of just under six months their post-test reading age 

had risen to 9y 2m, giving an average gain score of ly 2m. The breakdown of gams 

is shown in Table 15-2.

Table 15-2 Gains in reading age: primary school sample

Gains in reading age 

0-5 months 

6-11 months

12-17 months 

18-23 months 

Over 2 years 

Over 3 years

Number o f  pupils 

19 

25 

30 

11 

16 

3

There were no differences o f any note in the gains made by children in terms of 

lower or higher pre-test scores. When the sample was divided in halt, those who 

started with lower reading ages had mean gains of ly lm, while those in the higher 

half gained ly 3m. The lowest 25 children on pre-test -  those who began with a 

reading age below 8y 0m -  gained ly 0m. Thus there were mean gains of a year or 

more for the whole sample, irrespective of starting point. At the bottom end, 18% of 

the sample (19 children) showed gains o f less than six months, while at the top end 

18% showed gains of two years or more.

Conclusions

The individual support study proved to be highly effective in addressing reading 

difficulties both in the secondary and in the primary school samples.

The average gain of two years in reading age for the secondary pupils was 

Particularly encouraging. These gain scores were so large that they would have
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demonstrated the effectiveness o f the intervention even without the need for a control 

group. However, the use of a quasi-experimental design allowed informed 

comparisons to be made between experimentáis and controls. The fact that, even 

with a good programme of traditional learning support, the gains o f the controls were 

only four months in the course of a full year confirms the routine experience of 

learning support teachers and educational psychologists -  namely, that pupils at this 

level of reading difficulty tend normally to make annual gains that are less than half 

° f  what might be expected. That is, in the course of a year they are making somewhat 

less than six months of improvement in their reading ages.

There are times when statistically significant changes do not make a real impact 

dther on the perceptions o f subject teachers or on the quality o f life o f the 

Participants. This was not the case in the present study. Teachers o f various subjects 

frequently commented that the pupils on the Toe By Toe programme were reading 

Nrore competently than had ever been the case before with similar pupils. The 

Position is best summed up in the words of one 14 year old pupil in the study, as 

c*ted elsewhere in this work:

^hert all this started 1 couldn't read. I  was a failure. Now I have a cuphoardful o f  

books at home. My favourite authors are Roald Dahl and J.K. Rowlings. Now 1 am a

success.

The gains achieved consistently by the secondary school group provided the basis for 

toe extension o f the study into the primary schools as an intervention with an 

established record of effectiveness. Here again the gains were sufficiently large that 

Ihey showed the programme to be successful without the need for comparison with 

controls. These pupils would normally have made significantly less than six months 

° f  reading gains over a six-month period. The consistent experience o f learning 

SuPport staff, combined both with the results of the control group in the secondary 

study and with any assessment of normal rate of progress o f these pupils over the 

years, would point to usual gains o f between two and three months during any six- 

^onth period. The actual gains during the intervention of ly 2m represent a
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Population shift of 1.75 standard deviations on the Neale Analysis of Reading 

Ability. In terms of the above observations, the estimated ‘expected shift (that is, the 

normal mean gains without intervention) would have been about 0. standard 

deviations over the pre-post interval. Therefore, the effect size of the intervention 

niay be estimated at about 1.4. This suggests that the programme was extremely 

Powerful over this short period in increasing levels of reading achievement.

Two further observations may be made regarding the progress of the primary school 

sample. The first is that in comparison with the secondary sample their gains were 

ly2m as against 2y 0m. However, two main considerations are likely to be of 

importance here. First, the pre-post test interval was one year for the secondary 

Pupils, while it was less than six months for the primary sample. It was expected that 

the primary pupils would continue to make reading progress over the succeeding 

months, thereby narrowing the observed gap in average reading gains. Second, the 

secondary pupils were all taught by one teacher, who was already an expert in the 

Use of the programme. By comparison, the intervention with the primary pupils was 

spread across 120 helpers, many of them volunteers, and most of them being 

inexperienced with the programme other than for a training session of half a day.

Comparisons of the weight and significance of gains in reading made by pupils of 

different ages and in different intervention conditions can be difficult to interpret.

The concept o f ‘ratio gains’ may be applied to the scores reported here, as defined by 

Topping and Lindsay (1992) -  ‘...the gain in reading age made... on a reading test 

during a chronological time span, expressed as a ratio of that time span’. The mean 

mtio gain o f ly 2m in approximately six months for the primary sample is therefore 

about 2.3.

Overall, the results achieved are clearly very good and point strongly to this 

Programme as being an effective intervention that does not depend on experts or on 

mtensive training. Indeed, follow-up investigations carried out since this part of the 

study was completed have indicated that many o f the helpers were not even carrying 

°ut the programme correctly and needed a higher level of monitoring and support.

263



Arrangements to undertake this were put in place, and it is expected that future 

interventions may show still higher gains.

The second observation is that the primary sample included 19 pupils whose progress 

over the six-month period was less than six months in terms of reading age gains. 

However, several of these children were in fact making progress at a reasonable rate 

given their level o f difficulties. In many cases they had still not completed the 

Programme at post-test and further progress was therefore expected. In other cases it 

was clear why less progress had been made. With a sample as large as this, 

dependent on so many helpers, there will always be some slippage in the 

intervention, such as helpers being off sick or pupils being absent from school. Every 

case of low progress was investigated and further help was arranged to ensure 

success for all pupils.

in conclusion, this study provided strong support for Strand 7 of the main study, 

identification of and support for children who are failing’. A foundation has been 

laid for the eradication of illiteracy throughout the primary schools, with a rolling 

Programme in place each year to identify every individual pupil with a reading 

difficulty. At the end of the brief intervention for primary school children, over one- 

third o f them were no longer described by their teachers as having a reading 

Problem’. Opportunities have also been extended throughout all of the secondary' 

schools in the area to provide intensive help using the programme for pupils who 

have not achieved adequate levels o f literacy. This is a crucial area of intervention 

Tor these pupils as they prepare to face a future beyond school. As Wells (1998) has 

observed:

While it s important to get the teaching o f  literacy and numeracy right in primary 

schools, early intervention will be too late fo r  some older pupils. So opportunities for  

catching up in secondary school will need to be given high priority. I f  they aren't, 

many pupils w on’t be able to get much benefit from the wider curriculum. And some 

»ill leave school with basic skills that provide hardly any grounding fo r  the world o f  

» °rk and later education and training. ’ (p. 1).
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While it is clearly o f crucial importance to identify children who are failing in 

literacy at the later stages of their primary schooling or in secondary school, and to 

provide them with effective interventions, methods must be found at an earlier stage 

°f identifying those children who are likely to experience difficulties at a future date. 

This may be done by a combination of baseline assessment results and responding to 

concerns raised by teachers about children who are not making adequate progress in 

the early stages o f literacy. Four-fifths of the children who were identified as reading 

failures at around Primary 7 level were to be found in the bottom quartile of baseline 

assessment scores for key literacy skills when they were in Primary 2. Almost half 

had scores falling in the bottom 10%. Only one child was identified as having 

significant difficulty in reading at Primary 7 who scored above the midpoint for 

reading scores in Primary 2.

Table 15-3 shows a breakdown of the distribution of scores for early reading skills 

for the 53 children out of the 104 in the primary sample who could be identified in 

the Primary 2 baseline assessments. Early reading skills (letter sounds, the alphabet, 

letter names, non-word reading and word reading) proved to be a much more robust 

Predictor of later reading difficulties at this stage than phonological awareness 

(nursery rhymes, initial sounds, rhyme detection and rhyme production).

These results suggest that a suitable starting point for identification of future reading 

difficulties at Primary 2 stage would be the bottom 10% of early reading skills scores 

°n the baseline assessments. This one measure would identify approximately half of 

the children who would be seen to have a reading difficulty in the later primary 

years.
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Table 15-3 Prediction in Prim ary 2 of later reading difficulties (N = 53)

Early reading skills Phonological awareness

% Cumulative % % Cumulative %

Bottom 5% 25 25 23 23

Bottom 10% 22 47 3 26

Quartile 1 79 79 51 51

Quartile 2 19 98 26 77

Quartile 3 2 100 17 94

Quartile 4 0 100 6 100

SUMMARY

This chapter describes a subsidiary study designed to develop a key strand in the 

Multiple-component intervention -  identification of and support for children who are 

failing. It examines the rationale for providing individual rather than group support. 

A quasi-experimental study at secondary' school and a gains score study at primary 

are described. The secondary study involved a comparison of 24 pupils, 12 

experimentals who received an intervention programme based on individual support 

and 12 controls who received the normal learning support package. A commercially- 

available programme, Toe By Toe, that met the specifications for the study, was 

Used. This involved individual, structured tuition in basic literacy skills for 20 

minutes each day. The intervention lasted for three months, and pre-post assessments 

were conducted 12 months apart. Significant gains were made by the experimentáis, 

"nth an average reading gain of two years compared with 4 months for controls, 

following the secondary study, 104 pupils in upper primary school were identified 

°n the basis of low reading scores. They were given the Toe By Toe intervention 

from volunteers and teachers following a brief training session. In less than six 

months the average gain scores for these pupils was ly 2m. These results pointed to 

an economical and effective way of addressing reading failure in pupils at upper 

Primary and secondary school level.
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Chapter 16

Conclusions

hi terms of the breadth o f its vision, the scale o f its implementation, the extent o f its 

long-term gathering of follow-up data and the distinctiveness of its novel 

interventions, it is proposed that this study had made an original contribution to 

knowledge, and that it has significant implications for educational policy and 

Practice. This concluding chapter examines these implications, as well as 

summarising the main findings of the study and providing a critique of its 

methodology.

The design, implementation and evaluation of a literacy intervention

The research initiative, of which the study reported here was the major part, was 

designed to last 10 years. The present work has reported on the progress of the 

project through its first phase, covering a period of six years from the initial 

Preparation, planning and design. The aim as outlined at the outset was to design, and 

to evaluate the effects of, a multiple-component intervention to raise achievement 

and address illiteracy in areas o f socio-economic disadvantage, taking full account of 

the factors affecting educational change in the context of real world research.

h is concluded that the study has been successful in the achievement of this aim. Not 

only has a complex, large-scale intervention in literacy been designed from its first 

conception to the point of comprehensive implementation and evaluation with a 

whole population of children and young people, but it has also been rewarded with 

highly encouraging outcomes. These outcomes have led to significant raising of 

achievement for all groups of pupils from the most to the least able. In tackling the 

attainment levels of the latter, the intervention has laid a firm foundation for the 

achievement o f the ambitious agenda it has set for the second phase -  the eradication
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° f  illiteracy throughout the school population by the end of the 10th year o f the 

Programme.

This study was designed on a grand scale. The main study alone involved 

assessments o f 43,370 children, of whom 22,986 were assessed individually, the 

remaining 20,384 being group assessments. It also involved 58 educational 

establishments, o f which 23 were nurseries and 35 were primaries. Across these 

schools over 400 staff had to be trained, monitored and supported to ensure high 

fidelity of programme delivery.

implementation involved working constantly and systematically through the years 

with every level of education management, from educational directorate, through 

Quality insurance structures and primary and secondary head teachers and heads of 

Pre-five establishments. It also required extensive contact with hundreds of workers 

at ground level -  class teachers, classroom assistants, learning support teachers, SEN 

auxiliaries and volunteers, together with collaboration with the psychological service 

and other services contributing to the overall programme. In addition, it involved 

Planning and recommending the key support structures required to carry out the 

Project effectively, and advising and supporting the education authority in the 

aPpointment of early intervention teachers and other key workers.

To evaluate the main study a full baseline assessment scheme was designed and 

Produced. This involved consideration o f a complex national and local context 

regarding baseline assessment in schools (Scottish Office Education and Industry 

department, 1998), to take account o f which a survey was conducted across all 32 

education authorities in Scotland (MacKay, 1999a). To support the baseline 

assessment, hundreds of teachers and other staff had to be trained by the author in 

assessment methods, and this had to be repeated every year for new cohorts of 

Workers. The subsidiaiy studies required setting up and carrying out training 

Programmes for hundreds of additional staff, together with designing and carrying 

°ut further individual assessments for hundreds of additional children.
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Carrying out all o f the above requirements was a considerable logistical exercise. It 

necessitated the coordination of the work of staff at many different levels, across a 

number o f services and departments and across a wide range o f locations, as well as 

the establishment of training arrangements and support structures. Ensuring that the 

mechanisms and resources were in place at the right time on every occasion baseline 

assessment or other assessments were required also involved complex logistics. The 

resultant data represented an immense mountain of test papers that required to be 

scored and then processed, and it is estimated that for the main study around two tons 

of assessment papers were generated in the course of this exercise.

Key findings

The main study

This study was the centre-piece o f the research, and the four subsidiary studies 

served the purpose of informing its development and supporting different strands in 

die multiple-component intervention. It was the study in which the vast 

Preponderance of the available funding and other resources were invested. The 

findings relating to this study were therefore of the most crucial importance to the 

overall aims o f the initiative.

A. higher level of achievement in literacy was demonstrated year-on-year throughout 

the six-year intervention period when each cohort was compared with the population 

that served as its control, that is, the cohort at the same age level in the previous year. 

Enhanced results were obtained across every age group, pre-school, Primary' 1 and 

Primary 2, across every baseline test and across every level of achievement. The 

Proportion of pupils obtaining high scores rose significantly, while at the other end of 

the scale those with very low scores reduced dramatically in numbers. Indeed, by 

2003 only a handful of pupils were obtaining scores that could be described as very 
low.
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Two years had been selected to illustrate the effects of the intervention the first 

year (1998) and the last year (2003) of the first phase of the initiative. While 

significant and extensive improvements in literacy had been achieved for the first of 

these years, with 34 significant increases out of 36 measured scores, and an average 

effect size of 0.45, not every test had shown an increase. In terms of effect sizes, five 

were very small (or in one case negative, -0.01). However, in the last year all 

increases were significant, the lowest effect size was 0.41 and the average effect size 

was 1.11. This suggested that as the programme became established in the delivery 

of the reading curriculum, and as the effects of training accumulated, overall 

effectiveness increased.

The group reading tests at Primary' 3 and Primary 4, although very much less 

sensitive than the baseline assessments in their scoring, indicated that the gains made 

as a result o f early intervention were being reflected in reading scores in the years 

following the intervention. The effect sizes at this stage were smaller. Nevertheless, 

the practical effect of these improvements was very apparent. Indeed, the class 

teachers in Primary 3 noted that the new reading levels of children entering their 

classes since the programme began were challenging the delivery of the normal P3 

curriculum, which required to be re-appraised.

There was already evidence of the potential benefits of carrying out literacy 

interventions in areas o f socio-economic disadvantage using a multiple-component 

strategy in which the components individually were drawn from research evidence. 

The Pilton Project had developed from the work o f McMillan, Fox and Wood (1994) 

and had good follow-up evaluations prior to the commencement of this study 

(Lothian Regional Council, 1995). In addition, the preparatory study conducted by 

LfacKay and Watson (1996) was o f particular relevance, as it had introduced the 

early elements of the baseline assessment scheme developed for this study, had 

implemented some similar components of intervention and had shown an awareness 

of the importance of context as well as content in designing interventions. These 

studies had targeted areas of socio-economic disadvantage in Scotland. However, 

there were also crucial differences. Both were on a much smaller scale, and they did
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not involve the long-term considerations of accounting for the processes of 

educational and organisational change across whole Council areas.

The synthetic phonics study

Each of the three hypotheses for this subsidiary' study was supported by the results: 

first, that after intervention experimentáis would have higher scores than controls in 

the key areas addressed by the programme, namely, knowledge of letter sounds and 

blending skills, and that this would be reflected in word reading abilities; second, that 

they would score higher on tests of spelling; and third, that these gains would be 

reflected in the longer term in the mid-primary school years.

Assessments carried out at about the mid-point of the first year of the intervention 

showed superiority of experimentáis over controls in the sounding, blending and 

Word-reading skills assessed, the best result being for blending o f nonsense words on 

Ibe non-word reading test (effect size 0.75). Assessments at the end of the session on 

the spelling test designed for the study showed higher scores for the experimentáis. 

Although differences between the samples were not found in mean scores on the 

group reading tests in Primary 3, they were found the following year in Primary 4 

(effect size 0.46). In addition, in Primary 4 the quartile distribution of scores showed 

an interesting pattern of results. The distribution of the group test scores of the 

controls did not differ significantly from distribution of baseline assessment scores 

for these children four years earlier while they were in nursery. However, the scores 

of the experimentáis had shown a significant shift upwards, with fewer being in the 

lower quartiles.

Extensive qualitative feedback from teachers during the first year of the study 

supported the view that the synthetic phonics method was an effective means of 

raising achievement in their classes. As the first year was associated with all o f the 

excitement that a new and very different approach can generate, structured teacher 

feedback was again obtained five years later through questionnaires. These again 

provided a high degree o f support for the effectiveness of the approach. By this time
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the dissemination o f the findings of the study among schools, and the enthusiasm of 

the teachers using synthetic phonics, had resulted in virtually every primary school in 

the authority opting for this method.

This study made a major contribution to a key strand o f the overall intervention, 

namely, a strong and structured phonics emphasis. It supported the results obtained 

hy Johnston and colleagues in using synthetic phonics in Scotland (Johnston et al., 

1995; Johnston & Watson, 1997; Watson & Johnston, 1998), and elsewhere by Stuart 

(1998, 2004) and by Willows and her colleagues (Kwan & Willows, 1998; Stomelli 

& Willows, 1998; Sumbler & Willows, 1996). There were, however, some 

differences between these studies and the current one. While the other Scottish 

studies had included a focus on socio-economic disadvantage, this was not at the 

levels applicable to the sample used here, where disadvantage was very marked. The 

studies in the UK by Stuart focused on children for whom English was a second 

language, and the studies in Canada by Willows and colleagues also had high 

numbers in this category and reported limited socio-economic data. Importantly also, 

none of the other studies was conducted in a situation where literacy was already 

being addressed through a wide range of other strategies, including support in all 

control schools for effective and structured phonics teaching.

The attitudes study

The attitudes study indicated that over five years after a brief intervention to raise 

literacy scores by changing attitudes and values, the experimentáis were still reading 

at a significantly higher level than the controls, even though they had received no 

differential treatment during these intervening years. This applied to reading 

accuracy, with an average reading age for experimentáis o f lOy 11m compared with 

9y 3m for controls (effect size 0.82) and to reading comprehension, where the figures 

were 12y 3m for experimentáis and lOy 6m for controls (effect size 0.70). No 

differences were found at that stage in responses to an attitude questionnaire.
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Again, this study was of importance in planning the main long-term intervention with 

a view to intergenerational change. It reinforced the importance of an emphasis on 

attitudes and values in supporting the reading curriculum. It is recognised that the 

relationship between reading achievement and attitudes, and the strength of that 

relationship, is complex. However, this study and the earlier randomised control trial 

°n which it was based (MacKay, 1995) supported the view that, irrespective of 

Questions o f which factor is antecedent (attitudes or achievement), attitudes and self- 

eoncept can predict later reading achievement.

The declaration study

The declaration study resulted in significantly higher scores on early literacy skills 

for the experimentáis For the nursery group, the experimentáis showed significantly 

greater gains than the controls on three tests: nursery rhymes (size 0.51), rhyme 

Production (effect size 0.98) and lower case letter sounds (effect size 1.51). For the 

Primary group, the experimentáis showed significantly greater gains than the controls 

°n five tests: nursery rhymes (effect size 0.44), lower case letter sounds (effect size

0-21), letter names (effect size 0.64), non-word reading (effect size 0.60) and word 

reading (effect size 0.64). The experimentáis also showed significant shifts towards 

rrtore positive attitudes and expectations regarding reading. These findings were 

supported by structured feedback from both teachers and participating children.

As a study of children in their pre-school year and Primary 1 the declaration study 

Was particularly relevant to informing a large-scale early intervention. The approach 

Was novel and universally regarded as enjoyable by both children and teachers, and 

by making declarations in groups and at whole class level children were able to 

Participate in a further activity involving social and interactive learning.

The individual support study

The individual support study was of central importance to the overall intervention as 

h reflected one o f the two key aims of the initiative, that of addressing illiteracy in
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the pupils who were failing, as well as raising general reading achievement in the 

Population. It supported one of the key strands, namely, identification of and support 

tor children who are failing.

Both of the hypotheses for this study were supported by the findings: first, that the 

experimental pupils in the secondary study would achieve higher reading scores than 

the controls; second, that the children on the programme in the primaries would show 

large gain scores. The 12 experimental pupils in the secondary study showed mean 

reading age gains of 2y Om (from 8y 2m to lOy 2m) following the three-month Toe 

By Toe intervention, and with a 12-month interval between tests, while the controls 

gained only four months (from 8y 5m to 8y 9m) during the same period (effect size

1- 74). The average pre-test reading age of the 104 children in the primaiy schools 

study was 8y 0m, this being about three years behind their chronological age. After a 

period of just under six months their post-test reading age had risen to 9y 2m, giving 

an average gain score of ly  2m. Using the concept of ‘ratio gains’ as defined by 

Topping and Lindsay (1992) -  the gain in reading age made... on a reading test 

during a chronological time span, expressed as a ratio o f that time span -  the mean 

ratio gain of ly 2m in approximately six months for the primary sample was about

2- 3. Since these pupils had had years of school experience in which the amount of 

Progress they made was very much lower than the amount of time passing, the 

change in rate is a very encouraging one.

These findings are in accord with studies that point to the superiority of individual 

tuition over group tuition for failing readers (Bloom, 1984; Iversen & Tunmer,

1996). In addition to the expectations created by such studies that a carefully-planned 

individual support programme will lead to good outcomes, the results of this study 

Were anticipated in the pilot work carried out in preparation for it, during which very 

high gain scores were reported for pupils receiving this specific intervention. This 

provided a firm basis for setting up the training and implementation arrangements by 

Which the study was extended from secondary school throughout the upper classes in 

the primaiy' sector.
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Limitations

Any critique of this study must recognise a whole range of limitations. Some of these 

are perhaps inherent in a study of this kind and might almost be predicted by 

Robson’s (1993) observation that ‘real world research’ tends to be done in ‘complex, 

messy, poorly controlled “field” settings’ (p. x). His assessment of real world 

research as mainly solving problems rather than just gaining knowledge, as 

predicting effects rather than finding causes, as looking for large effects rather than 

studying relationships between variables, as developing and testing interventions and 

services rather than theories and as using multiple methods rather than single 

methods, all resonates with the nature of this study.

R was observed at the outset of this work that as sample size increases from small 

numbers in a single school to whole populations in many diverse establishments, as 

co-workers increase from one or two dedicated research assistants to vast numbers of 

teachers and other staff, and as intervention methods increase from single to 

multiple-component strategies, so also is there a corresponding increase in the 

complexity, messiness and poor control that characterise these settings. It is 

acknowledged that these features were often very prominent in this investigation, and 

they may provide a context in which at least some of the limitations in the study may 

he considered. This section notes a range o f limitations and weaknesses or possible 

Weaknesses. Others of a more specific nature have already been noted within the 

studies to which they refer.

First, any study that claims to be driven by a commitment to values in science and 

the aspiration to ‘do good’, that is, to seek to apply psychology to human welfare, 

will almost certainly, among other possible criticisms, be vulnerable to the censure of 

those who have a different view of what is ‘good’. A key aim o f this study was to 

raise literacy levels among disadvantaged children -  indeed, to change their own 

attitudes and values in the process, and in particular to ensure that all would attain 

‘functional literacy’. This philosophy might be (and indeed has been) challenged, and 

ls open to Levine’s (1986) criticism that this merely serves to increase conforming

275



behaviour in the participants and bring them yet more within bureaucratic 

communication and authority, with their literacy at just an adequate level to be 

functional’ in increasing their usefulness and subservience to society rather than 

functional to themselves. The alternative view (for example, Freire, 1994, 2000) is 

that literacy provides empowerment, increases choices and improves quality of life. 

This is the view that is taken in this study.

A second general weakness is methodological. Throughout the study the researcher s 

ideal of double-blind randomised control trials was left far behind for designs which, 

even though they usually reached quasi-experimental level, were far from being 

blind as far as the people conducting the assessments were concerned, and 

furthermore, at times the assessor was also the researcher. This is frequently again a 

feature in real world research in schools, and often is a reflection of resources. For 

example, in the declaration study it was expected that the assessments would be 

undertaken by others, but when the time came the resources for this were not 

available. The researcher therefore reluctantly had to carry out the unplanned task of 

undertaking 120 individual baseline assessments.

Possible vested interests of the assessor in the assessment results were perhaps less of 

an issue in the vast samples that constituted the main study. Although most of the 

assessments were carried out by the class teachers and nursery staff themselves there 

Were several factors that mitigated or monitored assessor effects. While undoubtedly 

the teachers would have had a wish for their own children to do well, the same wish 

Was likely to have been present at pre-test baseline. The differences, however, 

between pre-test and post-test situations were generally large. Also, as the tests were 

conducted in November/December each year, the teachers were not assessing 

situations that reflected only their own work, but also that of the teacher or 

establishment responsible in the previous session.

Monitoring took place at a high level. Assessment papers were screened for any 

apparent anomalies that might cast doubt on the validity of the results, using many 

sources of enquiry such as patterns of test performance, knowledge of children’s
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previous performance levels and the detailed knowledge of the levels of the children 

in each school held by the early intervention teachers. If such factors gave any cause 

for concern, and also at many times for other reasons, other staff such as members of 

the early intervention team undertook half or all of the assessments in a particular 

class. In addition, parallel forms o f key baseline tests were designed and were used in 

a range of establishments without prior warning, not just where there seemed cause 

for concern but more generally. Throughout the six years of the study only two 

schools caused concerns that they might not be using the tests appropriately. These 

situations were investigated thoroughly, and as a result one school was advised of its 

practice.

Third, despite the vastness of the sample used in the main study, a number of issues 

ntay be raised about sample size and characteristics. For example, in the attitudes 

study, although all but four of the original sample were traced in their secondary 

schools five and a half years after the original study, the resultant number (after 

removing one pupil because of significant issues o f ‘caseness’) was only 19, and 11 

of these were experimentáis. Certainly, the original study, despite its small sample 

(dictated by the constraints of a single establishment) was a randomised control trial 

involving three groups, and the sheer size of the experimental v. control differences 

provided robust results. The differences at follow-up were also large, but the small 

numbers did constitute an obvious weakness.

Both sample size and sample characteristics were a limitation in the declaration 

study. The total number of participants was high at 565, but the core data available 

for the main analysis was 60, reduced to 54 at post-test because of changes of school 

or being absent at every opportunity for assessment. This meant that the sample was 

then reduced to 27 experimentáis and 27 controls. This somewhat limited the range 

of analyses available. Of these 27, 18 were primary, leaving only 9 per group at 

nursery level (reflecting the smaller number o f nurseries compared with primaries). 

The results pointed to real change in favour o f the experimentáis, supported by a 

wide range of other more qualitative data. However, the number of possible 

breakdowns that would have been of interest with this sample -  by test, by socio-
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economic status of establishment, by high v. low achievers, by gender -  was clearly 

very limited.

Sample characteristics proved to be an unexpected and indeed irksome feature in the 

declaration study. Analysis of pre-test scores in the group who were individually 

tested pointed to systematic differences in baseline performance in favour of the 

controls (that is, the controls began with higher scores). Without calibration from 

other sources, this might have appeared as an accidental or deliberate assessor effect 

(the assessor being the researcher, as noted above). That is, the assessor might have 

preferred the scores of the experimentáis to be depressed to make later change easier 

(although it would be obvious that unwelcome pre-test differences in the groups 

would then be apparent). While randomised allocation to experimental or control 

conditions would have controlled for this, the practical situation did not support it, as 

die experimental schools had to be agreed with the education authority from the start. 

The possible assessor bias was calibrated when assessments provided by the schools 

showed the same pre-test differences. Despite a good systematic sampling procedure, 

if is likely that, other than totally random variation, the control schools influenced the 

ultimate sample by not wanting to have poor scorers as their representatives, while 

the experimental schools wanted more needy children to have the pre-post 

intervention assessments. In the event, the analysis took account of these differences 

and indicated that pupils across both groups who started with higher scores did not 

differ in their progress from those with lower starting scores.

Fourth, a number o f issues may be raised in regard to the range of assessment 

Methods used. The baseline assessment designed for the study had many strengths, 

and its usefulness was demonstrated by the fact that when education authorities were 

surveyed a number of them were using it in whole or in part. However, of the seven 

Principles it was designed to meet -  reliability, validity, utility, directness, reactivity, 

sensitivity and feasibility -  an overwhelming one was feasibility. That is, it had to be 

possible for the education authority to fund its production and administration for 

thousands of individual assessments each year. For evaluation purposes it was also 

desirable to design a test that could be used across the full age range o f the main
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study, from the pre-school year to Primary 2. One of the outcomes of this was that 

some tests were limited in usefulness for the lower age range, having too high a floor 

(such as word reading), and others for the upper age range because they had too low 

a ceiling (such as concepts of print). This meant that floor and ceiling effects were 

often apparent. Nor was it possible to follow a simple expedient of combining scores 

into a grand total, an exercise with possible advantages but raising further questions 

about adding together some quite disparate tests in terms of weight and balance, as 

well as losing data specific to individual tests.

The Norman France Reading Tests presented an unavoidable gap in assessment 

measures between the stages up to P2 and the stages from P3 onwards. Their scores 

did not have the sensitivity or detail of the baseline tests, and they clearly had a high 

loading on attentional and cognitive factors, as well as being difficult to monitor 

effectively to ensure independent work when undertaken in groups.

Fifth, potential weaknesses in the assessment measures were reflected in the analyses 

carried out, and these have been discussed in relation to individual studies, and most 

particularly in relation to data skewed by floor and ceiling effects. The 

Unsophisticated level of analysis reflected Robson’s (1993) observation cited above 

regarding real world research often looking for large effects rather than studying the 

relationship among variables, and the vast body o f data generated has not as yet been 

exploited in terms of the range and sophistication of the analyses that might 

illuminate aspects of the study more clearly. Certainly, many of the effects were 

indeed large, consistent and self-evident, but not all o f them were, and these are the 

ones that might particularly benefit from further appraisal. Also, the advantages and 

disadvantages of using pre-intervention population cohorts as controls for post­

intervention cohorts at the same stage rather than establishing ‘true’ control groups 

have been recognised. The issue must be raised as to whether the subsequent year 

groups might have had better scores without the intervention. This question is of 

great importance in relation to the main study, and is covered separately below.
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Sixth, a further question that may be raised about the project is not so much whether 

the results rose, but whether the skills measured represented a balanced and 

meaningful range of literacy abilities. The rationale for selecting the items for the 

baseline assessment in terms of their usefulness and predictive validity is covered in 

detail in Chapter 7. At the same time it may be noted that the assessments were 

limited to the very mechanical skills of sounding, blending and word recognition that 

can be easily assessed in the early stages rather than the broader area of reading 

comprehension. However, apart from the inherent difficulties in assessing 

comprehension accurately in ways that separate if from broader cognitive abilities in 

these early years, it is recognised that skill in the mechanical measures assessed is 

critical to the development of higher order reading abilities (Chapter 6). When a 

child has not developed mechanical fluency, but has to spend time deciphering words 

and their phonic elements, comprehension is impeded. All who are familiar with 

administering tests covering both accuracy and comprehension, such as the Neale 

Analysis of Reading Ability, will be very familiar with the issues arising here. 

Mechanical skills were therefore the focus of baseline assessment for the early stages 

so that a solid foundation would be laid to develop higher order skills later.

The final limitation noted here again reflects Robson’s observations about studies in 

the ‘real world’ looking for large effects rather than studying relationships between 

variables, developing and testing interventions and services rather than theories and 

using multiple methods rather than single methods. While this study has achieved its 

hey aim of designing, implementing and evaluating this large-scale intervention, and 

demonstrating that it has raised achievement and reduced illiteracy, it leaves a 

number of unanswered questions regarding which variables had what effects. The 

whole sample had the whole intervention. The weight of each strand or component in 

the intervention may have differed between establishments, and the very objective of 

maximising ‘ownership’ o f the project in each school tends to highlight differences 

in approach, but the effects of each component cannot be separately assessed. Might 

some components have been omitted without weakening the strategy? Might most of 

the variance have been accounted for by one or two components, such as more time 

spent on reading? What was the contribution of the context variables, involving such
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intangible concepts as ‘vision’ and ‘profile’? For many reasons the simplest response 

to these questions is that they must represent the subject matter o f another study. For 

the present study there was a different ambition that transcended these more detailed 

questions, namely, to lay the foundation for intergenerational change in the 

achievement levels o f a disadvantaged population, and to seek to maximise this in 

every way possible. Many strands were interwoven to produce a successful and 

sustained outcome. The end result was that achievement levels rose, not just 

statistically, but in a meaningful way that can be crystallised in the experience o f a 

rising generation o f successful readers and their families.

Pre-intervention cohorts as post-intervention controls

The issue that affects all year-on-year cohort studies where the baseline results for 

the first year of a study represent the standard by which future cohorts at the same 

stage are evaluated is the question as to whether standards might not have been rising 

anyway from one year to the next. Since this question is of fundamental importance 

to the main study it is treated here in detail. Four comments may be made. First, the 

Assessment o f Achievement Programme was established by the Scottish Office 

Education and Industry Department in 1981 to monitor the performance of pupils in 

Scottish schools in particular areas of the curriculum including English language, on 

a three-year cycle for each subject. The stages assessed were P4, P7 and S2.

Although the results do not allow precise comparisons with the assessments reported 

here in terms either o f age group or of content, the overall drift of findings does not 

suggest a tendency towards systematic rises in reading attainment from year to year. 

For example, for pupils in Primary 4, the period from 1984 through to 1995 showed 

at times a slight fall and at other times no change in reading attainment. Despite 

gains reported in relation to a number of early intervention programmes (Fraser, 

MacDougall, Pirrie & Croxford, 2001), reading standards at all stages showed a 

marked fall through the main part of the period reported in this study, from 1998 to 

2001 (Scottish Office Education and Industry Department, 1996; Scottish Executive 

Education Department, 2003). From that perspective there would be no indications 

that a rise in results might have been expected at that period.
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Second, no evidence is available to suggest that standards were rising in core 

educational attainments in general during these years in the area in which the main 

study was carried out. While the project was taking place the author participated in 

the design, implementation and evaluation of a much less intensive intervention on 

raising attainment in numeracy, including designing a numeracy baseline assessment 

for the purpose. Only modest gains were reported in numeracy throughout that 

period, more or less proportional to the size of the intervention, which received much 

less resourcing than the literacy intervention. Therefore there is no indication that 

significant improvements in literacy were simply part o f a general rise in educational 

standards over these years.

Third, the changes in the baseline assessment results did not reflect minor variation 

but showed large effect sizes. As reported for the main study, pupils scoring on the 

various baseline tests at the 50th percentile in 1997 before the intervention began 

Would by the standards of the 2003 baseline have been described no longer as 

average but as low scorers. A score at the 50th percentile in 1997 for lower case letter 

sounds in Primary 1 would have been at the 4th percentile in 2003. In short, the 

results are consistent with the expectations of a highly successful intervention 

Programme.

Fourth, at a less formal level, the consistent reports o f class teachers, specialist 

teachers and many others associated with the programme overwhelmingly confirmed 

their view that the intervention had brought about manifest changes in the levels of 

attainment of the pupils who were participating at all levels of ability.

The process of educational change

The study has been guided throughout by the belief that ‘change is a process, not an 

event’ (Fullan, 2001, p. 52). Full recognition has been given to Fullan’s (2001) three 

phases of educational change -  initiation, implementation and institutionalisation -
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The preparatory studies (Chapter 5) not only provided a good foundation for 

planning a large-scale intervention in literacy: they also contributed a crucial 

awareness of the inevitable and seemingly incessant factors that can undermine real 

world research programmes and the changes they seek to effect. An outline has been 

given earlier (Chapter 2) o f the immense and diverse difficulties that arose in a short- 

torm, small-scale study involving only two establishments. It was expected that such 

factors would be multiplied in a study involving hundreds o f teachers and other 

Workers, many thousands o f children and scores of establishments over a period of 

years.

Indeed, this expectation was fulfilled. The difficulties were manifold, and the 

following are far from exhaustive. First, there were funding issues. The project 

required very considerable finances, including funds for the employment of a team of 

specialist teachers. The bulk of the resourcing was obtained from the Scottish 

Executive Education Department for the part of the project that related to early 

intervention -  essentially the main study, and overwhelmingly the most costly 

element. This was available initially for the first three years, and was then obtained 

tor a further two years. At that stage the Council had to make major decisions about 

mainlining project staff, and also had to work in a different funding context. At times 

these funding concerns affected the longer-term planning process, and led also to the 

next difficulty as noted below.

The second major difficulty encountered was in the realm of personnel. Issues over 

funding and related areas meant that specialist staff were initially seconded or 

employed on temporary contracts for a fixed term of up to three years. This meant 

that in the third of these years staff had no guarantee of a future with the project, and 

understandably many felt they had to look either for permanent posts elsewhere or 

tor a return to the post from which they had been seconded. For a period this resulted 

in many schools having very limited support. Crucially this affected the position of

together with a commitment to the view that years of systematic collaborative

Working are required to achieve a successful outcome of these phases.
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the person appointed as head teacher for early intervention, who returned to a 

mainstream head teaching post. She was central to programme implementation and 

thus a major discontinuity could not be avoided for a period. In addition, other 

contractual issues arose. For example, the teacher seconded for the implementation 

of the individual support study was largely recalled from her secondment because of 

staffing difficulties in her establishment, bringing about significant problems for a 

Period in monitoring and supporting the study.

Third, towards the end of the first phase of the research a protracted period of 

industrial action affected the nursery nurses in the pre-school sector. This resulted in 

the implementation of the programme being disrupted to a greater or lesser extent in 

the 23 pre-five establishments. It affected training, the availability o f staff to carry 

out baseline assessments and the overall readiness of staff to implement any initiative 

they felt was additional to their established duties.

Finally, an example of the issues that can be much more easily controlled in tidier 

research projects than in the messy arena of such a large-scale, multiple-component 

intervention is found in the synthetic phonics study, where the opportunity for 

continuing with a control sample was overtaken by the proselytising enthusiasm of 

the experimental schools. Efforts of researchers to stop controls from ‘doing it’ can 

prove in vain when a group of animated teachers persist in talking about and sharing 

their practices and materials.

The range of difficulties noted above could be expanded in almost every direction. 

The intervention had to continue and to succeed through virtually every major 

change or turmoil taking place in its midst -  including a total restructuring of the 

educational directorate in the key education authority, together with a political 

upheaval in the Council. All of these challenges are fundamental to the process of 

achieving positive, long-term change in carrying out real world research on a large 

scale.
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Implications for policy and practice

There is a sense in which the key implications of this study for educational policy 

and practice do not need to be spelt out, as they are axiomatic. A large number of 

education authorities -  in Scotland, in the UK and in other parts of the world -  have 

Populations marked by high levels of socio-economic disadvantage. There is a 

consistent body of evidence on the impact of this factor on health, quality o f life, 

educational achievement in general and literacy levels in particular. Such 

communities are characterised by educational underachievement and high levels of 

illiteracy. These problems have not been shown to respond either to generally 

available educational strategies or to many special initiatives. The multiple- 

component approach described here is not another ‘package’ to be purchased, but a 

process for enhancing the effective delivery of the reading curriculum. Its long-term 

effectiveness has been demonstrated, and while it requires resources at significant 

levels, it is argued here that it is a necessary and cost-effective investment.

Cost-benefit analysis

Visionary aims of raising educational achievement and eradicating illiteracy cannot 

be pursued without reference to the economic costs involved in implementing 

effective programmes. Without question, the intervention reported in this study was 

costly. The target annual budget for the whole initiative, adjusted to reflect current 

values, was £300,000. Translating this into cost-benefit terms is complex in terms 

both of defining the population that benefited directly from the intervention and of 

assessing the wider aims and impact o f the project.

In terms of the population that received direct benefits, the main study included 

every child in the pre-school year, Primary 1 and Primary 2. This was an average of 

3,221 pupils per year through the six years of intervention reported. If the costs of the 

initiative are related only to this population the cost per pupil would be £93 per year. 

However, it may be argued that this was an initiative for the whole education system, 

although with a primary focus on the groups specified in the main study. It involved
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inputs at many levels throughout nursery, primary and secondary schools. This was 

reflected not only in the application of the intervention to pupils in the upper primary 

and secondary' stages, but also in more general effects of the initiative, such as 

enhancing the curriculum from Primary' 3 onwards and in affecting other siblings in 

families of targeted children. Viewed as a whole education authority initiative, the 

project represented about £13 per pupil per year for pupils attending schools or 

nurseries in the authority. As a proportion of the education department budget, this 

represented under 0.5% of education spending.

In terms of the wider aims and impact of the project, it is argued that this was an 

initiative with potential to have significant effects on quality o f life and the economy 

throughout the whole population. If any of its stated goals were going to be achieved 

~ of higher self-esteem, lower disruption in schools, better school ethos, better staff 

morale, economic savings in remedial support, lower crime, a more skilled 

workforce and a stronger economy -  then in cost-benefit terms the expenses of 

running the project represented a modest investment indeed.

As a footnote on the cost-benefit analysis, it may be noted that the area in which the 

main study was conducted -  the second poorest Council area in Scotland -  despite 

the financial strictures it was facing, made a decision to fund the entire project after 

the specific research funding for it had been discontinued. This involved mainlining 

the posts for the head teacher of the project, the early intervention team and the 

home-school support teachers.

One of the issues that has been considered in terms of the policy and practice 

implications of this study is whether the baseline assessments should continue after 

they were no longer required for the research, as they too have considerable cost 

implications, not so much in production as in administration. It is a testimony to the 

usefulness of the scheme that the education authority opted to continue with the 

baseline assessments with or without the research project. They were found to be of 

great value in informing teachers of the progress o f every individual pupil, in 

identifying children at risk and setting targets. They supported an essential strand in
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the multiple-component intervention -  raising teacher awareness through focused 

assessment.

Among the individual components of the intervention, the synthetic phonics study 

has highlighted the benefits of a strong and structured phonics emphasis. The study 

indicated the superiority of the synthetic over the analytic or traditional approach, 

and the clearest policy recommendation would be for schools to adopt this approach. 

Although this recommendation could be with confidence of good outcomes, caution 

would still be associated with this area. If there is an aspect in which the synthetic 

phonics study, and all o f the existing evaluations, have left a continuing question it is 

whether the synthetic approach is ultimately superior because of its distinctive 

synthetic methods, or whether it has not yet been sufficiently systematically 

compared with better analytic phonics teaching. Such teaching would involve not 

only a faster pace of teaching letter sounds but also a clearer focus on elements of 

blending instruction that were absent, for example, from the studies by Johnston and 

others cited above.

In addition to the need for a multiple-component intervention in literacy for the early 

years, the provision of intensive individual support for failing readers in the later 

stages of primary and into secondary school is essential. Again, individual tuition is 

costly -  but it in not ultimately so costly as illiteracy. The methods used in this study 

have proved to be successful, but without the high level of costs associated with 

other programmes of demonstrated effectiveness. Clay’s Reading Recovery 

programme (Clay, 1979b, 1991, 1993a) requires extensive training o f teachers to 

ensure successful delivery, and Iversen and Tunmer’s (1993) modified programme 

used teachers with a higher degree in reading. The individual support study reported 

here was based on a single brief training session for staff, many of whom were 

volunteers.

Finally, it is essential for education authorities to establish literacy initiatives that are 

long-term and not short-term, and that take full account of the processes of 

educational change and the loss of impetus that characterises many projects after the

287



initial enthusiasm had waned. Although early intervention projects for literacy were 

established throughout Scotland in the late 1990s, many of these were small in scale, 

limited in scope and not enduring. Informal surveys by the author have highlighted 

several ambitious projects that have now terminated, some having simply faded out 

with the passage of time, with personnel changes or with the transfer of central 

funding to individual schools.

In summary, for areas of socio-economic disadvantage this study supports the 

establishment of long-term literacy initiatives with multiple components, with 

intensive individual programmes for failing readers, with detailed assessment and 

evaluation measures and with high levels of training, monitoring and staff support.

Vision, profile, ownership, commitment and declaration

Throughout this report reference has been made to the recognition given to key 

context variables: that is, to the idea that major educational change must be 

supported not only by good programme content but by a much wider context marked 

by vision, profile, ownership, commitment and declaration. These were built into the 

project at every opportunity. They were formally articulated and discussed at the 

uieetings of the steering group that met regularly to monitor and plan the progress of 

the project. They were highlighted as being of fundamental importance at major 

conferences held to keep the project on track and to celebrate its results from year to 

year. They were taught to staff and volunteers at every level during virtually every 

training session. The essential message was: this programme has 10 content variables 

-  the ‘ 10 strands’ -  and it has five context variables.

The result was that the project has been defined and recognised as being ‘visionary’. 

The language associated with it at all times has therefore been visionary language. 

The original research proposal from the author on which it was based began with the 

words, ‘This is a vision for transforming reading standards for all children in all 

schools throughout the education authority’. It was presented in the highest profile at 

every opportunity. On over 30 occasions it was seen in newspaper headlines or in
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magazine articles, and on several occasions it was featured on radio and television. 

The message to all who participated was that they were involved in something very 

important. Vision and profile promoted ownership and commitment. The project 

belonged wholly to everyone -  it belonged to the Council, the directorate, to the 

early intervention team, to the head teachers, to the class teachers, assistants and 

volunteers, to the parents, to the children and also to the researcher. Commitment 

began at Councillor level. Few conferences or media reports lacked the visible 

Presence o f the Council leader or the chair of the education committee. In turn 

commitment was expected at every level throughout the authority.

The final context variable was declaration. It was practised informally from the start. 

There were great expectations — and they were declared boldly. This project was to 

be a world leader. It was to raise attainment, it was to wipe out illiteracy -  and as a 

result it was to change lives. The aim in tackling low achievement and illiteracy was 

to tackle everything known to be associated with it. The results anticipated from 

intergenerational change were higher self-esteem, lower disruption in schools, better 

school ethos, better staff morale, economic savings in remedial support, lower crime, 

a more skilled workforce and a stronger economy.

If the success o f this research has built the foundation on which these high ambitions 

will be accomplished, then it will have promoted the framework of values in science 

that it has endorsed -  the values of promoting health, caring and compassion, self- 

determination and participation, human diversity and social justice.
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Epilogue

‘For all the money, time, energy and ingenuity we have spent on reading research, 

We are still at the stage of saying that children learn to read when there is something 

they want to read and an adult who takes the time and trouble to help them’ (Meek, 

^ 8 3 , p. 1).

In the 20 years or so since Meek published her qualitative, longitudinal studies of 

adolescents learning to read a great deal of knowledge about the reading process and 

the basis of effective teaching has been systematically accumulated (Chapter 6). 

Nevertheless, there remains essential truth in the statement that the achievement of 

competence in reading is based on these two fundamental requirements -  the 

motivation o f the learner to learn, and the commitment of the teacher to teach.

It is for the purpose of elucidating this dual foundation of reading achievement that 

this research has been conducted. It has sought to investigate the circumstances in 

which the learner will be best encouraged to have the motivation to learn, especially 

in a socio-cultural context marked by educational underachievement and lack of 

engagement with formal learning processes. It has also sought to consider the 

circumstances in which teachers will not only have a high commitment to teach in 

settings often marked by failure and discouragement, but also how they will be best 

equipped with the curricular content and methodologies most suited to successful 

outcomes, together with strategies to address the needs of those whose progress is 

impaired.

In pursuit of its aims, this study sought explicitly to address the ambitious agenda of 

applying psychology on a large scale to endemic social and educational problems 

with a view to laying a foundation for major, intergenerational change in 

disadvantaged populations. To achieve such a vision it was necessary not only to 

design effective interventions in terms o f basic content and method, but also to
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manage the processes of large-scale educational change and to sustain and develop 

these processes over a long period.

There would have been an appealing simplicity in tackling an alternative research 

agenda — one that avoided the many pitfalls o f large samples, of vast individual 

assessment programmes that at various times looked as if they might be 

unmanageable and of the messiness o f multiple-component interventions with their 

associated problems of separating the effects of different variables and ensuring 

fidelity in delivery. The extensive world of literacy research is replete with more 

straightforward research choices in discrete and manageable areas. Instead, the arena 

of real world research was embraced in one of its untidiest settings; the agenda of 

critical psychology was espoused in the selection of a research programme designed 

to address crucial areas of human need; the thorny issues surrounding the concept of 

values in science had to be considered; and ways had to be found of incorporating 

challenging -  at times almost mercurial -  concepts such as ‘vision’ and declaration’ 

toto the overall equation.

If, in meeting its aim to design, implement and evaluate an intervention for raising 

achievement and eradicating illiteracy, this study has contributed to the well-being of 

some of the most vulnerable children and young people in society, then perhaps it 

will have taken forward to a small degree the vision embraced in the Foreword:

‘Psychology has the potential to help bring about a significantly better world, in 

keeping with its ethical mandate to promote human welfare. Yet too often we settle 

for too little.’ (Prilleltensky & Fox, 1997, p. 4).

It is with the commitment to values in science, and to psychology as a force for 

Positive change in society, especially amongst its most needy members, that this 

epilogue concludes and this work ends.
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Appendix 1

The Structure of Scottish Education

Statutory school age in Scotland is 5-16 years. Most children spend two years in pre­

school education at nursery schools or other pre-five establishments from age 3, 

entering primary school at age 5 and secondary school at age 12. The system may be 

illustrated as follows:

Nursery school

First nursery school year -  Age 3

The ‘pre-school year’ -  Age 4

Primary school

Primary 1 (PI) - Age 5

Primary 2 (P2) - Age 6

Primary 3 (P3) - Age 7

Primary 4 (P4) - Age 8

Primary 5 (P5) - Age 9

Primary 6 (P6) - Age 10

Primaiy 7 (P7) - Age 11

Secondary school

Secondary 1 (SI) - Age 12

Secondary 2 (S2) - Age 13

Secondary 3 (S3) - Age 14

Secondary 4 (S4) - Age 15

Secondaiy 5 (S5) - Age 16

Secondary 6 (S6) - Age 17



Appendix 2

Baseline Assessment

(Section 4 -  Developmental Tasks -  was not utilised in the study reported here)



WEST DUNBARTONSHIRE 2003 
BASELINE ASSESSMENT FOR NURSERY, PI AND P2

^  DoB: 

l#°l: Boy □  Girl □  

(tickone): Nursery □  PI O P2 □

L (tick) □  SEN (eg visual impairment).....................................................................

le°fT est: Name of Tester:

Our Ref:

Section 1: Concepts of Print

a simple reading book which has a m ixture o f  pictures a n d  text. P lace a score o f  1 in the box provided  
(a°h correct item.

Lay the book in front of the child upside down and back to front 
Say: 'Open the book and ho ld  it the right w ay up ’

Say: 'Where is the fro n t o f  the book ’?

I c
Say: 'Where is the back o f  the book? ’

Say: ‘Can y o u  p o in t to the bits that we read? ’
That is, the child should point to text as opposed to pictures

!
Say: 'Show me where we w ould start to read  the b o o k ' 
The child should point to the first word in the first line

Say: ‘D o y o u  know what a w ord is - can y o u  show  me a word? ’ 
Ensure that the child correctly shows a single word

Say: ‘Do yo u  know  what a letter is - can y o u  show  me a letter? ’ 
Ensure that the child correctly shows a single letter

Say: 7 ’m  going  to read  to you. Can y o u  p o in t to the words 1 ’m reading? ’
Point the child to the first word only. Do not give any further prompts. Read slowly, about 
one word per second. Score if the child points correctly to any 5 consecutive words after 

v The first one



Section 2: Phonological Awareness

Test 1: Nursery Rhymes

)"■ Now we 're going to do some nursery rhymes. Do you know this one.... ? ’

56 the following format each time: ‘Baa, baa, black sheep.... What comes next? ’

he child, after being given the first line, goes on to complete the verse, score three full points for that item and 
“ceed to the next one.

’herwise, score two points for giving the next line correctly, one point for being partly right (at least two words o f  the 
Ie without prompting).

W read the whole rhyme down to the missing word/s at the end - this scores a further point. 

tcle the appropriate score in the box provided and complete the ‘total’ box for each item.

TOTAL
(maximum 3)

1 Baa, baa, black sheep... 
(N ave you  any woof?

0 1 2

Yes, sir, yes, sir, three bags (fuff) 0 1
2 Jack and Jill went up the hill... 

(To fe tc h  a p a i f o f  w ater)
0 1 2

Jack fell down and broke his (crown) 0 1
3 Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall... 

(K u m pty (Dumpty h a d  a great fa ff)
0 1 2

All the king’s horses and all the (Ring’s men) 0 1
4 Old Mother Hubbard... 

(W en t to  the cuphoard)
0 1 2

To fetch her poor dog a (6one) 0 1
5 Hickory, dickory dock... 

(The mouse ran up the clock)
0 1 2

The clock struck (one) 0 1
6 Mary had a little lamb...

(I ts  f leece  w as w h ite  as snow )
0 1 2

And everywhere that (M ary w en t) 0 1

Test 2: Initial Letter Sounds
'°'v the child the pictures on the green sheet.

'Here are some pictures. What is this?......’ Go through all o f  the pictures, making sure that the correct response
'̂ven to each.

'hi say; ‘You know how to play “I Spy? ” Look at these pictures. I Spy something beginning with... ’
'hhples; m..... (mouse) p.... (pig). Use the sound, not the name o f  the letter. Give help as necessary with these
V ie s .

Give no further prompts. Score 1 in the box provided for each correct response.



Test 3: Rhyme Detection
°w the child the pictures on the yellow sheet.

t  ‘Here is a picture o f the moon. And here are three other pictures. Now which o f these - pot, spoon or bed - 
'toes with moon?'

"vide the correct answer i f  necessary, and explain that spoon rhymes with moon - it sounds the same.
'the same with the second example (dog, with log, pig and bus)

4 the same format for the six test items - in each case naming each item, but without providing any more prompts. 
■°re 1 for each correct response

4 items are:

ball: tap

mouse: bird

bear: fish

cat: hat

tree: knife

sock: horse

doll hen

cow house

chair egg

train frog

comb key

clock jug

Test 4: Rhyme Production
^  with the two examples and then proceed to the six test items.

'Now I'm  going to see i f  you can tell me some rhymes - like hat, sat and m at.' 

you tell me a word that rhymes with....' 

iuPply answers to examples if child cannot respond correctly)

Ex. 1 man ran /p a n
Ex. 2 log ^ o g /fr o g

Now can you tell me a word that rhymes with....’ Score one for each correct response.

Tester writes answer here 
(accept a non-word if it rhymes)

1 rose

2 doll

3 tie

4 hay

5 tar

6 ten



Section 3: Early Reading Skills 

Test 1: Lower Case Letter Sounds

>int to each letter in turn and ask the child to give the sound. (If the child names the letter, ask what the 
■ter says. For responses like ‘Annie Apple’ say: ‘Yes, but what does Annie Apple say? ')  Do not prompt,
* feel free to give the answers to the first three items (after scoring each a fail) if  the child has not grasped 
5 idea of giving the sound.

tee a small mark beside each letter sounded correctly, so that performance on eac 
Stifled.

ter the total correct score in the box.

Total score

;h letter can be

a c e t m
o p b d k
n u v i 1 r
w s f q h
9 X j y z



Test 2: The Alphabet

t  'Are you able to say the alphabet - it starts A,B, C? ’ Count the number of letters said (or sung)
rrectly, ignoring letters which are missed out. Mark one of the boxes as follows:

or less (inch A,B>Q 6 to 12 13 to 20 Over 20

Test 3: Letter Names
ty: ‘Now we 're going to look at these letters again to see i f  you can tell me their names.'
through the letters and if the child gives the sound, say: ‘Yes, but what is it called? ’ Do not prompt, but
?1 free to give the names of the first three letters (after scoring a fail) if  the child has not grasped the idea.
fce a small mark beside each letter sounded correctly, so that performance on each letter can be
^tified.
Jter the total correct score in the box.

Total score

a c e t m
o p b d k
n u v i L r
w s f q h
9 X j y z



Test 4: Non-word Reading Test

11 the child that these are not real words - they’re nonsense words.
;k the child to read the examples, prompting as necessary: ‘c-a says ca, e-t says e t After this give no 
Ip with the letter sounds or with blending. However, if  the letters are only sounded out, encourage the 
lid to blend them.
toe an item correct if  sounded and blended, or if  read correctly without sounding.
5 not score if sounded out but not blended.
the child fails all items on the first line, stop testing.
*ce a small mark beside each item sounded correctly, so that performance on each item can be identified. 

]ter the total correct score in the box.

Total score

Exam ples: ca et
og ta ed ik

um en ob
fa ug id

dok lat ben
rit mul dag

fon lim



¡ce a small mark beside each word read correctly, so that performance on each word can be identified, 

ter the total correct score in the box.

Total score

Test 5: Word Reading Test

THE BURT (REARRANGED) WORD READING TEST

) is up he at
)r m y sun one of

«8 som e his or an
^nt boys that girl w ater

hi day w et pot things
'o told love now sad

tirse
}Urney

carry
terror

quickly
return

village
twisted

scramble
shelves

Ware explorer known
*rious domineer obtain

projecting tongue
belief luncheon

Urgency
Culate

events
scarcely

steadiness
universal

nourishment fringe
commenced overwhelmed

fcumstances
dging

'°tionless
"°nomy

^biography
^¡ency

lentia!
Croscopical

?s9matic
Fia te

destiny
refrigerator

ultimate
theory
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champagne
perpetual

fatigue
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palpable
poignancy
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encyclopaedia

reputation
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terminology
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hypocritical
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perambulating
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physician
fallacious

constitutionally
subtlety



BASELINE ASSESSMENT FOR NURSERY, PI AND P2
Section 4: Developmental Tasks Test 1: Copying Forms

line School DoB Our ref.
s—

'Item 1 say, 7  m  g o in g  to  d r a w  a  line. C a n  y o u  m a k e  o n e  j u s t  th e  s a m e ?  ' A llo w  o n ly  o n e  attempt.
S te rn s  2 , 3 a n d  4  sa y , ‘N o w  c a n  y o u  d r a w  m e  a  c ir c le . .. ju s t  l ik e  t h i s  o n e ? D r a w  it  h e r e  ' (p o in tin g  to  th e  r ig h t o f  th e  sa m p le ) . A llo w  
,ee a tte m p ts  f o r  e a c h  o f  t h e  i te m s  (c ir c le ,  s q u a re ,  d ia m o n d ) ,  sa y in g , W ow  d o  a n o th e r  o n e  h e r e . . . .a n d  a n o th e r  o n e  h e re . ’

Space for tester to draw Vertical Line and for child to reproduce it



BASELINE ASSESSMENT FOR NURSERY, PI AND P2

Section 4: Developmental Tasks Test 2: Writing Name and Test 3: Draw-a-Person

ty. ‘A re you  able to w rite yo u r  nam e? See i f  you  can write it f o r  me in this box. ’

’•en say: 7 w ould like yo u  to draw  a person  fo r  me - it can be a man or a woman, w hatever you  like. Take yo u r  time 
7 make it the very best draw ing yo u  can do. D raw  all o f  the man or wom an fo r  m e .'

ike sure the child understands what has to be done, but do not prompt beyond checking that the child has finished all 
5 drawing.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7_
8~

9
10
11_
12_

13_
14_
15_
16_
17_
18_
19_

20_

21_

22_

23_
24_
25_
26_
27_
28
29_
30_
31_
32_
33_
34_
35_
36_
37

T CA SS PR

38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45 
46'
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60 
61 
62
63
64 
65" 
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73



BASELINE ASSESSMENT FOR NURSERY, PI AND P2

S ec tio n  2: P h o n o lo g ic a l A w a re n e ss  

P ic tu re s  fo r  T e s t 2: In i t ia l  L e t te r  S o u n d s



BASELINE ASSESSMENT FOR NURSERY, PI AND P2

Section 2: Phonological Awareness Pictures for Test 3: Rhyme Detection



Appendix 3

The Main Study

Implementation -  Processes, Materials and Procedures



The Main Study

Implementation -  Processes, Materials and Procedures

This appendix provides additional details on implementation o f the main study in 
relation to processes, materials and procedures. For the reasons articulated in the 
main text, this study cannot be summarised effectively in terms mainly of materials 
and procedures (see pages 135-136). As a vehicle for mediating the delivery of a 
comprehensive literacy curriculum it depended largely on processes and structures. 
The main elements o f these are outlined here, together with reference to specific 
materials or techniques where appropriate. They are presented under the headings of 
the 10 strands o f intervention, together with a general overview.

General overview

The whole intervention, both in its 10 strands and more generally, was supported by 
a carefully planned programme in which the key aspects were training, resources, 
monitoring and support, dissemination and review. These elements provided the 
basis from which staff in each establishment developed their procedures and 
techniques for enhancing literacy skills.

TRAINING

From the start of the intervention and in each subsequent year an extensive training 
programme took place involving at various points staff and volunteers at every level.

Purposes o f  training: 1 To equip all staff with the knowledge and skills required to 
support best practice in teaching literacy, with particular reference to the key strands 
in the intervention programme; 2 To train early intervention staff to specialist level 
both to address the individual needs of children requiring special help and to support 
staff and volunteers working directly with children; 3 To train appropriate staff in 
special techniques, such as those described below in the synthetic phonics study; 4 
To mediate the messages o f the key context variables of vision, profile, ownership, 
commitment and declaration.

Trainers: key trainers were the author; the head teacher of the project; staff in the 
educational psychology service; the learning support specialist appointed to the 
project for the individual support study; and experts in appropriate fields o f literacy 
teaching and research.

Content o f  training: 1 Overview of research in literacy; 2 Specific research covering 
the 10 strands of intervention; 3 Teaching techniques best suited to each of the key



Recipients o f  training: early intervention teachers; home support teachers; teachers 
and other workers in pre-school, PI and P2 in all establishments; head teachers and 
other staff in management roles; staff conducting baseline assessments; teachers and 
volunteers carrying out specialist programmes for the subsidiary studies.

RESOURCES

Human resources: a team of 10 experienced early intervention teachers led by a head 
teacher for the project; four home support teachers; a learning support specialist for 
the individual support study.
Material resources: a full library of resource materials held at a project base located 
in a primary school. This comprised a wide range of teaching materials developed by 
the early intervention team, together with literacy teaching schemes and the materials 
to support the subsidiary studies.

MONITORING AND SUPPORT

The entire education department was coordinated to provide an effective chain of 
support for the project. Key elements were: the Council’s education committee, to 
which regular progress reports were provided; the director of education and other 
members of senior management; the project steering group (key personnel from the 
directorate, heads o f other appropriate service, the project head teacher and the 
author); the early intervention team; the specialist for the individual support study

Support was available to teachers and volunteers at all times, and there was constant 
contact between every establishment and the early intervention team or other 
appropriate specialist staff.

Overall monitoring was conducted both formally through the wide programme of 
baseline and other assessments and informally through the contacts of the early 
intervention team with every school and through meetings between head teachers and 
the head teacher for the project or other appropriate staff.

DISSEMINATION

Conferences: These took place at key stages as the project progressed. They involved 
all key personnel, together with representation from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate, 
external experts as appropriate and pupils.

Head teacher meetings: Project updates were regular items at local and authority­
wide meetings of head teachers.

Class teachers and volunteers: All staff and volunteers working directly with 
children attended meetings for project dissemination and other purposes. As well as

strands, such as developing phonological awareness and providing a strong and
structured phonics emphasis; 4 Specialist training, such as training in baseline
assessment or in the methods described for the subsidiary studies.



Parents: local meetings were held for parents at individual school level and in wader 
areas.

Written dissemination: All involved in the project including parents were kept 
briefed at various points through individual letters and also through a leaflet prepared 
by the author and published by the Council entitled The West Dunbartonshire 
Literacy Initiative -  Raising Achievement in West Dunbartonshire. This w'as issued 
to thousands of households throughout the Council area and was widely available in 
libraries and other public outlets.

REVIEW

The project was subject to ongoing assessment and analysis at every stage of its life 
cycle. The author was responsible for ensuring that it met a good research 
specification, that it was effectively integrated into authority practice and policy to 
facilitate long-term processes of organisational change and that steps were taken to 
prevent a loss in impetus or a decrease in fidelity of implementation through the 
years.

The constant cycle of individual and group assessments provided a steady flow of 
results that allowed the general structure of the project to be under review, as well as 
highlighting issues arising in any individual school or nursery.

large general meetings, staff or volunteers at each stage and in each area were
targeted to attend meetings designed for their specific situation.

The 10 strands

STRAND 1: PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS AND THE ALPHABET

Training: All staff were trained in the key elements of developing phonological 
skills, such as use of nursery rhymes, alliteration, rhyme detection and production, 
listening to and identifying initial letter sounds and syllabification.

Materials and resources: All establishments were provided with a range of 
commonly-available resources for developing phonological awareness, such as 
Learning to Listen and Big Books.

Monitoring and support: Support was provided to staff and to individual children 
with poor phonological development by the early intervention teachers. Staff in 
individual nurseries and primary classes received feedback each year on how each 
child had performed on the phonological items in the baseline assessment, allowing 
specific weaknesses to be targeted through the rest o f the session.

STRAND 2: A STRONG AND STRUCTURED PHONICS EMPHASIS

Training: As for phonological awareness, all staff received training aimed at 
enhancing the delivery of phonic instruction, including the importance of teaching



the individual letter sounds systematically as a basis for blending. Full training in the 
Jolly Phonics programme was provided for adopting the synthetic phonics method. 
Nursery staff were trained in key elements that would pave the way for later formal 
teaching of phonics, such as use o f ‘environmental print’ to identify a wide variety of 
items, and having children learn the initial letters of their own names and those of 
other children.

Materials and resources: Schools using analytic phonics methods used their existing 
phonics programmes and materials, but were able to supplement these with phonics 
resources provided centrally from early intervention. Those using synthetic phonics 
received a complete pack of resources for this programme, comprising the Jolly 
Phonics video and the entire Jolly Phonics programme materials specially adapted to 
suit the needs of the area (for example, with sounds modified to suit Scottish usage).

Monitoring and support: Every school was required to have a structured phonics 
programme, whether using analytic or synthetic phonics. Those who opted into the 
pilot synthetic phonics programme met with the author and the head teacher for the 
project in PI or P2 groups once a term to raise issues and receive support in 
conducting the programme. As more and more schools adopted synthetic phonics, 
these meetings eventually were for almost all PI and P2 teachers in the authority. 
Also, as with phonological awareness, early intervention teachers supported class 
teachers and individual pupils, and regular feedback from baseline assessments was 
provided so that the general phonics curriculum and the needs of individual pupils 
could be addressed.

STRAND 3: EXTRA CLASSROOM HELP IN THE EARLY YEARS

Materials and resources: Every nursery and school in the authority had dedicated 
time from a named member o f the early intervention team. A regular pattern of 
school visits was established, and the total amount of time allocated to each 
establishment was a function of the number of children and the level o f socio­
economic disadvantage. Therefore the neediest areas had the highest level of support.

STRAND 4: FOSTERING A ‘LITERACY ENVIRONMENT’ IN SCHOOL AND 
COMMUNITY

Training: Training programmes for staff included a strong emphasis in every 
establishment on activities aimed at making the idea of reading enjoyable, with a 
focus on participating in stories and listening.

Materials and resources: The head of library services took part in the project with 
the aim of making libraries accessible both in the school and in the community, and 
with a focus on many other areas relating to reading in the children’s natural 
environment.



STRAND 5: RAISING TEACHER AWARENESS THROUGH FOCUSED 
ASSESSMENT

Training: All nurseries and primaries received training in the baseline assessment 
scheme.

Materials: The baseline assessment designed for the intervention is shown at 
Appendix 2.

Monitoring and support: In addition to baseline testing, primaries were supported as 
necessary in the administration of the Norman France Reading Tests. The results of 
all assessments were fed back to individual staff each year, together with overall 
figures for the authority. This allowed them to assess the progress o f their school or 
class within a wider context. Schools facing difficulties in achieving improved 
results were supported by the head teacher of the project and members of the 
authority’s quality assurance personnel. The assessments also helped staff to have a 
better understanding of the progress and needs of each individual child.

STRAND 6: INCREASED TIME SPENT ON KEY ASPECTS OF READING

Monitoring and support: Through discussions with the Scottish Executive and the 
educational directorate the time devoted in the curriculum to literacy activities was 
increased by a variety o f means, including the use of flexibility in the national 
curricular guidance.

STRAND 7: IDENTIFICATION OF AND SUPPORT FOR CHILDREN WHO 
ARE FAILING

Monitoring and support: Any child who was failing in basic literacy skills was 
identified in discussion with early intervention staff on their regular visits to every 
establishment. The early intervention teacher provided direct support to the children 
in question and also to class teachers and nursery staff. The baseline assessment 
results also calibrated this process and allowed additional support to be targeted 
where needed. This paved the way for considerably reducing the numbers of pupils 
failing in the later primary stages, and those who did so received extra help through 
the individual support study.

STRAND 8: LESSONS FROM RESEARCH IN INTERACTIVE LEARNING

Training: The place of social and interactive learning was included in training 
provided both to early intervention teachers and to other staff. Early intervention 
staff also had training in the methods described in the declaration study, which 
involved interactive methods such as class chanting and other activities involving 
group participation.

Materials: Primary schools were already equipped to include aspects of computer- 
assisted learning in the curriculum. They also had a variety of existing materials to 
support paired reading. The project supplemented this by developing a paired reading



package. This included a wide range of non-fiction books that took account of the 
interest o f boys, to help to address gender issues arising in attitudes to reading. 
Schools following the synthetic phonics method also served to increase the focus on 
social and interactive learning automatically through the resources and methods used 
to teach sounds through group actions.

STRAND 9: HOME SUPPORT FOR ENCOURAGING LITERACY

Materials and resources: In addition to the early intervention team, four home-link 
teachers were appointed. Their remit was implicit in their designation, as they acted 
as link personnel between home and school. They carried out a wide range of 
functions in relation to home support and the promotion of family literacy, working 
in liaison with regular school staff.. Again, they were allocated according to levels of 
need, so that a particular focus could be developed for children with the most 
difficult home background circumstances. They provided a link for family learning, 
giving extra help for children who had little support at home, who were absent for 
long periods or who had generally poor attendance. Also, every’ child beginning 
Primary 1 took home a Starting School Bag designed by the early intervention team. 
The contents were specifically designed for families to leam together. The bag 
contained parent information leaflets on every aspect of early literacy development -  
phonological awareness, sharing books and emergent writing, as well as a game, 
alphabet mat, a book, paper and a pencil. A survey of parents provided very positive 
feedback on the Starting School Bag. Annually approximately 1,200 children 
received the bag when they started school. Schools reported that the bag was a 
practical resource for parents to prepare their children for school and was useful in 
that all children received an identical bag.

STRAND 10: CHANGING ATTITUDES, VALUES AND EXPECTATIONS

Training: Training sessions included a focus on the key context variables of vision, 
profile, ownership, commitment and declaration, and the importance of positive 
attitudes and high expectations.

Materials and resources: The project provided a wide range of materials and 
activities to support this strand. These included the approaches and materials arising 
from the preparatory attitudes study and the declaration study, and a range of new 
initiatives aimed at changing attitudes, enhancing positive thinking and creating new 
levels of expectation. Among these were commercially available opportunities 
offered to both staff and pupils as appropriate, such as Brain Gym and My Amazing 
Brain. These opportunities were coordinated by the head teacher for the project and 
were made widely available.

Monitoring and support: High expectations were reinforced through high-level 
conferences and a constant focus on the results of baseline assessment. The clear 
message was that the initiative was expected to have a major impact on every 
educational establishment and to prepare the ground for a high-achieving and 
illiteracy-free education authority.



Appendix 4

Synthetic Phonics Study -  Spelling Test



JOLLY PHONICS PROGRAMME - PI AND P2

SPELLING TEST

1 on 11 ship 21 sugar

2 cup 12 seem 22 speak

3 jam 13 only 23 ticket

4 sit 14 table 24 scrape

5 m ud 15 loud 25 touch

6 for 16 date 26 bright

7 doll 17 fire 2 7 several

8 cold 18 talk 28 d isease

9 com e 19 jo in 29 dam age

10 said 20 friend 30 su ccess



Appendix 5

Jolly Phonics Questionnaire



WEST DUNBARTONSHIRE PRIMARY 1 TEACHERS
We began using Jolly Phonics in PI in 1998 andP2 in 1999 and at this stage we want to find your views. Please 

complete and return to Kathy Morrison at Early Intervention by Monday 15 December. Many thanks.

Please circle one: This is my 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th year teaching Jolly Phonics

JOLLY PHONICS QUESTIONNAIRE

If you have only taught by Jolly Phonics since you started teaching, please tick here □

Strongly
agree

Agree In
between

Disagree Strongly
disagree

1 Children enjoy being taught by Jolly Phonics 
more than by usual methods

□ □ □ □ □

2 I enjoy teaching by Jolly Phonics more than 
by usual methods

□ □ □ □ □

3 Compared with usual methods, Jolly Phonics 
is good for children at the top end of the class

□ □ □ □ □

4 Compared with usual methods, Jolly Phonics 
is good for children in the middle range of the 
class

□ □ □ □ □

5 Compared with usual methods, Jolly Phonics 
is good for children at the bottom end of the 
class

□ □ □ □ □

6 With Jolly Phonics, fewer children go on to 
P2 with poor reading skills

□ □ □ □ □

7 Children who fail with Jolly Phonics at PI 
will find it even more difficult to keep up in P2

□ □ □ □ □

8 Children become better in their writing 
through using Jolly Phonics

□ □ □ □ □

9 Children become better in other subjects 
through using Jolly Phonics

□ □ □ □ □

10 I would probably get as good results using 
any other structured phonics teaching

□ □ □ □ □

11 The one thing I like best / find most helpful about Jolly Phonics is:

12 The one thing I like least / find least helpful about Jolly Phonics is:

Any other comments? Write them on the back



WEST DUNBARTONSHIRE PRIMARY 2 TEACHERS
We began using Jolly Phonics in P I in 1998 and P2 in 1999 and at this stage we want to find  your views. Please 

complete and return to Kathy Morrison at Early Intervention by Monday 15 December. Many thanks.

JOLLY PHONICS QUESTIONNAIRE

Please circle one: This is my 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th year teaching Jolly Phonics 

If you have only taught by Jolly Phonics since you started teaching, please tick here □

Strongly
agree

Agree In
between

Disagree Strongly
disagree

1 Children enjoy being taught by Jolly Phonics 
more than by usual methods

□ □ □ □ □

2 I enjoy teaching by Jolly Phonics more than 
by usual methods

□ □ □ □ □

3 Compared with usual methods, Jolly Phonics 
is good for children at the top end o f the class

□ □ □ □ □

4 Compared with usual methods, Jolly Phonics 
is good for children in the middle range o f the 
class

□ □ □ □ □

5 Compared with usual methods, Jolly Phonics 
is good for children at the bottom end o f the 
class

□ □ □ □ □

6 With Jolly Phonics, fewer children go on to 
P3 with poor reading skills

□ □ □ □ □

7 Children who failed with Jolly Phonics at PI 
find it even more difficult to keep up in P2

□ □ □ □ □

8 Children become better in their writing 
through using Jolly Phonics

□ □ □ □ □

9 Children become better in other subjects 
through using Jolly Phonics

□ □ □ □ □

10 I would probably get as good results using 
any other structured phonics teaching

□ □ □ □ □

11 The one thing I like best / find most helpful about Jolly Phonics is:

12 The one thing I like least / find least helpful about Jolly Phonics is:

Any other comments? Write them on the back



Appendix 6

Toe By Toe -  Sample Pages



TOE BY TOE PAGE 8

In the majority of our word building exercises we need to know that a student can read a word correctly 
on three separate occasions. If a student does not know a word or reads a word incorrectly, we place a 
dot in the appropriate box. Crosses are forbidden. People with learning difficulties are too famili.'r with 
crosses; they symbolise failure. A word read correctly earns a tick or a stroke.

The book is designed to promote daily progress as follows:

Day 1
1. Place the date in the boxes at the top of the grid. Our example starts on the fifth of September.
2. Ask the student to read the letter sounds or words in the column, ticking or dotting as you move 
down.
3. When you have completed one column, move to the next column and ask the student the letter 
sounds or words. Once more, tick or dot the letter sounds or words.
4. Continue as above for a period of no longer than 20 minutes.

Day 2 and Day 3
Go to the page on which you started Day 1.
Write the date next to the previous day's date.
Repeat checking the grid as for Day 1

Day 4 and after
Repeat as previous days except that you should omit words which have 3 ticks.

You may work on as many exercises as twenty minutes allow. If a word or sound has not gained three 
consecutive ticks by the end of an exercise (see sh in the last column of the example page) refer it to the 
next multi-sensory page (page 26). You will find multi-sensory pages at intervals throughout the text.

i
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T O E  B Y  T O E
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P A G E  9

Here is an example of a completed grid.
DayDay 5 6 7 8 9

Month 9 9 9 9 9
U ! / i L
h // \T /
c J / / _
X / /
e // i

j /
f / / /

g / / /• M

b t / / '
i / / /
J / / /
n / / /
I / LA / / j

m
k
o

P
qu

a
v
w
d

5 6 7 8 9
\9 9 9 9 5
7 T 7 / i
V / J

/ L r 1|

/1/J t
/
7

/
/

i
7

i
H 1

i/
17

/ i U
/ ! j

L V i  /
/ j / / __ i

7 1 /  ! L 1 ! 
I I

' 1 1 ; / | / ; / |

5 6 7 5  15 !
9 9 9 9 9\

!/ / ! :
/ / / 1

/ / E l11. f
/ /

• ■ / / / ' 
"1/ / /

! 1/ / I
i

/ ; / / ! j

/ \! / !
|O / /

7
/

/ /
t  q

•__

Î5“ 6 7 5 9

LA 9 9 9 9
/1 / / !
/ / / j

/ / /

I T / / L i1/1// /|.._i 1
// / Y !

/ / /
j
i/

! /i v_L 1

l/ i . i  j . :: ! / 1 i ii ■ , j
i ! / / : ! j

T j  9 7 19  9
9  9 9  9  9 ,

[/ v /  '

■ P / / 1 /
/ 7 1T  j H
/

17'
T 1

/
/
/

/  i !
/ ! î  i 

"/T"'1— i' 1 | i
7 // /

! |
/ A

1 ! 1
/■• J i

/
— 7 V - U  9

T  T T 7
i-M

j _LL_
Remember:

1. A lways begin the day's coaching by placing the date next to the date of the 
previous day's exercise.
2. P rog ress  ic much quicker if the exe rc ise s are undertaken on a daily basis but it 
doesn't matter if you sk ip  the odd day.
3. The se  are basic in structions Each exerc ise has its own individual coaching tips.



TOE BY TOE

Identification of Initial Blends using Real Words

; By initial blends we mean the combination of 
: letters that introduce us to the word. These letters 

are consonants. We will discuss them later. 
Opposite are some examples. The blends are in 
the left hand column, the whole word in the right.

i

The blends and words in the two columns within 
the red square are for you to read alone. The 

i student must not attem pt to read them.

I Read both columns out loud; blend followed by 
i word. i.e. fl then flag until the student becomes 
! aware of what is meant by a blend. When this has 
! been established, you may repeat the word to the 
) student and ask for the blend. When you have 
i completed the list you may try the exercise on the 
| opposite page.
t
j The fourth column in the exercise on the opposite 

page contains a repetition of certain blends which 
often cause confusion.

O E  B Y  T O E

PAGE 30

fl flag th® thrush

gr grass P' plant

sw swing st stick

br bridge Pr
l

prince

cr crisps dr drum

fr frog tr train

bl blue cl cloud

g' glue sm smile

qu queen dw dw'arf

sn snail spi splash

tw twig scr screw

sk sky str string

si slipper spr spring

sp spoon squ squid

P A G E  3 1

Day

Month
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TOE BY TOE PAGE 32

Other Information

Nonsense Words

The format for the majority of Toe by Toe's 
exercises begins with nonsense words which 
involve the skill we wish to introduce.

Once a student is familiar with the skills used in 
nonsense words, we can be confident that real 
words will not cause problems.

Make sure your student knows that 
these are nonsense words.

Each word needs to earn three 
consecutive ticks.

Each tick must be earned on a 
different day.

Tick the positives and dot the 
negatives. j

Make sure you work on any negatives 
before you leave the page.

r0 E  B Y  T O E P A G E  3 3

uay

W h

jirn

Ifin
jrif
fef
Wip

^ e p

tjrid

“rod

cfip

irirr

’firn>

r T T Day
L . .J ____

; ; : ! j Day ! ! i i 1 Day
j | ! Month ■ T  1  " ! " 1

i  ! 1  j  j
Month i i ; i Month

! i ¡blit u  t  f t slif ■ i! 1 • ! 1 tribb iii
- ___ L 1

;blat J * ! , i1 1 i 1 1 slof i : 'i « : trobb

1 - 1
I ;

1-4
I :

I I

I

QÜf 
iQied 
quon .

r -

“FIT
I I

T r I

t r i '
- i- .L

1 —ri

quep
Isnig
isneg

•jtwip
twop
s k u p

:skap

I —

-T— l-

J SP<9
jspog
plin

iplon
Stib
stob

¡prin
jpran
jdrig
jdrog

i_ i

!cüm 
iclorn 
smett 
srnitt 
sh rek ' 
scriiTi I
thrip
splon 
:scriff 
s o  rib



Appendix 7

Impact -  The Response of the Media
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Pupils reading skills getting 
so much better all the time
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ouncil on 
[target to wipe 
out illiteracy

W EST Dunbartonshire is 
on course to wipe out 
illiteracy in their prl- 

1 mary schools within a decade, 
j according to an independent 
( e d u c a t i o n  p s y c h o l o g y  
| consultant

Dr Tommy MacKav, director of 
I psychology consultancy services, 
has been involved in devoioping and 

1 evaluating the council's early intrr-
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And tie empf»»i*cd the benefit* from litis 
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<*oa3d lave a poaibrr impact on the local
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t had mom to be done but fida ia a
1997. po i«  lob« at after the first five years

Pupils in Primary I »ere  measured on their Lynn Tom «aerei, manager t i r  aperti 
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Plan spells success 
in fighting illiteracy
AMANDA WHYBROW

THE council in one of Scotland’s 
most deprived areas is oo target 
to wipe out illiteracy in its pri­
mary schools in the next five 
years, according to a leading 
education specialist 

Tommy MacKay, director of 
education psychology consultan­
cy services, told West Dunbar­
tonshire councillors that a 
I ft-w ar nlan tn  imnmvft the r*ad-

would be a quick fix but some­
thing that could change things 
over a whole generation and pro­
vide permanent outcomes.

4,\Ve are well on our way to 
ending illiteracy within a decade. 
There is a lot more to be done, 
but this is a tremendous point to 
be at after the first fve  years”

L sing Scottish Office funding 
in 1997 the council decided to 
invest in a team o f staff, j 

hv Ilannv Mi-Haffi-rtv
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AudioVideo some p u p ils  struggle with literacy through 
their school careers

Illiteracy In the UK could be wiped out with 
a three-point education programme for 
children, according to an educational 
psychologist.

To m m y  M acKay says that m ost of the 
i n n  nnn r h .M r p n  w h o  leave school each
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Bom to succeed with ‘jolly phonics’
CHALLENGING THE assume

■ non that pupils from disadvan- 
! taged backgrounds are doomed in 
| low literacy levels is a  key route to 
j social inclusion, says West Dun-
■ hartonshire.

The council, which claims to be 
, the second most deprived author- 
j ity in Scotland, believes its “jolly 
f phonic." programme is paying 

dividends after just one year, one 
of many such initiatives boasting 
major improvements.

A report this week reveals 
remarkable results following 

' assessments of all 4.000 pre-

school. primary l and primary 2 
children. They show.
•  A 1S2 per cent increase in the 
recognition of letter sounds at the 
school which ranked lowest after 
tests in 1997.
•  A 95 per ccffl m ere*« m phono­
logical skills.
•  An 8 per cent increase in knowl­
edge of the alphabet.
•  A 30 per cent increase In letter 
recognition.
•  A 20 per cent increase in word 
blending skills.

Tommy Mac Kay, a researcher 
who has helped develop the pro­

ject, believes a secret of its success 
is an approach that encompasses 
pre-school through to primary 2 
and beyond. “Jolly phonics" uses 
42 phonetic sounds instead of the 
26 letters of the alphabet 

Danny McCafierty. West Dun­
bartonshire's education arrvener, 
said: **We aim to change the 
accepted belief that people in 
lower socio-ecorKsnic areas will 
always have marked under- 
achievement in literacy, and 
therefore in their overall perfor­
mance at school .**

The council wants every child

from primary I to primary 5 to 
read» the national average read­
ing score for their age within five 
years. It is receiving £! million 
over three years from the Govern­
ment's early intervention pro­
gramme. which supports the 
work of a headteacher and 10 staff.

The initiative also includes fos­
tering literacy among parents, the 
involvement of the library service 
and a pitot in which community 
education staff work with parents 
of primary I pupils. France has 
expressed an interest in West 
Dunbartonshire's approach.

"SS ^ \ \ \

Reading lessons 
are jolly good fun
LITERACY aval a among local chBdron havo 
riaan beyond aR axpectation a« part of the 
Waat Dunbartonshire Literacy Initiative.

The Literacy Initiative was set up to challenge the 
link between poverty and low literacy levels.

After the first year the results announced this 
week have proved the scheme to be a complete 
success.

The literacy scheme is the only one of its kind to 
include all pre-school, primary one and two child­
ren. in an area which has the second highest level of

By MICHELLE McMENAMY

O lh rr dem ents c f  the Literacy Initiative Include 
involving p a r t n il In the support of th d r  children's 
language at hame, training for all hrveb of leaching 
staff and p  ramo ting Ite  racy through variai* Initia­
tives by the library service.

It a  the council's uni thsi in five years every child from W # * t Disnbwtonahlr* a  SUCCMtfi 
primary one to five will have s reading score within the P rim a ry  S c h o o l, B a llo c h , M  th #  c l  
national average range for thee age group. teacbor Mr» Ann O'Haro.

Page 6



N Wednesday, 28 March 2001 3

___News
Pupils 
have 
skills to 
shout 
about
R od M ills____

SCOTTISH schoolchildren have 
become the first in the world to 
have their reading and writing 
skills enhanced by a new chant-
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