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Abstract

In 2003 Belfast Education and Library Board introduced an intervention 

programme COMET (Communication and Education Together) to tackle poor 

communication skills and language deficiencies among primary school children from 

socially disadvantaged background. As children’s language and communication 

skills can exert a significant influence on their learning as well as their social and 

emotional development, addressing this issue is of crucial importance. Applying a 

mixed-methods approach, this longitudinal study evaluates the effectiveness of the 

COMET intervention and examines its impact on the children’s development of oral 

language skills as well as their reading performance. The quantitative data 

demonstrated the children involved in the programme had exhibited the higher levels 

of oral language skills as well as reading and reading-related abilities than the 

children who had not participated in the intervention. The children involved in the 

programme improved at a faster rate and had caught up with, or exceeded their peers 

who had not followed the COMET approach. The effectiveness of the COMET 

intervention was also confirmed by the qualitative data. The interviews with the 

principals, literacy coordinators, teachers and learning support assistants revealed 

that the intervention was an effective, valuable and very informative initiative that 

was manageable and functioned well in a highly complex and busy school 

environment. The findings of this study suggest that the COMET intervention is an 

effective and successful initiative, which not only assists the children in their 

development of oral language skills and reading abilities, but also positively 

contributes to reducing the gaps that exists between the children, providing them 

with a solid foundation and a greater chance for experiencing a school success.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Background of the study
The reading process is a complex task in which different factors and 

complicated processes have a significant role to play. Therefore, mastering the skill 

of reading is a time-consuming and challenging task. Yet, the prominence of reading 

skills is unquestionable; it provides us with an access not only to education and the 

world of books, but also to our culture. A lack of this skill can have dire 

consequences on future success and lives. It has been pointed out (Pumfrey and 

Reason, 1991:73) that “ ‘poor readers’ show lower expectations of success, a 

tendency to give up more easily in the face of difficulty and a tendency to attribute 

success to external causes such as luck. ” Although immense strides have been made 

in recent years in the field of education to understand the process of learning to read, 

there still remains a question as to what is the most effective and efficient instruction 

that equips each child with this crucial skill, and what can be done to facilitate and 

support the process of mastering the skill of reading. One of the avenues that has 

been extensively explored is the relationship between oral language and reading, and 

it has been demonstrated that not only is oral language a key element in the 

acquisition of the skill of reading, but also developing oral language skills has a 

positive influence on later literacy performance (MacDonald and Figueredo, 2010; 

NICHD ECCRN. 2005; Roth, Speece and Cooper, 2002; Jordan, Snow, Porche, 

2000; Snow, Tabors, Nicholson and Kurland, 1995). The prominence of oral 

language and oral competence in the literacy acquisition has been also highlighted by 

Olson (1996:83), who claimed that the “the acquisition of literacy are less matters of 

learning how to transcribe speech than a matter of learning to hear and think about 

one’s own language in a new way ”.

According to the figures supplied by the Department of Education School 

Census 2014/2015, 21% of primary school children have been identified with special 

education needs in Northern Ireland, this includes the prevalence of speech, language 

and communication difficulties. On the grounds that language is the core of learning 

and therefore poor language skill can exert a severe and detrimental influence both
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on children’s academic attainment and their social development, early identification 

of these children and effective support for them are of crucial importance. Existing 

research recognizes the critical role played by oral language in reading acquisition 

(e.g. NICHD ECCRN, 2005; Roth, Speece and Cooper, 2002; Jordan, Snow, Porche, 

2000); thus, steps should be taken at the earliest possible stage to identify the 

children who exhibit poor oral language skills and who consequently might be at risk 

of developing reading difficulties, and provide them with adequate and effective 

support, so that they are free from the trap of illiteracy in the future, as each child 

should be given an equal chance of experiencing school success.

In 2003 Belfast Education and Library Board (BELB) introduced an 

intervention programme COMET (Communication and Education Together) aimed 

at providing more efficient and effective support for children with speech and 

language delays. The project was funded by the Department of Education and was 

related to “Early Intervention for Children with Learning Difficulties, concentrating 

on delivering a more efficient and effective service for children with speech and 

language impairmenf' (Department of Education, December 2001). BELB 

implemented the COMET programme to tackle the high number of children entering 

primary school with some degree of difficulty in terms of speech, language and 

communication skills. A close collaboration was established involving BELB, North 

and West Belfast Health and Social Services Trust and South and East Belfast Health 

and Social Services Trust in 2003. The steering committee, involving representatives 

from the Department of Education, Department of Health, BELB, North and West 

Belfast Health and Social Services Trust, and South and East Belfast Health and 

Social Services Trust, was responsible for school selection to participate in the 

programme each year. As outlined by the Department of Education, school 

participation in this initiative had to be based on ‘Targeting Social Need’ criteria. In 

year one of the programme sixteen schools were identified to take part in it, 

additional schools were selected in subsequent years.

Some of the main aims of the programme were to equip the teachers both 

with the tools that enable them to identify the children with speech and language 

difficulties, and the strategies and activities to effectively support these children in 

the classroom. The programme also aimed at enhancing teachers’ confidence in 

identifying children with speech and language impediments and also raising their
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awareness of the connections between oral language abilities and literacy acquisition. 

On the grounds that the children’s language skills are centra! when accessing the 

curriculum, it was of crucial importance to increase teachers’ understanding of how 

these skills or lack of them can impact on the children's academic progression and 

functioning in a challenging learning environment. According to guidelines of 

Northern Ireland Curriculum, Foundation Stage (2007:17) “Language and Literacy 

should he considered in a holistic way, taking account of the integral nature of 

Talking and Listening and Reading and Writing which extend across all Areas of 

Learning”. The COMET programme provided the children with the opportunities to 

develop their language skills that underpinned the areas outlined in the Northern 

Ireland Curriculum, such as attention and listening, phonological awareness, social 

use of language, language and thinking, and vocabulary. Furthermore, one of the 

objectives of the COMET programme was also to promote a multi-professional 

approach (Education - Teachers and Health - Speech and Language Therapists) to 

effectively support children in their oral language development. It was stated (BELB 

Report, 2005) that an early intervention based on such a partnership approach, was 

envisaged to be an effective way to support children with communication difficulties 

in the classroom. Nevertheless, the question arises whether this model, based on a 

type of early intervention, could effectively assist children in mastering the skill of 

reading.

The COMET Project

In 2003 Belfast Education and Library Board received approval for funding 

from the Department of Education to implement an intervention that addressed the 

needs of the children who enter the primary school with some degree of difficulty in 

terms of speech, language and communication skills. This innovative intervention 

focused on promoting a multi-professional approach (Education: Teachers and 

Health: Speech and Language Therapists) to effectively support children in their oral 

language development. In order to embrace and emphasize the central role of 

collaboration between the two professional groups, the project was named COMET 

- Communication and Education Together. The steering committee involved 

representatives from the Department of Education, Department of Health, BELB, 

North and West Belfast Health and Social Services Trust and South and East Belfast
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Health and Social Services Trust. Each year the steering committee selected a 

number of schools in North and West and South and East Belfast to participate in the 

COMET project. The school selection was based on ‘Targeting Social Need' criteria 

as well as the school interest in participation in such an initiative. There have been 68 

primary schools involved in the COMET project since it was implemented in 2003. 

Each school was provided with the training, resources and follow-up sessions. 

Furthermore, 24 of these schools were provided with the additional support of 

COMET learning support assistants during the school year.

The main aim of the training programme, offered both to the foundation stage 

teachers and classroom assistants, was to provide them with the strategies and 

activities that contributed to increasing the children’s oral language abilities. The 

two-day INSET training focused on the key areas such as the importance of language 

for learning, the connections between language and literacy, promoting the 

development of children's attention and listening skills, phonological awareness, and 

receptive and expressive language. Moreover, the cluster groups’ sessions were 

organized throughout the school year to further support the implementation of 

COMET activities and strategies in the classroom environment. In addition to 

training and cluster groups, the in-class support was provided for the schools 

involved in the project. Fortnightly visits were made to Primary One classes by the 

advisory speech and language therapists in order to demonstrate the strategies and 

language-based activities to the teachers and classroom assistant. It provided an 

opportunity to present a wide variety of activities that could be used in whole class or 

small group work in order to effectively promote the development of children’s oral 

language skills. This in-class support also provided assistance for the teachers in 

implementation of speech and language advice into all areas of the curriculum. The 

role of COMET learning support assistant involved providing a targeted support for 

Year Two children who exhibited poor oral language skills, through small group 

work outside the classroom environment throughout the school year.

The resources provided by the COMET programme included the COMET 

Resource File as well as the Profiling Resources (Profiling Communication Skills in 

Year One and Profiling Communication Skills in Year Two - BELB, 2007), which 

were all compiled by the advisory speech and language therapists. The COMET 

Resource File includes theory, general strategies and activities for the following
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language areas: attention and listening, phonological awareness, receptive language, 

expressive language, and pragmatics. It also contains general advice on speech 

development, stammering, voice and parent advice (information leaflets for parents). 

Moreover, it contains materials that can be photocopied for classroom use. Some 

extracts from the COMET Resource File can be found in Appendix J.

The Profiling Resource - Profiling Communication Skills in Year One 

(BELB, 2007) is a screening tool that enables to establish the children’s language 

abilities in the following areas: attention and listening, memory, phonological 

awareness, understanding of language, expressive language and pragmatics. 

Whereas, The Profiling Resource - Profiling Communication Skills in Year Two 

(BELB, 2007) measures the children’s language abilities in the areas such as auditory 

memory; syllable (syllable swap, final syllable deletion, initial syllable deletion); 

rhyme (identifying two words that rhyme, identifying a word that does not rhyme, 

rhyme sort, generating rhyming words); phonemes (phoneme blending, phoneme 

segmenting, phoneme deletion); vocabulary (word recall, word definition); and 

verbal reasoning (inferencing, problem solving). Chapter Four: Methods provides 

detailed information about the content and administration of the COMET screening 

tools. Some sample test activities can be found in Appendix K.

The effectiveness of the COMET approach was evaluated at the start of the 

project. The changes in children’s communication skills were measured using 

standardized assessment on a randomly selected 20% of children from each class 

involved in cohort 1 (16 primary schools). The formal language assessments 

administered included British Picture Vocabulary Scale, Bus Story Test, Pre-school 

Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals, and Preschool and Primary 

Inventory of Phonological Awareness. Furthermore, the questionnaires were 

provided for teachers and classroom assistants to evaluate the programme. A baseline 

measure of children’s language skills was recorded at the beginning of the project 

and then the same children were assessed at the end of the school year. The results 

demonstrated improvements in the children’s scores in all the areas testes (BELB 

COMET Project, 2005) namely receptive vocabulary (pre-project: 20% of children 

assessed scored in the moderately or extremely low range; post-project: the figure 

was reduced to 6%), phonological awareness (pre-project: 24% of children 

performed in the average range, post-project: this figure increased to 92%), receptive
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and expressive language (pre-project: 18% of children performed in the average 

range, post-project: this figure increased to 87%), and narrative (50% of children 

performed below the average range; post-project: all the children performed in the 

average or above average range). The positive aspects of the project were also 

recognized by the teachers and classroom assistants. The participants reported 

increased confidence in identifying and supporting the children with speech and 

language difficulties as well as greater understanding of abilities required for 

effective communication and recognized their impact on the children’s progression.

This is the first study to undertake a longitudinal analysis of the effectiveness 

of the COMET intervention, which examines its impact on the children’s oral 

language abilities and reading performance. The idea for this study was conceived 

during my time working for Belfast Education and Library Board as a learning 

support assistant in the COMET Project. Being attached to the project as a member 

of staff offered a unique access to the project data, its activities as well as it provided 

deep insight into the personnel, teachers and pupils involved in the project. However, 

it is necessary to point out that the dual role of staff member and researcher required 

honesty, objectivity and clear focus on the research aims, so that any potential bias or 

the risk of conflict of interest could be avoided. Steps were taken to make sure that 

the data collection was carried out in an appropriate manner and all results were 

presented in a totally objective and honest way. Regular meetings were organized 

with the researcher, teachers, literacy coordinators and a BELB representative 

(COMET Project) in the schools utilizing the COMET Project, to ensure that an 

appropriate procedure was followed, the data were collected in a proper way, and all 

the requirements for the research were met. The data triangulation strategy was 

employed in order to confirm the quantitative data; the pupils’ results and progress 

were discussed with the class teachers on regular basis and the children’s 

improvements in oral language abilities were recognized and confirmed by teachers. 

The ultimate aim of the research was to draw attention to the aspects where practice 

could be improved in the future and to help pupils and educators improve in the 

process of the acquisition of language.
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Purpose of the study and the research questions
The main aim of this study is to evaluate the COMET intervention 

(Communication and Education Together) introduced by Belfast Education and 

Library Board (2003).

In order to assess the COMET intervention programme it is necessary:

• to examine how developing children’s communication skills assists 

children in learning to read;

• to examine the relationship between children's English language 

communication skills and their reading development;

• to explore whether the intervention is beneficial for children who are 

having difficulties learning to read;

® to identify and explore the factors that prevent children’s success in 

reading;

• to identify and examine the components of the intervention which 

enhance/do not enhance children’s success in learning to read.

Research methods
This study sought to obtain data which allow for an investigation of the 

effectiveness of the COMET programme. Despite the fact that such an approach has 

been implemented in the primary schools in the BELB area since 2003, it was the 

first opportunity to examine and assess its impact on primary school pupils’ reading 

performance. A quasi-experimental design, applying a mixed - methods approach 

was utilised in the research process. Five primary schools were selected for the study 

using ‘Targeting Social Need' (TSN) criteria involving 85 pupils. The children’s 

progress was monitored for three years, from Year One to Year Three to assess 

improvement in reading ability following the intervention programme. The research 

activities were divided into three main phases, namely in Year One the children’s 

oral language skills were screened in the experimental groups at the beginning and at 

the end of the school year. The results were shared with the class teachers and the 

data were used by the teachers throughout the year in order to provide targeted 

support for each child. The second stage of the research involved screening 

children’s oral language skills at the beginning and at the end of the school year both 

in the experimental and comparison groups. Furthermore, the group intervention was
15



implemented in the experimental groups. The intervention was scheduled for a whole 

school year and each group was involved in oral work once a week for thirty-five 

minutes. The final stage of the research involved reading tests being completed by 

both the experimental and comparison groups in order to investigate the extent of the 

impact of the intervention on the children’s reading skills. The last phase of the 

research also involved the interviews with the school principals, literacy 

coordinators, teachers, and learning support assistants to explore their views and 

opinions about the effectiveness, usefulness and validity of the COMET intervention.

Significance of the study
This is the first study to undertake a longitudinal analysis of the effectiveness 

of the COMET intervention, which examines its impact on the children’s oral 

language abilities and reading performance. This study aims to contribute to this 

growing area of research by exploring the relationship between oral language skills 

and reading acquisition. It not only demonstrates that developing the children's oral 

language skills can assist them in the process of mastering the skill of reading, but it 

also shows that the children’s oral language skills can be used as a method of 

identifying the children who may be at risk of experiencing problems while learning 

to read. Furthermore, this study provides an exciting and important opportunity to 

advance our knowledge of the importance of applying an effective multi-professional 

approach to provide appropriate support for children who are in need of such 

assistance. This study shows that the close collaboration of Education (teachers) and 

Health (speech and language therapists) to develop an intervention can be an 

effective way of supporting children in developing communication skills. 

Understanding the link between the children's oral language and reading, followed 

by an effective intervention, which is not only well-structured and works in 

accordance with the Northern Ireland curriculum, but is also sustainable in a highly 

complex and busy school environment, can positively contribute to reducing the gaps 

between children in their oral language development, and consequently provide them 

with the opportunity to form a solid foundation for their reading development and so 

increase their chances for school success.

16



Structure of the thesis
The overall structure of the study takes the form of six chapters, including 

introduction, literature review, methods, results and discussion sections. Chapter 

Two begins laying out the theoretical dimensions of the research, and looks at how 

the reading acquisition process has been perceived from the historical perspective. It 

presents the various approaches to the reading process and their influence on the way 

reading was comprehended and taught. It also gives a brief overview of language 

development and explores the relationship between oral language and the process of 

learning to read. The third section of this thesis identifies and examines the factors 

that contribute to children’s success or failure in reading. It focuses on the four key 

themes, such as child-based factors, family-based factors, and school-based factors as 

well as it explores the role and impact of the socioeconomic status in the process of 

learning to read. The next section is concerned with the methodology used for this 

study. It outlines the research design, provides the details about the participants as 

well as the measures and procedures applied in the research process. It describes the 

data analysis protocol and addresses the ethical considerations. The fifth chapter 

presents the quantitative and qualitative findings of the research. It compares the 

improvements in oral language development and reading abilities between the 

experimental and comparison groups as well as it summarizes the results of 

interviews conducted during the study. The final chapter provides answers to the 

research questions and analyses the results in a wider context. It evaluates the impact 

of the intervention on the children's oral language skills and assesses its influence on 

their reading performance. This section also presents the final conclusions of the 

study as well as it recognises its limitations.

Personal interest in the topic
My main reason for choosing this topic was a personal interest in language 

and literacy acquisition both in the first and second language. I am a qualified teacher 

and I completed a Master of Arts degree in English Philology at Polonia University 

in Czestochowa, Poland. Prior to moving to Northern Ireland, I had an opportunity to 

work as a teacher of English for two years and I had a chance to work with different 

age groups (primary school children, lower-secondary school children and secondary 

school children). It was a very salutary, valuable and indeed humbling experience,
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which enabled me to observe different ways in which children acquire a second 

language and master various language skills. It also gave me an opportunity to 

witness how this process can be influenced both by the methods and techniques 

applied by the teacher, as well as the children's already acquired skills and abilities.

The idea for this study was conceived during my time working for Belfast 

Education and Library Board as a learning support assistant in the COMET Project. 

During this time I have worked closely with the speech and language therapist and 

the teachers to effectively support children who exhibit poor oral language skills. On 

the grounds that language difficulties can exert a dire influence on various aspects of 

children's lives, i.e. their social and emotional development as well as their school 

achievements, being able to witness their progress and improvement in oral language 

abilities was both very rewarding and encouraging. The urge to better understand the 

processes involved in language development and literacy acquisition and the 

interrelationship between them, has prompted this research. I became interested in 

the effectiveness of the COMET intervention approach and its impact on primary 

school pupils’ reading performance, and due to the fact that language is central to 

learning, I felt it was an area worth investigating and these experiences gave me the 

impetus to proceed with my research.
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Chapter 2

Review of the literature: The process of learning to read

2.1. Historical changes in theories of the reading acquisition process

The discussion on the reading process requires us to pose a fundamental 

question: “what is reading?” However, providing one unequivocal definition of 

reading is quite problematic as contrasting perspectives on the act of reading lead to 

different ways of defining reading. Some perceive reading as a process of decoding 

the alphabetic code and “the ability to read words, quickly, accurately, and 

effortlessly, is critical to skilful reading comprehension” (Adams, 1998:3) 

Nevertheless, it has been pointed out (Adams, 1998:3) that “skillful reading is not a 

unitary skill. It is a whole complex system of skills and knowledge”. Many others, 

though, define reading both as the language process and the active process of 

constructing meaning (Goodman, 1994; Smith, 2004). Smith (2004:2) suggests that 

“reading is the most natural activity in the world” and acquiring the skill of reading 

can be as easy and straightforward as mastering oral language. On the other hand. 

Snow, Burns and Griffin (1998:15) claim that “reading is not only a cognitive 

psycholinguistic activity but also a social activity”. Blair, Rupley and Nichols 

(2007:437) conclude that “reading is an interactive process, which consists of 

multiple interactions between variables such as the reader’s background, the 

classroom context, reading materials, developmental levels, teachers’ instructional 

style, and learning goals”. The diversity of the definitions shows how complex the 

process of reading is and how many aspects need to be explored to understand the 

phenomenon called “reading’.

In the face of the progress of civilisation and social and economic 

advancement, the importance of the ability to read is unquestionable. It is a keystone 

of the individual’s education, intellectual growth and overall competence. 

Furthermore, it is considered to be an unassailable device for life skills development. 

Mastering the skill of reading is extremely valued and important, as it is crucial to 

success in a highly complex society. Therefore, the most fundamental and significant 

questions in the field of reading education are those of how children master a 

complex skill of reading which involves a wide range of components, and what can
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be done to facilitate that process, so that the children can gain not only proficiency 

with print, but also become effective, reflective and self-improving readers. Despite 

the fact that the field of reading is characterized by an extensive and diverse research 

base, there are no easy answers to these issues.

Owing to the fact that people have been learning to read, and have taught 

others to read since the first writing systems were introduced, the phenomenon of 

reading has always attracted scholarly attention and it has become the subject of 

extensive research and observation. To a considerable degree reading has been 

regarded as a personal activity which is subject to self-control. It has been argued 

(Gibson and Levin in Mitchell, 1982:127) that “there are as many reading processes 

as there are people who read, things to read, and goals to be served”. Given that the 

process of reading is inextricably intertwined with its richness and complexity, 

providing the patterns of the best possible way of teaching and learning to read has 

presented an immense challenge for centuries. The particular differences, abilities 

and preferences of each individual impede the introduction of one universal approach 

to equip children with the full array of reading accomplishment (Cunningham, Hall 

and Defee, 1998; Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998).

The strenuous attempts and efforts to provide the most effective approach to 

reading have stimulated ongoing debate at various levels: theoretical, practical and 

political. Even though the field of reading has been reviled by bitter controversies 

and serious disagreements, it is characterized by a defined and shared goal: 

recommending the effective reading instruction that promotes the child’s 

development. This matter has become of the utmost importance, not only for 

researchers, practitioners and educational administrators, but also policy makers 

(National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000; Snow, Burns and 

Griffin, 1998; International Reading Association & National Council of Teachers of 

English, 1996; No Child Left Behind Act of 2001). The discussion on the importance 

and role of reading brings us to the central topic of what the process of reading really 

is, and what constitutes that process.

From a historical perspective, there have been significant shifts and 

transitions in the theories of reading acquisition process and changes in the 

implications of these views for teaching and learning reading. The way the process of 

reading has been interpreted and defined exerts a great influence both on the teaching
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methods and the teaching materials adopted. Different ways of approaching the 

complex nature of reading and the challenge of helping children to become literate 

have resulted in the formulation of different theories of the reading process and 

methods of teaching reading. In the course of time different methods have had their 

advocates and their opponents. The theoretical assumptions in the field of reading 

education have been continually undergoing various transformations under the 

influence of the knowledge we have gained, and this enables us to examine different 

insights into a wide range of new dimensions.

Redefining traditional values and increasing the social awareness of the 

importance of being literate, have contributed to educationalists undertaking attempts 

to provide a deeper understanding of reading development and efforts to formulate 

an effective instruction that meets and responds to children’s individual needs which 

would enable them to build on their knowledge and expectations, so they can become 

effective, independent readers, and lifelong learners. It has been pointed out that 

through the centuries, different methods have emerged from the theories and 

perception of both the reading and learning process. The most dominant approaches 

to reading that can be distinguished are the bottom-up and top-down models of the 

reading process. The pillar of the bottom-up approach is the assumption that the most 

effective way of teaching and learning to read, is to explore and analyse the 

sound/letter relationships in the words. Such an approach to reading has been the 

focus of attention and it has achieved much credibility (e.g. Chall, 1970; Adams, 

1998; Stahl, 1991; Stahl, Duffy-Hester and Stahl, 1998; Snow, Burns and Griffin, 

1998; Storch and Whitehurst, 2002). The effectiveness of the phonics approach has 

been also demonstrated by the implementation of an early intervention programme: 

The West Dunbartonshire Literacy Initiative’ (MacKay, 2006; MacKay 2007). This 

ten-year initiative has proved that such an approach enhances reading achievement 

and as a result, it contributes to eradicating illiteracy. The contrasting theoretical 

perspective on the act of learning to read - the ‘top-down’ model, is based on belief 

that the meaning of the text is of crucial importance and that feature is anticipated 

first, and later the syntactic and graphic cues are applied by a reader (Goodman, 

1994; Smith, 2004; Newman and Church, 1990; Church, 1994). Nevertheless, the 

understanding and evaluation of these major trends in reading instruction, requires us 

to put them in the context of the historical transformations and the changes in attitude
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towards education, because as we know, reading research at various times focuses on 

different aspects of the reading process.

The readers of yesteryear: reading as a perceptual process
The earliest approaches to reading and reading instruction presented reading 

as an intuitive process which involved two stages: learning the code and reading. The 

knowledge about the code was formed from alphabetic principles, and the main 

emphasis was placed on word recognition. It was claimed that the factor determining 

the development of children’s reading skills was their familiarity with the form and 

names of letters. Such knowledge played an important role as it facilitated both word 

recognition and its pronunciation. Therefore, in order to gain the skill of reading, 

students were expected to learn the alphabet first and then the phonemic 

representation of the letters was introduced, the other important elements were 

practice in reading simple syllables, and exercise in spelling. On the grounds that 

access to the reading materials was limited, children mainly read the Bible, and later, 

in Europe for example, the rise of nationalism and mass political movements and 

culture meant that more diverse reading material - such as politically engaged 

newspapers and other diverse forms of political literature, for example essays and 

pamphlets - became available and read by a population which was increasingly 

literate (Vincent, 2000). The consequence of the assortment of the reading materials 

available was the socio-cultural purpose of reading (Adams, 1998). Nevertheless, it 

is imperative to mention that the alphabetic method was the subject of much 

controversy and it had to deal with strong criticisms from its opponents, as such an 

approach to teaching reading was considered to be difficult and mechanical, and for 

these reasons its effectiveness and usefulness for reading words and sentences was 

very limited. (Chapman and Czerniewska, 1978)

The historical period which brought some significant changes in the field of 

reading started in the mid-nineteenth century. Due to the development of democratic 

forms of government and the change in the attitude towards education, the teaching 

of reading became a public issue. On the grounds that education was perceived as a 

key element and the wisdom of the majority of people was of crucial importance, it 

was believed that providing better education to the populace would result in its 

greater collective wisdom. That political transformation exerted a great impact on the
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way of thinking about the teaching and learning of reading. However, it is necessary 

to point out that the perception of the value of reading during this period was not 

only influenced by the factors such as the growth of a middle class, technical 

developments in book production and therefore greater availability of print or 

flourishing of the literature (Watt, 1957), but also by the changes towards children’s 

childhood, their education and needs. It resulted in a rapid increase of children’s 

literature throughout the second half of the 18lh century. The reading materials that 

became available to children were not characterized by religious or only instructional 

agenda, but they were designed to both instruct, interest and enchant the children. 

Moreover, teachers and leading educators began to ponder over the true nature of 

reading, and as a consequence, the first questions were posed regarding the 

intellectual readiness for reading and a process of appropriate reading instruction. 

Furthermore, the attention was also drawn to another very important aspect of 

reading: comprehension. The effectiveness of phonics instruction was questioned and 

rigorous adherence to an approach which imposed a variety of meaningless drills and 

tests on children was considered to be inappropriate. It was claimed that letters were 

“skeleton-shaped, bloodless, ghostly apparitions” and “(...) the children look and 

feel so death-like, when compelled to face them ” (Horace Mann quoted in Adams, 

1998:22). The theoretical basis for a new approach to reading was derived from the 

Gestalt theory of learning (1922) which drew attention to the significance of 

analysing a particular phenomenon as the whole rather than breaking it down to the 

smaller components, it also explained the innate pattern of perception and the 

development of insight. As a consequence, it was concluded that individuals had a 

tendency to discern ‘in wholes’, namely, that children were able to recognise the 

whole word long before they could identify its constituent letters. (Goodacre, 1978). 

Such a challenging and controversial approach to reading was advocated by Horace 

Mann, secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Education (1837-1848), who stated 

that using a method which was based on teaching meaningful words first, was to be 

more effective than instruction in letter-to-sound correspondences and the process of 

learning to read itself was more approachable and appealing for children. It was 

argued (Russell Webb quoted in Fries, 1963:16) that “a word can as easily be 

learned as a letter; and, in addition, a word has some meaning - a letter none. A 

word conveys to the mind an idea, the mind acts to receive it; the letter has no such
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effect. The former necessarily teaches a child to think; the letter teaches - nothing. ” 

At first Horace Mann’s view was widely criticised; however over the years its 

influence grew and finally the significance of meaning came to be prevalent. The 

techniques and procedures of word-method were discussed and explored thoroughly 

throughout the nineteenth century. Nonetheless, it is prudent to point out that the true 

dominance of programmes on beginning reading focused on comprehension, was 

gained in the 1930s and 1940s. (Adams, 1998)

Nevertheless, the views on beginning reading instruction which promoted 

teaching children by a sight method, met with harsh criticism. The opponents of such 

an approach strongly and clearly challenged its theoretical assumptions and also 

questioned its validity and effectiveness. The modern debate on the credibility of the 

word method was begun with the publication of Rudolph Flesch’s Why Johnny Can’t 

Read in 1955. His strong, clear and deeply political claims described the word 

method as “the most inhuman, mean, stupid way of foisting something on a child’s 

mind” (Flesch quoted in Adams, 1998:24) and recommended a return to a phonic 

approach which was presented as the only effective, systematic and natural method 

of learning how to read. On the other hand. Fries (1963) drew attention to the fact 

that all the views and publications on the teaching of reading which formed the basis 

for the prevailing methods, ignored the key element of the process of learning to read 

- the strong connection between oral language and written language. He explicated 

that children were able to learn to read in the same way as they learn to talk, 

concluding that the crucial element of the process of learning to read was the 

“transfer stage” during which the child not only gained the knowledge of the 

connection between the sound-patterns of talk and the alphabetic signs of reading, 

but also developed the skill in changing from auditory signs for language signals in 

order to establish the visual signs for the same language signals.

Another very convincing argument against teaching children by the word 

method was put forward by Goodacre (1978), and it was stated that the strong 

emphasis placed on the meaning and word forms did not contribute to the children’s 

true growth and development, as the method did not equip the children with a 

technique for decoding unfamiliar words. Due to the fact that this method promoted 

the assumption about words as not being primarily formed from letters, the children 

were not provided with a model of applying visual and auditory analysis to decipher
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unknown lexical items. These aspects were also elaborated by Beard (1995) who 

clearly illustrated that following an approach which viewed language as a ‘whole 

word’ or ‘logographic’ system to make teaching more meaningful, was misleading 

and incorrect, as learners were required to deal not only with the sound - letter 

relationships which were diverse and complex anyway, but also they were expected 

to master multitudinous whole word characters, which made the task extremely 

difficult or even impossible to complete. McGuinness (2004:57) concluded that 

“teaching whole words by sight promotes a faulty decoding strategy. This happens 

because memorizing whole words seems logical and is relatively easy initially, 

leading to a false sense of security. But a whole-word strategy will inevitably 

collapse, depending on the child’s vocabulary and visual-memory skills. ”

The other method of introducing children to the process of reading, which 

was also mooted throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, was the 

sentence method. In contrast to the alphabet method and the word method, the centra! 

tenet of the sentence method was to concentrate on the phrases or sentences first and 

later analyse their components. It was pointed out that “the thought was the unit of 

thinking’’ and consequently “the sentence was the unit of expression” (Farnham in 

Fries, 1963:25). It was stated that the sentence should be demonstrated as a whole 

and children were encouraged to recognise the words, and finally the letters 

constituting the words. The important element of this approach was the emphasis 

placed on the necessity for preparation exercises for children to make them ready for 

reading. Moreover, it stressed the significant role of the use of supplementary 

reading material that addressed the children’s needs, interests and spoken 

vocabulary. The process of reading was perceived as an act that not only contributed 

to the children’s intellectual development, but also enabled them to gain true 

education. (Fries, 1963) On the other hand, it was pointed out (Goodacre, 1978) that 

although the whole-word method and the sentence method placed particular 

emphasis on the meaning of what was read, and highlighted the crucial role of 

comprehension in the process of learning to read, it could not be denied that the 

methods underestimated the complexity of reading and ignored the significance of 

being able to apply the skill in a flexible way (for instance, adjusting the rate of 

reading).
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Following the historical path in the field of reading, it can be stated that until 

the mid-1960s, reading was regarded as an intuitive perceptual process which 

involved translating graphic symbols (letters) into an oral code (sounds 

corresponding to those letters) and the dominant methods of teaching reading were 

phonics and a whole-word instruction. Due to the fact that the status of reading 

changed and respectability and prominence were given to it as it became an 

important element of the intellectual development of the individual, the issues of 

acquiring the skill of reading and the ways of helping to gain that knowledge were of 

great importance. The attempts to understand and explore the subject in greater 

depth, not only spearheaded formulating various theories and hypotheses of reading 

acquisition processes, but also attracted the interest of scholars from different fields 

of inquiry. As a result, in the middle to late 1960s, the reading process became the 

subject of research for people from other disciplines such as linguistics, psychology 

and sociology, and so on. Each approach undertook the challenge of providing a 

clear explanation of the process of reading and exploring the factors and other 

components that exerted an influence on that process. Moreover, it was of crucial 

importance to demonstrate a procedure of teaching to read, which contributed to 

effective learning and teaching. On account of the complex nature of each approach, 

it is important to discuss each individually in the following order: the 

psycholinguistic approach, the cognitive psychology approach and the sociolinguistic 

approach. It is imperative to investigate the above-mentioned approaches and their 

major implications for the teaching and learning of reading.

2.1.1. The Psycholinguistic Approach

Reading as a constructive process
It has been conclusively established that the ability to read is of crucial 

importance as it not only stimulates intellectual and emotional growth, but also 

encourages the development of rich and independent personalities in our society. The 

analysis of the reading process from a psycholinguistic perspective is based on the 

assumption that reading is a language process and there is a strong and explicit 

parallel between the learning of spoken and written language. Crystal (1993:17) 

describes psycholinguistics as “the study of language variation in relation to 

thinking and to other psychological processes within the individual - in particular, to
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the way in which language development and use is influenced by - or influences - 

such factors as memory, attention and perception.” Nevertheless, Kenneth Goodman 

(1978) and Frank Smith (1978, 2004) have presented the term in a more radical 

light, as they have gone as far as to assert that the reading process is not only the 

active construction of meaning, but also it is based on anticipation and prediction 

rather than careful deciphering of texts. These theoretical perspectives have provided 

many contributions in reading studies and they have exerted a great influence on the 

way the educators have thought of the nature of reading and its development, and 

consequently, the implications of such approaches have begun the debate about the 

procedure of how reading could be best taught and learned. Both Goodman’s and 

Smith’s views on reading have revolutionised the field, and also have provided the 

basis for radical transformations in the ways of approaching the process of learning 

to read, advocating a whole-language approach, which emphasizes the role of a 

literacy-rich environment, learning to read through reading and the close relationship 

between the development of spoken and written language.

Reading as a psycholinguistic guessing game
One of the most important insights put forward by Goodman (1978:137) is 

that reading is a complex and active process which “is not simply knowing sounds, 

words, sentences, and the abstract parts of language that can be studied by linguists. 

Reading, like listening, consists of processing language and constructing meaning.” 

It has been stated that reading should be perceived as a ‘psycholinguistic guessing 

game', and the implication of this is that the reader does not rely on word recognition 

while reading, but forms hypotheses of what a text might be about, and then applies a 

wide variety of cues to confirm or deny these meanings. It is imperative to emphasize 

that the meaning is constructed drawing on cues from all the language systems, 

namely grammatical, graphophonic (symbol-sound relationship), and semantic. 

Goodman’s study (1964) of cues and miscues in reading demonstrates that context 

plays a crucial role in the act of reading, as it enables a reader to respond to many cue 

systems in reading which are not possible to access at the letter or word levels. His 

study of one hundred children in grades 1, 2 and 3 illustrates that children are able to 

read many words in context which they cannot read from unrelated word lists, 

indicating that context contributes not only to comprehension but also word
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recognition. Goodman also advances the argument that errors made by children 

during oral reading should be used as a tool to gain a better understanding of the way 

the meaning is constructed by the reader, as they provide valuable information about 

the comprehension processes that take place. Therefore, it is of crucial importance to 

concentrate on these aspects and investigate them thoroughly, rather than treat the 

errors as mistakes that are negative and need to be eliminated. It has been 

emphasised (Goodman and Goodman, 1994:115) that “as readers make use of their 

knowledge of all the language cues, they predict, make inferences, select significant 

features, confirm, and constantly work towards constructing a meaningful text. Not 

only are they constructing meaning, they are constructing themselves as readers. ” It 

is evident from the above arguments that while reading in context the reader strives 

to make sense of print and of what is read, and applying the hypothesis-forming 

strategy helps the reader to achieve their intended aims.

Goodman’s notion of reading has become very well known as it has not only 

exerted a significant impact on the perception of the reading process, but also it has 

influenced the methods of teaching reading applied in the classroom. It is imperative 

to note that his model has been challenged and it has had to deal with harsh criticism. 

One very convincing argument against Goodman’s approach has been put forward by 

Gough (1972) who claims that the reader is not a guesser, but he is a decoder, and 

decoding is of paramount importance in the process of learning to read. Gough 

(1972:354) points out that “a guess may he a good thing, for it may preserve the 

integrity of sentence comprehension. But rather than being a sign of normal reading, 

it indicates that the child did not decode the word in question rapidly enough to read 

normally. The good reader need not guess; the had should not.” Gough’s definite 

view that reading is not a guessing game is supported by Nicholson (1986) who 

asserts that guessing from context cannot be perceived as an effective and sufficient 

reading strategy and only good decoding skills can contribute to child’s success in 

reading as they enable the reader to gain pace, fluency and accuracy. As a 

consequence, the reader is able to develop their vocabulary and gain better 

comprehension of reading texts. Furthermore, Nicholson's (1991) replication of the 

classic Goodman (1964) study illustrates that Goodman’s findings and arguments 

have overrated the significance and positive effects of context on the reading process. 

Nicholson (1991:449) argues that “only poor and younger average readers clearly
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read better in context. Good readers, on the other hand, even the younger ones, seem 

to be less reliant on context clues. This may mean that the enlightened guessing idea 

is incorrect. ” The significance of the exposure to the alphabetic code in the process 

of learning to read has been also emphasized by Chall (1999:8):

“learning the alphabetic code (variously called phonics, word analysis, 

decoding, and sound-symbol relations) was essential in beginning reading, 

but it was not all that was necessary. Other important factors included 

language, good teaching, and instructional materials on an appropriate level 

of difficulty ”.

The fundamental claims of Goodman’s psycholinguistic guessing game model have 

been also re-examined by Archer and Bryant (2001). The study investigates the 

contextual facilitation significance and the role and impact of context on word 

recognition by comparison of the experience of reading words in context and in 

isolated situations. The study supports Goodman’s claim that children read words 

better in context than in isolation. Nevertheless, it invalidates the claim that the 

contextual experience of words contributes to improvements in future word reading. 

It has been demonstrated that the children’s reading scores both for words introduced 

in context and isolation are the same.

A further searching criticism of Goodman’s views is introduced by Reid 

(1993:29) who points out that Goodman’s theory is “at odds with its own roots”. 

One very persuasive point against his theory is that the terms applied in his 

discussions are unclear and confusing as he fluctuates between ‘predicting’, 

‘anticipating’, ‘expecting’ and ‘guessing’, which are not synonymous in ordinary 

usage. In addition to this, Reid (1993) raises many consequential questions about the 

predictability of language, the way the reader applies the ‘most productive cues’ and 

the criteria that are possibly used in predicting of meaning of any given word. 

Finally, Reid (1993) poses questions of fundamental importance as to whether 

Goodman’s guessing game model is optimally efficient and whether such an 

approach is the most economical and straightforward method of dealing with the text. 

Reid (1993:33) substantiates her standpoint that “readers cannot learn to make, 

consistently, guesses that are right the first time” by drawing attention to the fact that 

language is not only n/jpredictable in its nature but also is characterized by 

singularity and originality as each language user is able to provide the sentences that
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are infinitely different. It has been therefore emphasised (Reid, 1993:33) that readers 

“must be helped to attend to the words on the page and how these are organized 

rather than try to make the text fit some rigid expectation Applying the model of 

reading which is based on features such as predicting, looking for cues which are 

later confirmed or denied, can neither provide precise or sufficient information for 

the reader to decipher texts and the key element in the process of learning to read, is 

to allow the visual input to prevail.

In the light of this evidence, it is apparent that Goodman’s approach to 

reading has contributed to long-standing controversy and heated discussion about its 

effectiveness and validity. Regardless of the fact that the evidence of research clearly 

illustrates the limitations of Goodman’s model of reading or even proves the 

incorrectness of some of his arguments, Vellutino (1991) suggests that the findings 

do not preclude the implementation of certain characteristics of whole-language 

perspective in teaching reading. In his review of the theoretical assumptions of code- 

oriented and whole-language approaches to reading, Vellutino (1991) points out that 

word identification not only plays a crucial role in the process of learning to read, but 

also is the precondition for success. He demonstrates the limitations of the predictive 

role of context restating that “even skilled readers can accurately predict no more 

than one word out of four in sentence contexts” (Vellutino, 1991:442). Nonetheless, 

attention is also drawn to the beneficial aspects of the use of context in teaching 

reading, such as monitoring and predictive purposes and expanding vocabulary to 

make the connection between printed words and their meaning, and so forth. Taking 

everything into consideration, it may be concluded that achieving balance between 

the print-driven and meaning-driven approaches would contribute to forming an 

effective strategy to reading. The role of miscue analysis has been also revisited by 

McKenna and Picard (2006) who suggest that Goodman’s model can be still 

regarded as a useful tool in reading assessment, yet it should be analyzed from a 

different perspective than originally recommended. Despite the fact that efficiency of 

miscue analysis is limited, it can provide an insight into a child’s application of 

graphophonic and contextual cues. In addition to this, it can be used as a device for 

monitoring the transfer of child’s abilities from context dependency to automatic 

decoding. The merits of miscue analysis have been also recognised by Wilson, 

Martens and Arya (2005) who consider it to be a valuable method for observing and
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analysing the process of meaning construction, and the way the readers incorporate a 

variety of cues and strategies in the act of reading. Furthermore, Bloome and Dail 

(1997) argue that miscue analysis can be a useful tool that enables to identify social, 

cultural, and ideological processes that occur during reading. It has been pointed out 

(Shanahan and Neuman, 1997) that despite the fact that Goodman's approach has 

drawn both positive and negative responses, it is apparent that his findings have 

impinged not only on defining the reading process but also on key aspects of 

instructional practice.

Reading as a natural process

As far as Smith’s perspective on reading is concerned, it has been pointed out 

(Smith, 2004) that reading is the most natural activity and each child is endowed with 

the attributes and skills that are requisite in order to read and learn to read. Similarly 

to Goodman’s approach, the centrality is given to the vital role of prediction and 

context which are the core of the act of reading. It is imperative to emphasize that 

prediction is defined as “the prior elimination of unlikely alternatives” (Smith, 

2004:25) rather than guessing and the broader-understood concept of context 

encompassing the readers’ prior knowledge, experience and each individual’s theory 

of the world plays a crucial role in the process of forming the predictions. 

Nevertheless, Stanovich (1993) warns that following such an approach to reading can 

bring grievous consequences, as according to him, reading is an interactive process 

in which information from different levels is applied, consequently using context as 

the only source of knowledge is insufficient, as the word recognition processes are 

crucial and lack of appropriate instruction exploring letter-sound relationship will 

contribute to inevitable failure of the ‘romantic’ assumptions of whole-language 

approach. Furthermore, Stanovich (2003) stresses the pivotal role of scientific 

criteria and scientific evidence while evaluating available knowledge and answering 

the questions about the nature of the reading process. The scientific validity of 

Smith’s theory is also questioned by Oakhill (1993). She points out that Smith’s 

stance is based on the broad theoretical assumptions which are not supported by the 

sufficient empirical data and deemphasizing the crucial role of the word recognition 

ability is misleading and wrong. It has been highlighted (Oakhill, 1993:69) that using 

children’s innate abilities as a vehicle for mastering the skill of reading and viewing
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reading as ‘sort of sophisticated guessing game’ is simply not sufficient in the 

process of learning to read. Similar argument is put forward by Adams (1991:47) 

who states that:

“Skilful readers are able to concentrate on meaning only because they have 

learned to process the words and their spellings very quickly and nearly 

effortlessly. But such automaticity grows from a history of having read words 

- not from skipping, ignoring, or guessing at them. ”

In spite of the fact that views on importance and validity of the 

psycholinguistic approach to teaching reading are divided, Smith and Goodman 

(2008) try to persuade us that such an approach provides insights into the way the 

readers develop the skill of reading and how they strive for making sense of print. It 

has been highlighted that children are equipped with the innate abilities that enable 

them to gain the skill of reading in the same manner they acquire language. Smith 

and Goodman (2008) point out that a key element in the process of learning to read is 

creating favourable conditions for reading to take place: literacy - rich environment, 

using real children’s literature and discovering the features of print in a natural 

setting. Teaching through authentic materials in a language-rich environment 

contributes to children’s greater achievement and makes the process of learning to 

read more natural and appealing (MacDonald and Figueredo, 2010). Furthermore, it 

has been emphasized (Dickinson, Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek, 2010:308) that 

language and background knowledge play a crucial role in the process of learning to 

read as “language is unique among precursor abilities in its pervasiveness for both 

early and later reading competencies and for the duration of its effects on reading 

comprehension as code breaking turns into meaning making ”.

Taking everything into consideration, it can be stated that serious 

disagreements about the best approach for teaching reading continue. However, 

Snow and Juel (2007) suggest that the disagreements in approaches originate from 

the ways reading is understood and defined, whereas both the code and meaning - 

driven aspects are crucial for normal reading development and they require different 

levels of stress and attention at different stages. Thus, integrating the two 

perspectives on reading, also recommended by Vellutino (1991), the Committee on 

Preventing Reading Difficulties (1998), National Reading Panel (2000) and Pressley, 

Roehrig, Bogner, Raphael and Dolezal (2002), would not only contribute to
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obviating the conflicts, but also would result in equipping children with the skills 

which enable them to become both skilled decoders and reflective readers. 

Furthermore, Byrne (2007) clearly explicates that each child is characterized by 

different knowledge and abilities, and consequently they make different 

contributions to the act of learning. The contribution made to “learn any reading - 

relevant process (...) will not be identical for all children. There will be no single 

theory of learning to read” (Byrne, 2007:108). Therefore, the balanced perspective is 

pivotal as it enables us to meet the needs of the individual child and promotes 

development of skills already gained.

2.1.2. The Cognitive Psychology Approach

Reading comprehension as a constructive process
The cognitive psychology perspective has greatly influenced and enriched 

reading research. It has originated the examination of metacognition, “the human 

capacity to think about thought” as it has been claimed (Calfee and Beretz, 1991: 85) 

that “reflective thought fosters the transfer of learning from one situation to 

another”. Analyzing the process of reading through the lens of such an approach has 

unquestionably contributed to increasing our knowledge and understanding of the 

nature of reading. It has enabled us to re-evaluate the theoretical claims about the 

reading process by highlighting the crucial role of a wide range of psychological 

aspects, such as memory, perception, comprehension and prior knowledge. The 

question of how a reader constructs the meaning of a text and what components are 

involved in the comprehension process have become central. It has been pointed out 

(Van den Broek, Kendeou, Kremer, Lynch, Butler, White, Lorch, 2005:109) that 

“comprehension is not a unitary phenomenon but rather a family ’ of skills and 

activities”. Needless to say, the attempts to find the answers have resulted in the 

peak development of research offering an array of factors impacting on reading 

comprehension, in particular the researchers have focused on story grammars 

concerned with the influence of the individual’s knowledge of the nature of 

narratives - story elements on comprehension (e.g. Stein and Glenn, 1979; Gersten, 

Fuchs, Williams and Baker, 2001; Garner and Bochna, 2004; Stetter and Hughes, 

2010). It has been claimed (Westby, 2005:162) that “the story content schemata and 

story text grammars or macrostructures facilitate students’ abilities to recognize the

33



gists or themes of passages On the other hand, the second line of research has 

concentrated on exploring the function of the reader’s prior knowledge in the process 

of gaining the meaning of a text (e.g. Anderson and Pearson, 1984; Calfee and 

Beretz, 1991; Caillies, Denhiere and Kintsch, 2002). It has been stated (Van den 

Broek, Kendeou, Kremer, Lynch, Butler, White, Lorch, 2005) that the prior 

knowledge influences the individual’s ability to comprehend what is being read as 

“at the core of successful reading comprehension is the ability to identify meaningful 

relations between the various parts of a text and between these parts and the 

readers’ background knowledge” (Van den Broek, Kendeou, Kremer, Lynch, Butler, 

White, Lorch, 2005:114).

One of the most influential theories from the cognitive psychology 

perspective is undoubtedly schema theory (Anderson and Pearson, 1984; Rumelhart, 

1980), which together with the theories of Goodman and Smith, has formed a 

significant counterbalance to the bottom-up approach to reading. While the 

importance of the readers’ decoding skills has been highlighted by the advocates of 

the bottom-up perspective, who have argued (Adams, 2002:68) that “in any complex 

endeavour, children must learn to walk before they run. Learning must start 

somewhere: if not with letters and phonemes, then where?”, a schema-based view 

has offered a different way to comprehend the phenomenon of reading. Schema 

theory, like the psycholinguistic perspective, advocates the assumption about the 

constructive nature of comprehension as well as it foregrounds the central role of an 

individual’s prior knowledge. It has been pointed out (McVee, Dunsmore and 

Gavelek, 2005) that the schema theory has been an effective and influential tool, as it 

not only has offered a comprehensible explanation for the organization and structure 

of human knowledge, but it has also provided a clear elucidation of the process of 

learning. The validity, adaptability and resilience of schema theory in the field have 

been demonstrated by the findings of a thorough examination of the reading and 

language arts texts for pre-service and in-service teachers (McVee, Dunsmore and 

Gavelek, 2005:534):

“In a review of 25 reading/language arts text published between 1989 and

2004, we found that all of the texts introduced schema theory to help explain

the reading process, especially comprehension. The widespread reliance on

schema theory indicates that educators still believe schema theory is a
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valuable tool in helping pre-service and in-sennce teachers understand

cognitive and individual aspects of reading. ”

Schema theory has made a significant contribution to the development of the 

perspective on the reading process, as it not only has encouraged to re-thinking the 

assumptions about the components involved in the reading process, but it has also 

sparked interest in getting to the heart of comprehension, namely investigating the 

relations between an individual’s prior knowledge that is brought to a text and its 

impact on how the text is comprehended and what is learned. It has been stated 

(Colley, 1987:116) that schema theory “not only accounts for storage of information 

but is also a procedural theory of knowledge acquisition. It is assumed that schemata 

are used to interpret incoming sensory information, retrieve information from 

memory and guide the sequence of processing”. The connections between prior 

knowledge and comprehension have been examined extensively under the 

framework of schema theory and it has been conclusively established that a reader’s 

prior knowledge plays an important role in comprehension of a text (Johnston, 1984; 

Haenggi and Perfetti, 1992; Haenggi and Perfetti, 1994; Kintsch, 2005; Stahl, 

Jacobson, Davis and Davis, 2006). Furthermore, Calfee and Beretz (1991:81) have 

claimed that “background knowledge is critical for comprehension. If a reader is 

totally unfamiliar with the topic of a passage, comprehension is slow if not 

impossible”. A similar argument has been put forward by Nation (2007:262): “prior 

knowledge about the text predicts comprehension of it and it is plain that complete 

lack of knowledge will result in a complete lack of comprehension ”. The fact that 

text comprehension is determined by a reader’s prior knowledge has been also 

emphasized by Caillies, Denhiere and Kintsch (2002:284): “prior knowledge 

provides the retrieval structures that give readers direct access to the information 

they need when they need it. Thus, a high-knowledge reader is able to elaborate 

hierarchical retrieval structure, which allows him/her to automatically retrieve 

distant information in the surface structure of the text”. More specific impact of 

prior knowledge on comprehension process has been demonstrated by Afflerbach’s 

study (1990), which involved investigation of the strategies applied by expert readers 

in order to determine the main idea of a text. The findings of his study have provided 

evidence that prior knowledge expedites the process of automatic construction of the 

main idea of a text, if the main idea is not presented precisely.
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Taking everything into consideration, it can be stated that readers’ prior 

knowledge exerts a significant influence on reading comprehension, and the ability 

to activate and apply this knowledge seems to be the key element in gaining 

efficiency in reading. Consequently, obtaining such proficiency can facilitate 

learning and promote the development of individuals’ competencies and their overall 

intellectual growth. It has been pointed out (Calfee and Beretz, 1991: 91) that 

“learning is more effective and efficient for every person when it connects with prior 

experience, when it engages individuals actively and interactively, and when it is 

simply and cogently organized”.

On the other hand, it is prudent to point out that despite the fact that the 

beneficial aspects of schema theory have been recognized, the correctness of its 

theoretical assumptions and its practicality have been challenged and harshly 

criticized (Krasny, Sadoski and Paivo, 2007; Carver, 1992). Sadoski, Paivio and 

Goetz (1991) have argued that one of the fundamental problems of schema theory is 

the imprecision and ambiguity of the definition of schema, what results in advancing 

various characterizations, and consequently different interpretations of its attributes, 

structure and role. Moreover, the lack of the precise description of knowledge - 

forming schema and its abstract nature makes it difficult to test. For this reason, 

obtaining a totally unbiased and objective account of the reliability of schema theory 

is very problematic, if not infeasible. Furthermore, Sadoski, Paivio and Goetz (1991) 

have claimed that findings of the large body of research supporting schema theory 

are not straightforward and/or arouse an alternative interpretation. Another strong 

argument against the validity of schema theory has been put forward by Carver 

(1992) who concluded, after a close re-examination of the previous research studies 

of Valencia and Stallman (1989) and Johnston (1984), that the role and value of the 

variables closely connected with schema theory, i.e. prediction activities, prior 

knowledge and text type, have been overestimated as they are of no relevance to the 

reading process. What is more, Carver (1992) has emphasized that the evidence 

provided by both the Valencia and Stallman, and Johnston studies is not sufficient to 

advance the claim that the above-mentioned variables involved in schema theory 

significantly influence comprehension during reading.

On the whole, it can be concluded that even though the effectiveness of a 

schema-based view on reading has been questioned, it has greatly influenced reading
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research and it has inspired researchers to explore the phenomenon of reading from a 

different perspective. Important questions have been raised, not only regarding the 

way of gaining the meaning of a text, how it is constructed, but also the components 

that have a substantial effect upon comprehension. It has encouraged us to closely 

analyse the interactions and connections that are made between the reader, who 

brings knowledge, unique experience and different cultural background to the 

reading task, and a text that is being read. Unfortunately, the cognitive psychology 

perspective on the reading process has not provided the golden mean to conclusively 

arbitrate a heated dispute about the most effective approach for teaching reading. 

Like any other approach to reading, it has its fervent advocates, yet it has to face the 

strong criticism coming from the opponents of this stance on reading. A very distinct 

and convincing argument, which can settle this disagreement to some extent, has 

been put forward by Kintsch (2005:126) who concluded that:

“Both top - down and bottom - up processes are integral parts of perception, 

problem solving and comprehension. Without sensory input (bottom - up) we 

could neither perceive, nor comprehend, nor think. However, perception, 

comprehension, and thought would be equally impossible without a memory 

or knowledge component (top -down). It makes no sense to ask whether one 

is more important than the other: Nothing happens without both ”,

2.1.3. The Sociolinguistic Approach

Reading as a social process
The previously presented approaches to reading have demonstrated that under 

no circumstances is reading a passive process. The sociolinguistic approach has 

highlighted other factors that have to be considered, because they form the 

background against which successful reading can be developed. According to 

Crystal’s definition (1993:17) sociolinguistics “is the study of the way language 

varies in relation to social situation (...)” and an analysis of the phenomenon of 

reading from such a perspective brings a new dimension to the discussion. It has 

been emphasized (Robinson, 1987:329) that “reading and writing are not unitary 

skills nor are they reducible to sets of component skills falling neatly under discrete 

categories (linguistic, cognitive); rather they are complex human activities taking 

place in complex human relationships’’. Undoubtedly, this new lens has sensitized
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researchers to the need of considering various interactions and activities involved in 

the reading event; and also has heightened our awareness of the important role of the 

various environments in which reading always occurs. As a consequence, our 

sensitivity to the notion of context has also been raised, and with this significant 

input from sociolinguists, it has become clear that the discussion about the ‘context’ 

in reading has to include a broader spectrum of aspects such as home, community, 

culture, etc, rather than concentrate only on the print surrounding the words on a 

page.

Owing to the fact that language users differ widely from each other in terms 

of their cultures, social groups they come from and language backgrounds, and 

consequently they differ in the ways they apply language; it is of paramount 

importance not only to incorporate these aspects when the task of reading is 

investigated, but also focus on the issues of dialectal differences and reading (Labov, 

1972). It has been pointed out (Labov, 2010) that the educators’ ability to 

differentiate between children’s differences in pronunciation and mistakes in reading 

is crucial for the process of learning to read. In order to develop more comprehensive 

approaches to teaching reading that take into consideration home language and 

culture, Labov, Baker, Bullock, Ross and Brown (1998) have addressed the specific 

limitations in the reading ability of children who speak African American English. 

Labov et al. (1998) have drawn attention to the children’s high level of frustration 

when encountering difficulties in reading books at their grade levels, which were 

caused by specific weaknesses in children's grapheme-to-phoneme processing. 

Moreover, lack of familiarity with the vocabulary and ineffective strategies for 

gaining the meanings of unknown words from context have also been considered to 

be the factors that deter the children’s success in reading. It has been pointed out 

(Bloome, Katz, Solsken, Willett and Wilson-Keenan, 2000), that it is of paramount 

importance to recognize and embrace the cultural and linguistic diversity of the 

learners and the social relationships among them, in order to promote the literacy 

practices that help the learners become highly competent language users. It can be 

concluded that the first point advanced by sociolinguists is that learners demonstrate 

linguistic differences as they use different dialects depending on their language 

backgrounds; therefore, it is of crucial importance to develop the methods that enable 

to accommodate the children’s use of a particular dialect and meet their individual
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needs, so that the challenging process of mastering the skills of reading becomes 

more accessible and engaging.

A further important message conveyed by sociolinguists is the necessity of 

recognising that each literacy event is rooted and shaped by broadly - understood 

contexts, such as home, community, school, and culture. And reading itself is a part 

of a larger and more sophisticated picture, it is apparent that reading “is not only a 

cognitive psycholinguistic activity but also a social activity” (Snow, Burns and 

Griffin, 1998:15). On the grounds that home environment has been considered to be 

one of the factors that play a significant part in the process of becoming literate, the 

relationship between the home literacy environment and reading achievement has 

become the focus of a considerable amount of research (e.g. Burgess, Hecht and 

Lonigan, 2002; Christian, Morrison and Bryant, 1998; Frijters, Barron and Brunello, 

2000; Goldenberg, Reese and Gallimore, 1992; Phillis and Lonigan, 2007; Storch 

and Whitehurst, 2001). It is clear from the large body of research in this area that 

home and family factors influence the development of children's literacy skills, and 

“children’s home experiences have a profound effect on their academic 

achievement” (Goldenberg, Reese and Gallimore, 1992:497). Furthermore, it has 

been pointed out that “the quality of a child’s family literacy environment in the 

preschool years appeared to play a major role in shaping his or her cognitive 

growth” (Christian, Morrison and Bryant, 1998:517) and “children whose home 

literacy environments are lacking with regard to shared reading activities and print 

materials are likely to have poor outside-in skills, which (...) places them at risk for 

later reading difficulties” (Storch and Whitehurst, 2001:66). The significant role of 

the literacy-rich home environment has been also recognized by Purcell-Gates (1996) 

who has claimed that home is the very first place where a child is given an 

opportunity to engage with written language and learn its functions, which exerts a 

positive impact on the children’s later literacy development. Nevertheless, Heath 

(1980, 1982) has pointed out that it is imperative to view literacy events in the 

broader sociocultural contexts as each community exhibits their own ways of 

interacting and sharing knowledge in literacy events. Furthermore, it has been 

highlighted (Heath, 1982) that some children who lack experience with the print 

environment may possess other abilities connected to the oral traditions established 

in their families. It has been recommended (Burgess, Hecht and Lonigan, 2002) to
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thoroughly explore the connections between the home literacy environment and 

reading in order to provide effective methods and techniques of manipulating some 

aspects of the home literacy environment that can contribute to stimulating and 

promoting early literacy development, and it has been concluded that “one of the 

greatest untapped potential is the home” (Burgess, Hecht and Lonigan, 2002:422).

Due to the fact that not only the learners’ home environment but also their 

community, culture and language background, exert a great impact on the process of 

learning to read, it is apparent that all these social and cultural differences are 

brought to the school and classroom settings and they influence the way reading is 

learned and taught (Bloome and Golden, 1982; Bloome and Theodorou, 1985; 

Kantor, Miller and Fernie, 1992; Bloome and Kinzer, 1998). It has been stated 

(Bloome and Theodorou, 1985:36) that “understanding the social, cultural, and 

interactional nature of classroom environment helps in understanding the reading 

and writing behaviour of the individual”. It has been demonstrated that reading is 

embedded in multiple contexts and it is intertwined with various interpersonal 

interactions and activities. Reading is viewed as a “social event” (Bloome and 

Theodorou, 1985:28), which involves different levels of interactions between the 

participants: students, teacher or the text. Through the constant interaction with the 

written language and the people involved in the reading event, the participants are 

not only applying their inferencing skills and background knowledge of the language 

to gain the meaning, they are not only learning together, but they are also learning 

from each other, what helps them to become successful readers. Furthermore, the 

social nature of reading has been also emphasized by drawing the parallels between 

oral and written language. It has been pointed out (Bloome and Theodorou, 1985) 

that similarly, while oral language serves different social functions, reading has its 

numerous functions and uses too, and they can differ from event to event, depending 

on the goal that needs to be achieved. With these contributions from a sociolinguistic 

perspective, it is evident that a reading process is not an independent and isolated 

event. Instead, reading is a part of a big and sophisticated picture and it is influenced 

by a wide range of aspects and multiple contexts.

Becoming a skilful reader is a challenging task and acquiring and developing 

the skill of reading is a long and time-consuming process. The above-mentioned 

perspectives on how reading is learned and how it should be taught, demonstrate
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unremitting work and indefatigable effort to provide a method that makes reading 

accessible and achievable for each child. Nevertheless, these various approaches to 

reading also prove that the reading field has been plagued with vociferous debate and 

serious disagreement on what skills are crucial for beginner readers and how they 

should be taught. Over the years the pendulum has swung between ‘bottom-up’: 

code-emphasis and ‘top-down’: meaning-emphasis models of reading. Researchers 

and educators advocating the ‘bottom-up’ approach to reading have claimed that 

exploring and focusing on the letter - sound correspondences is the key element in 

the process of learning to read (e.g. Chalk 1970; Williams, 1991; Adams, 1998; 

Storch and Whitehurst, 2002). The reliability and effectiveness of the code-emphasis 

approach have been also demonstrated by different interventions, including ‘The 

Clackmannanshire Synthetic Phonics Initiative’ (Johnston and Watson, 2005) and 

‘The West Dunbartonshire Literacy Initiative’ (MacKay, 2006; MacKay, 2007). It 

has been stated (Johnston and Watson, 2005; MacKay, 2006; MacKay, 2007) that the 

reading instruction based on phonics is an effective teaching method as it contributes 

to raising attainments and eradicating illiteracy. On the other hand, the advocates of 

the ‘top-down’ model of reading (e.g. Newman and Church, 1990; Church, 1994; 

Goodman, 1994; Smith, 2004) have argued that there is more to reading than 

phonics, and it has been pointed out that the ultimate goal and the heart of reading is 

meaning. The whole-language stance is based on the assumption that “learning is a 

collaborative venture and that we are implicated in each other’s learning’’ (Newman 

and Church, 1990:26) and a classroom is a place in which “both teachers and 

students have a voice" (Newman and Church, 1990:26). Furthermore, it highlights 

the importance of authentic learning experiences and authentic reading materials. 

These conceptions have been widely criticized and have been perceived as “a 

romantic view of learning” (Chall, 1991:25). Moreover, it has been argued (Chall, 

1991:25) that:

“These conceptions promise a quick and easy solution to reading problems - 

i.e. reading without tears, reading full of joy. They are the magic bullet to 

solve our serious reading problem. Furthermore, phonics recpdres 

knowledge, effort, and work. The whole word or whole language way has 

always promised more joy, more fun, and less work for the child - and for the 

teacher. ”
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Despite the fact that there has been a serious disagreement among researchers and 

practitioners about the importance of focusing on meaning or sound-symbol 

relationships, it does not seem to be right to discredit or reject one particular 

approach, or argue which one is more important, as both code-emphasis and 

meaning-emphasis instructions are needed in the process of learning to read. 

Therefore, the amalgamation of both approaches might be the best route to provide 

the most effective method that assists children in mastering the skill of reading. It has 

been pointed out (Ehri, Nunes, Stahl, Willows, 2001:433) that “by emphasizing all of 

the processes that contribute to growth in reading, teachers will have the best chance 

of making every child a reader”.

Due to the fact that literacy is woven into every aspect of our lives; its 

importance and role is unquestionable. It has been pointed out (Bloome and Enciso, 

2006) that being fully literate involves more than just the knowledge of the 

sound/letter relationships in the words, as each individual is expected to apply 

written language and skills in an informed, flexible and active manner in order to 

function effectively in complex and diverse social activities. It has been emphasized 

(Wells, 1990:14) that being literate means having “the disposition to engage 

appropriately with texts of different types in order to empower action, feeling, and 

thinking in the context of purposeful social activity”. It is of paramount importance 

therefore, to promote an approach that makes reading accessible for each child, and 

also to create favourable settings and rich environments, in which this skill can be 

constantly developed. The various perspectives and re-conceptualization of reading 

not only demonstrate its complex nature, but also prove that reading is 

transdisciplinary as it is based on linguistic, cognitive, social, cultural and political 

domains. It can be concluded (Bloome and Enciso, 2006:296) that:

“if schools are going to prepare young people to participate in and 

contribute to a diverse, complex, and democratic society, then literacy 

education must begin with recognition of the diversity of ways that written 

language is used by people across social institution, communities, and social 

situations, with recognition of how people adopt and adapt extant literacy 

practices to new situations and needs, with recognition of how literacy 

practices connect people and social institutions with each other and with 

local, national, and global contexts, and with recognition with how literacy
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practices construct social relationships among people and provide social 

identities. ”

The picture of the process of reading emerging from the body of research distinctly 

demonstrates that reading is a complex process that is influenced by various factors.

2.2. Language acquisition and literacy processes

The process of learning to read is a complex and lengthy task that is 

influenced by different aspects of the child’s development such as physical growth, 

language development, general mental and social development. Nevertheless, one of 

the most important preconditions for becoming literate is mastering the language 

system. Therefore, it is of crucial importance to investigate the relationships that 

exist between language acquisition and literacy processes as such an analysis, may 

not only provide a better understanding of the issue, but also contribute to providing 

methods that facilitate the process of learning to read from children’s early years. It 

has been pointed out (Richardson, 1991) that children must learn the form of spoken 

language first and gain competency and proficiency in its use, before they can 

approach the written form of language - reading or writing. The fundamental role of 

oral language has been also emphasized by Westby (2005:157), who has argued that 

“reading and writing are initially dependent on oral language and eventually extend 

oral language abilities. Young children use their oral language skills to learn to 

read, while older children use their reading ability to further their language learning 

- they read to learn". It can be stated that the role of spoken language in the process 

of learning to read is prominent, and oral language skills and literacy processes are 

mutually dependent (e.g. NICHD ECCRN, 2005; Jordan, Snow, Porche, 2000; 

MacDonald, Figueredo, 2010). The mastery of spoken language enables children to 

take the next developmental step: learning to read. Acquiring the skill of reading can 

be perceived as a natural continuation of the child’s linguistic development, the next 

link in the chain of abilities and competencies that are to be gained over the years, to 

become a fully competent and literate individual. Due to the complex nature of the 

subject, a brief overview of the language development and literacy development are 

to be presented separately in the following subsections.
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2.2.1. Language development

Language development is a complex and time-consuming process that 

requires the language user to master an intricate web of skills, so that they can 

communicate, express their ideas and thoughts, and understand each other. Language 

is an integral part of everyday life, it is an exclusively human attribute and being able 

to use language successfully is absolutely crucial for functioning in the highly 

complex society. However, being able to talk is not a skill human beings are born 

with; it is a skill that needs to be learned. In spite of the fact that acquiring a language 

is a complex process, it is an extraordinary and astonishing phenomenon as children 

are able to achieve it in a very limited period of time. Needless to say that language 

acquisition has been the centre of attention for decades, and there have been different 

theories that try to elucidate the mechanisms and processes involved in learning how 

to speak. It has been argued (e.g. Chomsky, 1965) that children are equipped with 

innate abilities and knowledge that facilitate language acquisition (Language 

Acquisition Device or Universal Grammar). Others have claimed (e.g. Skinner, 

1957) that language should be viewed and described as a category of behaviour and 

the relationships between environmental events, responses and reinforcement, are 

considered to be crucial for language acquisition. Some scholars (e.g. Piaget, 1951) 

have stated that cognitive development is a precondition of language acquisition. 

These various approaches that have been put forward to provide an explanation of 

the way children acquire language contributed to developing the diverse theoretical 

positions and various lines of study. Each approach has its advocates and opponents 

and consensus in the field has not been reached or even emerged. However, the 

debate seems to be fluctuating between nature - the innate abilities and qualities that 

are brought by children to the process of learning to speak, and nurture - the impact 

and shaping role of the environment and experience. Therefore, two main lines of 

research can be distinguished. One line of research focuses on mental processes 

involved in the process of learning to speak, exploring the relationships between the 

input: information from environment, and output: the ability to produce and 

understand language (e.g. Chomsky, 1965; Crain and Lillo-Martin, 1999). The 

second line of research concentrates more on the crucial role of the social aspects 

that surround and influence the child’s development such as culture, ethnicity and 

socioeconomic status, giving less attention to the internal processes involved (e.g.
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Tudge, Gray and Hogan, 1997; Vernon-Feagans, Garret-Peters, Willoughby, Mills- 

Koonce, et al., 2012). However, Hoff (2006:78) has proposed probably a more 

balanced and accurate perspective that combines these two approaches concluding 

that “language development is the reliable result of the mental processes set in 

motion when the child meets the social and linguistic word”.

Throughout the process of acquisition of oral language that is used in the 

community, children are active participants - “the meaning makers”, who are driven 

by the desire to communicate and make sense of the world around them (Wells, 

1986:222; Goodman and Goodman, 1994). Broadly speaking, from the very 

beginning of learning the language children carefully observe and try to engage and 

communicate with their parents or other caretakers using a combination of gesture 

and vocalization first, and then using single words and short utterances (Wells, 

1986). Young children discover the existence of the code and through experience and 

constant interaction with the environment, they form theories and hypotheses, which 

are constantly tested, in order to construct meaning and to learn how the language 

works (Wells, 1986). Moreover, in the process of acquiring a spoken language, 

children gain increasing control and abilities in different language domains such as 

phonology, morphology, semantics, pragmatics and lexicon (Snow, Bums and 

Griffin, 1998). As children gain proficiency in the use of language and its different 

functions, they also acquire metalinguistic awareness. Chaney (1994:372) has 

defined metalinguistic awareness as a “highly decontextualized linguistic skill that 

requires not only to comprehend and produce language in a communicative way, but 

also an ability to separate language structure from communicative intent". It is the 

ability to attend, to analyze and to manipulate the structural characteristics of 

language (phonemes, words, sentences) and to separate the forms of language from 

the meanings. Research has demonstrated that various metalinguistic skills: 

phonological awareness, word awareness and syntactic awareness - play an important 

role in the process of learning to read (Adams, 1990; Chaney, 1992; Chaney, 1994; 

Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998).

2.2.1.1. Phonology

The main aim of language acquisition is to develop into an active member 

of the community of speakers, and in order to achieve this aim all the elements of a
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target language have to be learned. One of the key elements that has to be mastered is 

the phonology of the language - understanding that spoken language can broken up 

into smaller units and acquiring the ability to attend and manipulate these segments 

of speech, which can be analysed at different levels, such as word, syllable, onset and 

rime, and phoneme. It has been demonstrated (Anthony and Lonigan, 2004; Treiman 

and Zukowski, 1996) that children develop their phonological awareness in early 

years by following a trend from large to smaller units, from word-level skills, to 

syllable-level skills, to onset-rime-level skills and to phoneme-level skills. It has 

been observed (Bryant et al., 1990; Chaney, 1992) that for most children, an 

awareness of the phonological structure of speech develops in the preschool years, 

and it has been reported (Chaney, 1994:374) that “normal three-year-old children 

are already rapidly developing a mental framework for analyzing language structure 

separately from language meaning”. It is also necessary to point out (Bryant et al., 

1990; Chaney, 1992; Chaney, 1994) that the development of phonological awareness 

is correlated with children’s age and their general language proficiency; however, its 

greatest period of growth is considered to be between the age of four and seven 

(Cooper et al, 2002).

A wide variety of tasks has been designed to assess children’s 

phonological awareness, including asking children to judge and correct 

pronunciation mistakes, identify words that begin with the same initial sound, judge 

whether the words rhyme or don’t rhyme, and segment the words into phonemes and 

blend sounds into words (e.g. Bryant et al., 1990; Chaney, 1992; Metsala, 1999). In 

spite of the fact that the crucial role of phonological awareness has been unanimously 

agreed, there have been some disagreements about the factors that not only underpin, 

but also contribute to the development of phonological awareness. It has been argued 

(McBride-Chang, 1995; McBride-Chang, Chang and Wagner, 1997) that successful 

performance on any phonological awareness task strongly depends on at least three 

component skills, namely general cognitive ability, verbal short term memory, and 

speech perception. Questions have also been raised about the way children gain the 

awareness of phonemes. It has been argued (Goswami, 2000; Ziegler and Goswami, 

2005) that phoneme awareness is not an ability that is possessed by children prior to 

reading instruction, it is quite the opposite - children become aware of phonemes as 

a result of reading experience. It has been pointed out (Goswami, 2000:146) that “the
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representation of phoneme-level information is thought to ‘spurt’ with the 

acquisition of literacy, because the feedback provided by graphemic information 

helps the child to represent segmental information at the phonemic level”. On the 

contrary, Walley et al. (2003:7) have stated that ‘‘reading experience enhances and 

maintains phoneme awareness, rather than being its primary cause ” and it has been 

emphasized (Metsala, 1999; Metsala, Stavrinos and Walley, 2009) that the crucial 

factor in the development of phoneme awareness is the growth of spoken vocabulary 

in early childhood. Furthermore, there is evidence that phoneme awareness can be 

observed in prereaders (Chaney, 1992; Metsala, 1999), and oral language skills have 

been found to play an important role in developing and fostering the awareness of 

phoneme (Chaney, 1992). The key role of basic oral language skills in the 

development of phoneme awareness has been also recognised by Cooper et al. 

(2002), and it has been concluded that basic oral language skills contribute to 

phoneme development from kindergarten through second grade, irrespective of 

reading ability.

The connections and links between the children's development of spoken 

language and the development of literacy have been subjected to thorough 

investigations in past decades. It has been demonstrated the children’s awareness of 

phonology of his or her language plays an important role in the acquisition of 

literacy. Phonological awareness has been considered to be one of the most important 

and powerful predictors of children’s progress and performance in the process of 

learning to read (e.g. Raz and Bryant, 1990; Bryant et al., 1990; Chaney, 1994; 

Adams, 1998; Goswami and East, 2000; Lonigan, Burgess and Anthony, 2000). It 

has been suggested (Raz and Bryant, 1990:210) that ‘‘the phonological awareness 

which children begin to acquire in the preschool years may play a significant role in 

determining how well they learn to read when they do get to school”. Phonological 

awareness makes a direct contribution to reading acquisition; early rhyme awareness 

and alliteration facilitate the development of phoneme awareness, which is an 

important element of the process of learning to read (Bryan et al., 1990); it also 

enables children to identify and sort common spelling patterns, so that children can 

apply analogies between words, not only to decode unfamiliar words, but also 

develop their reading vocabulary (Goswami, 2002). On the grounds that children's 

general sensitivity to the sound structure of language is absolutely crucial for
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mastering reading and spelling in an alphabetic system, early identification of 

children at risk of having reading difficulties and appropriate intervention could 

prevent serious consequences in the future (Anthony and Lonigan, 2004). It has been 

argued (Anthony and Lonigan, 2004:53) that “following early identification, at-risk 

children’s phonological deficits could be remediated before these children 

experience reading failure and its associated behavioural, social, academic, and 

psychological difficulties

2.2.1.2. Morphology

Language acquisition entails mastering and developing skills in various 

domains. It has been conclusively established that learning the phonology of 

language is critical and phonological awareness is pivotal for the discovery of the 

alphabetic principle. Nevertheless, in order to gain a high degree of proficiency in 

various literacy activities language learners have to acquire knowledge on the 

structure of words, how they are constructed and how they are related to each other - 

they need to master the morphology. The children’s morphological awareness is 

considered to be an important factor that facilitates and supports word-learning from 

early childhood (Carlisle et ah, 2010). It has been argued that children gain tacit 

morphological knowledge as they learn language and by the age of three, they start to 

manipulate and experiment with ways that morphemes can be amalgamated (Carlisle 

et ah, 2010; McCutchen, Logan and Biangardi-Orpe, 2009).

Due to the fact that the English language is morphophonemic, children 

have to have some knowledge both about phonemes and morphemes to be able to 

learn to read and write (Carlisle and Stone, 2005; Nagy, Berninger and Abbott, 

2006). While phonological awareness plays a crucial role in the early acquisition of 

decoding skill, morphological awareness can facilitate and support the development 

of reading skills at the later stages. Singson, Mahony and Mann (2000) reported that 

after the third grade, morphological skills contribute increasingly to reading, while 

the role of phonological awareness gradually decreases. A similar stance has been 

presented by Schwiebert, Green and McCutchen (2002), who have concluded that 

morphological knowledge positively contributes to the reading and spelling 

performance of fourth-grade students. Furthermore, morphological awareness has
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been found to be a valuable predictor of reading and spelling achievement 

(Schwiebert, Green and McCutchen, 2002).

It has been also pointed out that knowledge of morphemes plays an 

important role in lexical processing, namely it not only facilitates learning new 

words, but also gives insight into the meaning of words (Elbro and Arnbak, 1996). It 

has been suggested (Schwiebert, Green and McCutchen, 2002) that morphological 

awareness can be a useful tool that enables children to use their problem solving 

skills to tackle unfamiliar words and consequently enhance their comprehension. The 

positive effects of children's morphological awareness on some aspects of literacy 

have been also reported by Nagy, Berninger and Abbott (2006). Nagy et al. (2006) 

have discovered that morphological awareness not only contributes to the vocabulary 

growth, which consequently exerts an impact on reading comprehension, but it also 

has a significant effect on reading comprehension directly. Additionally, the other 

link has been identified between morphological awareness and comprehension; it has 

been argued (Nagy et al., 2006:144) that “higher levels of morphological awareness 

are associated with greater accuracy and fluency in decoding morphologically 

complex words, which would in turn contribute to greater comprehension’’.

On the grounds that the interplay between morphological awareness and 

literacy processes has been identified, and it has been established that morphological 

awareness is an important factor in the process of learning to read and spell, it has 

been argued (Nunes, Bryant and Bindman, 2006) that in addition to specific 

phonological knowledge, children need to gain more explicit morphological 

awareness in order to increase their reading and spelling success. Therefore, the 

instruction at the level of morphology would aid literacy learning. It has been 

demonstrated (Nunes, Bryant and Olsson, 2003) that improving children’s 

morphological awareness exerts a positive influence on their spelling ability. 

Knowledge of morphological structure helps children clarify many irregularities in 

spelling (Treiman and Cassar, 1997; Nunes et al., 2006) and it raises children’s “(...) 

representation and awareness of their own language. The better they spell 

morphemes that cannot be spelled only on the basis of their phonology, the more 

aware of morphology they become” (Nunes et al., 2006:782). Nunes, Bryant and 

Bindman (1997) have noted that although children's oral language skills followed by 

their phonological awareness and abilities are absolutely crucial when beginning
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learning to read, children need to acquire morphosyntactic awareness, which 

provides grammatical foundations for making connections between the word forms, 

meanings, and the ways the words are spelled; so that children can become fluent 

readers and spellers. Carlisle et al. (2010:467) have aptly captured the importance of 

instruction in morphological awareness, concluding that “it fosters development of 

the habit of analyzing the relation of word structure, spelling, and meaning - a habit 

that is likely to contribute to the depth of students ’ vocabulary, word reading, and 

spelling, and comprehension of texts.

2.2.1.3. Syntax and semantics

On the grounds that children’s spoken language is an important source of 

knowledge for the acquisition of literacy skills, children have to be aware of all 

aspects of language, including semantics and syntax, as their language proficiency 

and abilities may influence the nature of development of their reading systems. Due 

to the fact that learning about the written language is a laborious and long-term 

process that stretches into late childhood, it can be heavily influenced by various 

language skills depending on children’s developmental stages. As indicated in the 

previous sections, the role of phonological awareness is striking when children begin 

to learn to read, later they also apply their morphological knowledge to develop their 

literacy skills. However, in order to become fully competent readers they also need to 

demonstrate not only syntactic competence - sensitivity to the structure of sentences, 

but also semantic competence - grasping the meanings that are conveyed by 

language.

Syntactic proficiency has been considered to be an important aspect of 

language that may exert a broad influence on children’s school performance 

(Vasilyeva, Huttenlocher and Waterfall, 2006). It has become clear that the level of 

young children’s syntactic knowledge and skills exposed in their spontaneous speech 

and their comprehension abilities strongly depend on the complexity of syntactical 

variations applied by parents and teachers in their incoming speech (Huttenlocher et 

ah, 2002; Huttenlocher et ah, 2004). Scarborough (1990) has reported that preschool 

children who later develop reading impairments display deficiency in the syntactic 

complexity in their speech. Furthermore, it has been emphasized (Scott, 2009) that 

syntactic awareness has been connected with reading development via its
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contributions to reading comprehension, and syntax itself has been perceived as “the 

vehicle, even ‘workhorse', of meaning. As such, it is also a vehicle (not the only one, 

but a major one) for acquiring the knowledge base needed for reading 

comprehension. If this vehicle is flawed, it will not transport the knowledge very 

well’’ (Scott, 2009:185). Nevertheless, there is evidence (Cain, 2007; Nation and 

Snowling, 2000) that children’s syntactic awareness makes contributions not only to 

reading comprehension but also word decoding. Through a comparison of the poor 

comprehenders and normal readers matched for age, decoding skill and non - verbal 

ability, Nation and Snowling (2000) have demonstrated that children with 

comprehension impairments demonstrate poorer syntactic awareness abilities, that 

consequently exerts an impact upon the crucial processes involved in successful 

comprehension: text integration and comprehension monitoring, and also affects the 

development of skilled word recognition “by influencing the ease with which 

children learn to read words they could not read via simple decoding mechanisms” 

(Nation and Snowling, 2000:237).

In spite of the fact that the role of syntactic awareness has been recognised 

in the process of reading, this ability by itself is not sufficient for successful reading. 

It is of crucial importance for developing readers to not only have syntactic, but also 

semantic input to read successfully. On the grounds that “the product of successful 

comprehension is a coherent representation of the meaning of a text” (Cain, 

2006:553), children have to display the ability to understand connections among 

words, they have to be able to draw inferences, use context effectively and be 

involved in constructive processing. Nation and Snowling (1998) have found that 

poor comprehenders demonstrate weaker semantic abilities in comparison with 

normal readers, matched for decoding skill, chronological age and non - verbal 

ability. Furthermore, they demonstrate lower sensitivity to abstract semantic relations 

than children with normally developing reading skills (Nation and Snowling, 1999; 

Nation et ah, 1999). It has been also argued (Nation and Snowling, 1998) that 

semantic deficiency may impede the development of word recognition, as poor 

comprehenders struggle with reading words that are usually read with support from 

semantics. The important role of semantic coding in early reading development has 

been also emphasized by Vellutino, Scanlon and Spearing (1995:77), who have 

argued that “success in learning to read depends on the complementary use of both
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semantically and phonologically based methods of word identification”, and despite 

the fact that phonologically based abilities are considered to be a more significant 

factor in beginning reading, the function of semantically based abilities cannot be 

ignored. Moreover, semantic associations can also be a very useful tool for activating 

significant information that can be applied by the reader to facilitate comprehension 

(Myers and O'Brien, 1998).

It has been conclusively established that readers’ successful utilization of 

semantic and syntactic sources seems to be an important element in the process of 

learning to read. It has been pointed out (Schwantes, 1991) that semantics and syntax 

can be perceived as overlapping processes, and the combination of both semantic and 

syntactic information can encourage the word recognition speed, especially for 

young, developing readers who tend to rely heavily on such input compared to 

adults. The importance of semantic and syntactic context clues has been also 

highlighted by Henshaw (1992) in her comparative analysis of poor and fluent 

readers. It has been concluded that poor readers’ dependency on semantic and 

syntactic information is higher compared to fluent readers. Although struggling 

readers’ sometimes demonstrate a lack of flexibility in recognizing a word correctly 

in multiple contexts, they are able to apply semantic and syntactic context clues 

effectively; hence their already gained skills and their ability to read for meaning 

should not be underestimated, as ‘‘they did not need to be taught how to read for 

meaning” (Henshaw, 1992:19). However, it is necessary to point out (Schwantes, 

1991; Henshaw, 1992) that the degree of dependency on the semantic and syntactic 

information changes during different stages of development of reading. The 

simultaneous use of semantics and syntax can be a valuable tool for developing 

readers, in particular struggling ones, which compensates for inadequate graphic 

skills and enables them to tackle difficult texts.

2.2.1.4. Pragmatics

An additional important aspect of oral language development is gaining 

the ability to use language appropriately and effectively to communicate and achieve 

goals in various social contexts. Children have to learn how to apply language to 

convey their intentions, requests, promises and statements, in order to function 

effectively in home, community and school settings. They need to learn how to use
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language to participate in more sophisticated conversations and information 

exchanges with other children and adults. Adults’ linguistic sophistication allows 

them to comprehend and respond to speech acts efficiently as they are able to 

identify the communicator’s goals and intentions, infer and apply their knowledge to 

determine alternative interpretations of the speech acts (Ahbeduto et ah, 1992). 

Furthermore, they are able to read non - verbal behaviours that accompany speech 

and function as a significant connection between speech and context, and what 

contributes to the understanding of pragmatically ambiguous speech (Kelly et ah, 

1999; Kelly, 2001). The mastery of pragmatics of the language requires a wide 

variety of skills and abilities, so that the language can be used effectively based on 

the goal, addressee and genre; it is a process that takes place throughout the 

preschool years into adulthood.

It has been pointed out (Menyuk, 1984) that the development of pragmatic 

competence during the preschool years involves the following domains: production 

of conventional speech acts to convey the goal of the utterance (e.g. asserting, 

requesting, commanding, negating); application of conversational skills (e.g. 

initiation, turn-taking, and topic development), production of autonomous discourse 

and application of cultural rules (e.g. rules of politeness). It has been argued 

(Tomasello and Akhtar, 1995:201) that “language is an inherently social 

phenomenon and that young children can learn new pieces of language only by 

entering into some type of joint attentional focus with a mature language user”. It 

has been also emphasized (Bernicot and Laval, 1996) that metapragmatic knowledge 

is characterized by the ability to connect language and world, by verifying the 

suitability of utterances in respect of actual contexts; therefore the primary focus 

should be placed on context, language use and its functional characteristics.

Children’s pragmatic knowledge changes with age and various studies in 

the field of pragmatics demonstrate how children acquire knowledge and rules for 

using language in particular situations. Tomasello and Akhtar (1995) have 

demonstrated that two-year-old children are able to apply pragmatic cues in order to 

establish adult semantic intentions and learn new words. It has been shown (Marcos 

and Bernicot, 1994; O’Neill, 1996; Babelot and Marcos, 1999) that children under 

the age of three can adapt the form of request they produce to meet the social 

situation. Having analyzed children's comprehension and metapragmatic knowledge
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of promises, Bernicot and Laval (1996) have determined that children’s 

metapragmatic knowledge is action-orientated at the ages of three and six, and after 

the age of six it evolves to intention-orientated metapragmatic knowledge, to reach 

the level of full competence at the age of ten, when the speaker’s intentions and the 

listener’s desires are recognized. On the other hand, Reeder and Shapiro (1997) have 

claimed that by the ages of seven and eight, children's metapragmatic competence is 

sufficiently developed to function as one of the foundations for higher-order 

discourse skills, for example expository-descriptive and narrative writing. Children’s 

pragmatic knowledge evolves with age and is constantly developed in various social 

situations, such as family interaction (Goodwin and Cekaite, 2013), dinner table talk 

(Beals, 1993; Blum-Kulka, 1993; Blum-Kulka, 1990), book reading (Snow and 

Goldfield, 1983; Richman and Colombo, 2007; Fletcher et ah, 2008), and the 

preschool years seem to be crucial for children’s development of this competency. It 

can be concluded that the language-enrichment of children's environments enables 

them to discover and control a wider range of language functions, what later 

contributes to development of confidence, precision and proficiency in language use.

2.2.1.5. Vocabulary

Another important component of the language learning process is 

vocabulary. Acquiring vocabulary that is required for effective communication is a 

linguistic achievement of great complexity and importance as “without grammar 

very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed” (Wilkins, 

1972:111). The development of vocabulary is an immense task that requires 

“considerable interpretation, organisation, storage, and retrieval of information ” 

(Kuczaj, 1999:155). It can be stated that understanding of words develops before the 

ability to produce words (Reznick and Goldfield, 1992). Prior to gaining the ability 

to communicate with words, infants utilise gestures and gazes to demonstrate their 

understanding of language (Dromi, 1999; Reddy, 1999); later they learn to 

understand the intentions of others and establish joint attention, which is crucial for 

referential word learning as it enables them to match the words with the real-world 

references (Tomasello and Akhtar, 1995; Bloom, 2002). As children grow, the nature 

of speech perception starts to change, and usually during the second year of life, 

children exhibit a large and sudden increase in the number of words they are able to
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understand and produce (Reznick and Goldfield, 1992). Vocabulary is a domain of 

language that is continuously developed throughout the preschool years and well into 

adulthood. In spite of the fact that there has been an ongoing debate about the 

estimates of the size of children’s vocabularies and the rates they are developed 

(Jenkins et ah, 1984; Nagy and Anderson, 1984; Huttenlocher et ah, 1991), it can be 

argued that children learn approximately 3,000 words per year (Baumann and 

Kameenui, 1991; Beck and McKeown, 1991). However, it is necessary to point out 

that the rate at which children expand their vocabularies can be influenced by 

individual differences such as children’s abilities, home environments and family 

socioeconomic status. It has been demonstrated in various studies that children from 

lower-income backgrounds develop their vocabularies at a slower rates than children 

from higher-income ones (e.g. Hart and Risley, 1995; Linver et ah, 2002; Hoff, 

2003) and the gap between them can be as high as 6,000 words at school entry (Hart 

and Risley, 1995).

Vocabulary knowledge is widely regarded as a key component in the process 

of learning to read, reading comprehension and consequently, school success (Wasik, 

2010; Snow, 1991). It has been argued (Becker, 1977) that a lack of vocabulary 

knowledge is one of main reasons for school failure of disadvantaged students. 

Furthermore, it has been emphasized (Baker, Simmons and Kameenui, 1995) that the 

differences in the size of children’s vocabulary knowledge can be observed as early 

as in the preschool years and this vocabulary gap has a tendency to widen 

considerably throughout school, and as a consequence "early differences in 

vocabulary knowledge have strong implications for students’ long-term educational 

success'" (Baker, Simmons and Kameenui, 1995:35). It can be argued that vocabulary 

knowledge is a distinctive feature between good readers and poor readers as children 

who exhibit both reading and comprehension problems tend to have limited 

vocabulary (Rupley and Nichols, 2005). Further support for the crucial role of 

vocabulary in the reading process has been also offered by Chall, Jacobs and 

Baldwin (1990) and Rupley (2005), who have claimed that vocabulary serves as the 

connecting link between decoding and comprehension. Moreover, Scarborough 

(2005) and Carlson et al. (2013) have identified vocabulary knowledge as one of the 

routes to reading comprehension, concluding that "there are two intermingled paths 

to reading comprehension, one through decoding and a second through vocabulary”
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(Carlson et al., 2013:125). Beyond all doubt vocabulary plays an important role in 

the process of learning to read and reading comprehension, as “vocabulary is 

partially an outcome of a reader’s comprehension capabilities, and reading 

comprehension is partially an outcome of a reader’s vocabulary knowledge. Thus, 

reading comprehension and vocabulary share a nurturing relationship, each 

supporting the growth and development of the other" (Rupley, 2005:203).

2.2.2. Literacy development: reading

In the face of the progress of civilization and an increase in the forms of 

human activity, the importance of reading skills is unquestionable. Mastering the 

skill of reading provides the children with an access not only to education and the 

world of books, but also to our culture. Humankind should give each child what is 

most valuable and necessary to normal development, and the ability to read is one of 

our fundamental human rights. It has been pointed out (Pumfrey and Reason, 

1991:73) that “ ‘poor readers’ show lower expectations of success, a tendency to 

give up more easily in the face of difficulty and a tendency to attribute success to 

external causes such as luck. ”. On the other hand, Westby (2005) has not only 

highlighted how complex the demands of society are, but also has emphasized the 

high-levels skills that have to be acquired to become an effective and reflective 

reader, and successful language user, concluding that:

“Not only must individuals possess critical literacy, which involves reading 

between the lines, but they must also have dynamic literacy, which involves 

reading across the lines, that is, reading multiple texts, comparing and 

contrasting their content, and integrating their ideas, as well as reading 

beyond the lines by acting on the content gained from texts and interrelating 

to content for problem-raising and problem-solving matters”. (Westby, 2005: 

158-159)

Being a skilled reader is an attribute that affects future life and it is an ability with its 

roots in early childhood and a lifelong learning curve. Therefore, reading is a 

formidable area that attracts scholars and educators in many disciplines, who strive to 

comprehend the reading process and identify its crucial components and factors, so 

that each child can be effectively supported in gaining this valuable skill and no 

individual is left behind.
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Reading is a highly complex skill and a lot of efforts and attempts have 

been made over the years to break it down into its component skills, so that not only 

its nature, but also the issues underlying reading disabilities could be better 

understood and more effective and powerful classroom reading instruction could be 

introduced. More than two decades ago Gough and Tunmer (1986) proposed a 

simple model of reading, which states that “reading equals the product of decoding 

and comprehension” (Gough and Tunmer, 1986:6). According to this approach 

decoding has been viewed as effective word recognition, whereas comprehension has 

been described as the ability to apply lexical information to interpret spoken 

language (Hoover and Gough, 1990). It has been emphasized (Gough and Tunmer, 

1986:6) that “reading ability can result only from the combination of decoding and 

comprehension. But reading disability could result in three different ways: from an 

inability to decode, an inability to comprehend, or both ”. The general validity and 

reliability of the Simple View of Reading have been strongly supported by various 

studies and research (e.g. Shankweiler et ah, 1999; Catts, Hogan and Fey, 2003; 

Adlof, Catts and Little, 2006; Kirby and Savage, 2008).

Despite the fact that there are only two different components identified in 

the Simple View of Reading, they are quite complex in their nature and they are 

mutually interdependent. It can be argued that word identification is a central skill in 

the act of reading and it is acquired through developmental stages (Ehri, 1991; 

Mason, Herman and Au, 1990). It has been pointed out (Mason, Herman and Au, 

1990) that children's understanding about print - sound relationships derives from 

preschool experiences with environmental print and these early experiences enable 

them to start making connections and perceiving printed words as meaningful 

representations of items in certain contexts. Ehri (1991) has identified four stages of 

word identification development: the logographic stage (in which children apply 

visual, contextual or graphic characteristics to read words), the transitional stage 

from logographic to novice alphabetic (in which children start to read words by 

moving from the visual context to letter - sound relationships), the alphabetic stage 

(in which children depend on grapheme - phoneme relationships to read words), and 

the orthographic stage (in which children apply spelling patterns).

Although word identification is a very important element of reading, it is 

not sufficient as a skilled reader needs to be a good comprehender. Reading
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comprehension is a complex process, in which many skills are employed. 

Comprehension of written texts depends heavily on children's already developed 

language knowledge and skills, which were presented in previous sections, children's 

linguistic comprehension ability (Gough and Tunmer, 1986; Nation and Snowling, 

1997), background knowledge (Anderson and Pearson, 1984), but also on higher- 

level processing skills, including comprehension monitoring and working memory 

capacity (Cain and Oakhill, 2006; Cain, 2006; Myers and O’Brien, 1998, Hannon 

and Daneman, 2001). It has been claimed (Westby, 2005) that the most striking 

distinction between good and poor readers is the way they perceive the act of reading 

and its ultimate purpose; for good readers the main aim of reading is comprehending 

the text and learning new information, they are actively involved in this process by 

constant monitoring of their progress and controlling their cognitive strategies 

employed during reading; whereas the focus of poor readers is placed on segmenting 

words into phonemes, saying the words fast and fluently and applying expression 

while reading. The level of significance of decoding and comprehension shifts with 

reading proficiency, however they are both vital components of reading 

development, and they both have to be acquired in order to become a skilled reader.

2.2.3. The importance and role of oral language in the process of learning to read

Oral language acquisition is a complex process that stretches between 

preschool and elementary years and beyond. Children have to gain control over each 

aspect of oral language knowledge, so that they can use language appropriately and 

effectively in particular situations. It also involves listening and speaking, it requires 

the children to listen to what they hear and interpret what is being said, as well as 

they need to choose how to express themselves and convey their meaning when they 

speak. The mastery of all the domains of oral language is crucial, as they not only 

form the foundation for the acquisition of written language, but also play a very 

specific role in this process. Written language acquisition is strongly dependent on 

language knowledge, and its importance has been emphatically emphasized by 

Menyuk (1984:101), who has posed the fundamental question: "How can one read 

what one does not know in oral language?’’ The relationship between oral and 

written language has been also recognised by Juel, (1996), who has stated that 

reading development is strictly related to language development, as it is a natural
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process that develops due to the need of communication. Therefore, it is believed that 

increased reading skill derives from increased language skill.

Strang (1978) suggests that there is a strong relationship between reading and 

other language skills, such as listening, speaking, writing and spelling. Nevertheless, 

it has been stated that speech is of primary importance since the degree of mastery of 

oral language determines the chance of success in beginning reading. Strang 

(1978:88) speaks in favour of the importance of developing the child’s oral 

expression as “for beginning readers the easiest words to learn are those that are in 

their speaking vocabulary, arranged in their own sentence patterns, and that have 

personal significance for them. ” With the passing of time, reading vocabulary is 

often greater than speaking vocabulary, i.e. the child is able to understand more 

words that he/she reads than he/she uses in speaking. It is emphasized that speaking 

and reading are mutually dependent, because effective speech contributes to 

preciseness and facility in reading and later effective reading boosts the child’s oral 

language skills. Furthermore, particular attention is also paid to the child’s listening 

skills as they exert a great impact on reading development. It is claimed (Strang, 

1978) that listening and reading have certain common characteristics, namely they 

both are ways of receiving communication, they involve interpreting of symbols 

(heard or seen), analysing and sequencing ideas, recognising relationships, and the 

mood and intention of the speaker or writer. A learner who is able to complete the 

previously-mentioned tasks while listening, should be capable of reading text of the 

same level of difficulty.

Exploring the associations that exist between children’s spoken language 

competence and their reading acquisition is pivotal as such an analysis can set the 

patterns for an effective way of approaching the phenomenon of reading. It is 

prudent to point out that “early-emerging oral language capacities and print-based 

knowledge are related and may mutually facilitate language and literacy 

development” (Dickinson and Sprague, 2003:276) It has been demonstrated 

(Menyuk and Chesnick, 1997) that the children’s lack of control over the ways of 

applying oral language impedes the process of learning to read, and children with 

poor oral language skills are at risk of developing reading difficulties. It has been 

stated (NICHD ECCRN, 2005; Roth, Speece and Cooper, 2002) that oral language 

abilities offer a foundation for later reading achievement and it has been pointed out
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(Storch and Whitehurst, 2002:944) that “oral language skills should he an integral 

part of reading instruction beginning in preschool and throughout elementary 

school”. Research has shown that oral language is a key component in the 

acquisition of the skill of reading, and developing oral language skills has a positive 

influence on the later literacy performance (Jordan, Snow, Porche, 2000; 

MacDonald, Figueredo, 2010). It has been outlined (Lonigan, Burgess, Anthony, 

2000:597) that children’s oral language skills not only exert a great impact on their 

later word-decoding abilities, but also they are related to “phonological sensitivity” 

which is of utmost importance for the development of reading as “children who are 

better at detecting and manipulating syllables, rhymes, or phonemes are quicker to 

learn to read. ” It is apparent that oral language skills play a crucial role in the 

process of learning to read and it has been concluded (Snow, Tabors, Nicholson and 

Kurland, 1995:47) that “young children’s oral language skills may give more 

information about their academic futures than the traditionally assessed skills in the 

domains of letter, shape, colour, and number knowledge, or than print-related 

assessment. ”
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Chapter 3

Review of the literature: Predictors of success and failure in reading

Acquiring and developing reading skills is a complex task and children’s 

language skills are of crucial importance as reading heavily depends on all domains 

of oral language. Furthermore, children’s language skills influence effective learning. 

Being a good and reflective reader is an attribute that exerts an impact on a child's 

later development, success and life. Nevertheless, a number of children find the 

process of learning to read extremely challenging and difficult. The discussion brings 

us to the central topic of what can be done to identify children struggling with 

reading at the earliest stage, and then assist them effectively by facilitating that 

process, and consequently, preventing or alleviating reading difficulties among 

children. The early detection of children at risk of developing reading difficulties and 

an appropriate intervention, can prevent the dire consequences that a poor reading 

skill has on a child’s later development and life. It has been pointed out (Snow, 

Burns and Griffin, 1998) that there are certain foreseen risk factors that can be used 

in order to identify the children who may develop reading difficulties. The risk 

factors can be divided into the following types: child-orientated factors (e.g. 

cognitive deficiencies, hearing impairment, early language impairment, attention 

deficits); school-orientated factors (e.g. teaching methodology and expertise 

available, expectations of pupils); family-orientated factors (e.g. value placed on 

literacy, use of reading materials, reading with children, opportunities for verbal 

interaction) and socioeconomic status (pupils from poorer background tend to find 

more difficulty to succeed in education). The risk factors are to be presented 

individually in the following subsections. Nevertheless, it is necessary to emphasize 

that the relationships between risk predictors and reading success are not categorical 

and absolute. It has been highlighted (Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998:100) that:

“it is critical to distinguish predictors from causes or explanations of reading 

difficulties - predictors are simply correlates. Nor can predictors be 

interpreted as suggesting the inevitability of poor reading achievement. To 

the contrary: the whole point of identifying risk factors is to alert parents,
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physicians, and teachers to potential obstacles children might face so that

effective interventions can be devised and implemented”.

Being aware of the various components that contribute to the process of learning to 

read as well as the factors that may hinder this process, and applying that specific 

knowledge of the issue, can help to overcome children’s failure in reading.

3. 1. Child-orientated factors

According to the ‘simple view of reading’ proposed by Gough and Tunmer 

(1986), skilled reading can be perceived as a primary outcome of two skills, 

decoding and language comprehension. Consequently, the nature and origins of 

reading difficulties can be divided into the three categories: reading disabilities 

deriving from an inability to decode, inability to comprehend or difficulties in both 

domains (Gough and Tunmer, 1986). It has been argued that the phonological 

processing difficulties are the core cause of decoding difficulties (Stanovich and 

Siegal, 1994), whereas reading comprehension problems have been connected with 

the deficiencies at the level of semantics, syntax and discourse processing (Snowling, 

2000; Catts et ah, 1999). It has become apparent that reading disorders largely derive 

from a variety of underlying impairments in oral language skills (Hulme and 

Snowling, 2014).

On the grounds that learning to read is strongly related to early language 

skills, children who exhibit deficiencies or delays in the acquisition of oral language 

skills are at the greatest risk of experiencing failure. The nature and the degree of 

severity of the impairments of spoken language can affect different aspects of 

children’s reading development. According to Bishop and Snowling (2004) there are 

two dimensions of language skills that enable to disentangle different forms of 

literacy impairment, namely phonological language skills and nonphonological 

language skills. It has been argued that (Bishop and Snowling, 2004) children with 

dyslexia are characterized by deficiencies in the phonological language skills, but not 

in the nonphonological language skills, ‘poor comprehenders’ demonstrate average 

phonological, but poor nonphonological language skills, whereas children with 

specific language impairment show deficits in both domains. It has also been claimed 

(Snowling, Bishop and Stothard, 2000; Carroll and Snowling, 2004) that due to the 

fact that the disorders such as dyslexia and specific language impairment are
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characterised by a shared underlying problem: phonological processing, they can be 

only distinguished by “the severity of the language difficulties experienced outside of 

the reading module; these are ‘exposed’ in SLI and ‘hidden’ in dyslexia” (Snowling, 

Bishop and Stothard, 2000:588). Furthermore, the Nation and Snowling study 

(1998b) of ninety-two seven-to-ten-year-old children has demonstrated that despite 

having poor word decoding skills, the dyslexic children are able to apply their oral 

language skills to use context to comprehend the text that is being read. In the case of 

the children with specific language impairment, the limitations of phonological 

awareness and deficits in other language areas, such as vocabulary, semantics and 

syntax not only impede the possibilities of applying linguistic context to decode text 

while reading, but also restrict comprehension.

Dyslexia or reading disability has been defined (Scarborough, 1990:1728) as 

“severe reading problems that cannot be attributed to sensory, intellectual, 

emotional, or socioeconomic handicaps or to other known impediments to learning 

to read”. Due to the fact that dyslexia is viewed in terms of reading achievement, it 

cannot be diagnosed until children experience difficulties in reading during the 

school years. As it has been highlighted by Scarborough (1990:1728) “dyslexics are 

not identified until they have tried and failed to learn to read in school”. In her 

prospective study of children at family risk of dyslexia, Scarborough (1990) followed 

the progress of thirty-two two-year-old children to investigate and identify early 

precursors to dyslexia that would not be yet influenced by preschool reading 

instruction. The children from families with a history of reading disability were 

compared with children from families that did not have a positive history of reading 

disability, but exhibited similar IQ, socioeconomic status and sex. It has been 

reported that 65% of children from families with a history of dyslexia developed 

reading difficulties at the end of second grade. The study has not only supported the 

claim that deficiency in language skill is a precursor to dyslexia, but has also 

suggested that the significant differences between children who do and do not 

become reading-disabled, can be observed by the third year of life. Furthermore, the 

study conducted by Snowling, Gallagher and Frith (2003), involving fifty-six 

children at family risk of dyslexia followed from the age of three years, nine months 

to eight years, has also revealed that 66% of the high-risk sample developed reading 

difficulties at the age of eight years. Moreover, this group of children demonstrated
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general language delay in the preschool and early school years. It has been argued 

that children from the families with a positive history of dyslexia are at the higher 

risk of experiencing literacy difficulties. Nevertheless, it has been emphasized 

(Snowling, Gallagher and Frith, 2003:371) that “children at high risk of dyslexia 

who have good oral language skills may begin to rely on the semantic pathway from 

an early stage, in the face of inefficiencies in the phonological pathway. Better 

language skills could provide several bootstrapping resources to support reading 

development”. Due to the fact that it has been consecutively established that reading 

skills are highly heritable (e.g. Pennington and Olson, 2005; Fisher and Francks, 

2006), it is of crucial importance that the children at family risk of dyslexia are 

closely monitored and screened in terms of their early speech and language 

development, so that they cannot only be identified at an early age, but also more 

importantly, they can be provided with appropriate support (Nash et ah, 2013).

Owing to the fact that oral language skills form the solid foundation for the 

development of literacy skills, children with language deficit are more likely to be at 

risk of developing literacy problems. Delays or difficulties in mastering oral 

language may be caused by various issues, however sometimes “there is a failure of 

normal language development that cannot be explained in terms of mental or 

physical handicap, hearing loss, emotional disorder or environmental deprivation ” 

(Bishop, 1992:3), these children are usually referred to as children with specific 

language impairment. Children with specific language impairment are at the greatest 

risk of experiencing literacy difficulties and consequently poorer academic 

achievement (Stothard et ah, 1998; Young et ah, 2002). It has been restated (Stothard 

et ah, 1998) that between about 50% and 90% of children continue to face language 

difficulties through childhood, what for many result in encountering serious 

problems in learning to read. Having followed the children diagnosed with language 

impairment into young adulthood. Young et al. (2002) have demonstrated that 

language impaired children continue to fall behind their peer group, who do not have 

language impairment, at the age of 19 in terms of their intellectual abilities and 

educational attainments. On the other hand, Stothard et al. (1998:417) have 

emphasized that “if a child’s language difficulties are still present at age 5;6, 

prognosis is likely to be poor and the child will be at high risk of language, literacy, 

and educational difficulties throughout childhood and adolescence”, yet elucidating
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and solving the child’s language difficulties by the age of 5;6 may contribute to 

decreasing his/her chances of failure. It is necessary to point out that specific 

language impairment is not a unitary disorder; although similarly to dyslexia, it is 

characterized by deficits in phonological processing, the children with specific 

language impairment exhibit a variety of profiles indicating problems in both 

receptive and productive aspects of language (Bishop, 1994). It can be concluded 

that children with specific language impairment can be characterized by 

multidimensional difficulties in various areas including language and speech (Catts, 

1993), phonological awareness (Bishop and Adams, 1990), verbal short-term 

memory (Montgomery, 2000; Bishop and McDonald, 2009), and sequence-specific 

procedural learning (Hsu and Bishop, 2014). Given the complexity of the issue and 

the importance of language in literacy acquisition, children with specific language 

impairment are at a greater risk of experiencing difficulties acquiring literacy skills, 

which cannot only be persistent, but also can affect future academic achievement. It 

has been argued (Whitehouse et ah, 2009:525), that “language impairment often 

persists to adulthood and has wide-ranging implications for broader life outcomes’', 

as it affects not only academic but also social aspects of life (Clegg et ah, 2005).

In contrast to dyslexia and specific language impairment, another condition 

that can exert a comparable impact on acquiring reading skills and consequently 

contribute to experiencing failure is attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder. It is 

believed (Carroll, Maughan, Goodman and Meltzer, 2005) that approximately 2 - 

5% of children in the United Kingdom can be affected by this disorder and it is more 

often identified in boys than girls. Attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder can be 

characterized by behavioural symptoms, such as inattentiveness, hyperactivity and 

impulsiveness (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Research has demonstrated 

that children affected by attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder often face academic 

difficulties, in particular, reading problems (e.g. Cain and Bignell, 2014; Frazier, 

Youngstrom, Glutting and Watkins, 2007; Carroll et ah, 2005; Shaywitz, Fletcher 

and Shaywitz, 1995). Nevertheless, it has been pointed out (Sims and Lonigan, 2013; 

Zumberge, Baker and Manis, 2007) that the most influential factor that may impede 

the development of literacy skills is inattention, rather than hyperactivity. It is also 

necessary to mention that the impediments in literacy acquisition related to attention 

deficit/hyperactivity disorder include weaknesses in working memory that “interfere
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with their comprehension of complex spoken and oral language, their completion of 

multi-step tasks, and their production of organized and coherent written text” 

(Martinussen et al., 2006:112). On the grounds that the role of executive functioning 

for the children with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder has been widely 

recognised (e.g. Sesma et al, 2009; Willcutt et ah, 2001; Pennington, Groisser and 

Welsh, 1993), it has been argued (Sesma et al, 2009) that the consequences of 

weaknesses in that area can be dire, as they affect comprehension abilities, what 

results in placing the children at risk of experiencing difficulties with reading 

comprehension. Therefore, it is of crucial importance that the teachers have great 

understanding of the issue, so that they are equipped with appropriate strategies and 

the adequate support can be provided for these children, preventing them from 

experiencing difficulties or failure in their future academic careers (Murphy, 2015).

Another condition that may exert an impact on language development and, 

later, trigger difficulties in acquiring reading skills, is hearing impairment or 

deafness. It has been highlighted (Fitzpatrick et al., 2007:123) that “children with 

hearing impairments are at significant risk for delayed speech and language and 

subsequently poor academic and social development ”\ therefore, early identification 

and prompt intervention can contribute to more positive prognosis for both language 

and social development, and ultimately academic outcomes. It has been pointed out 

(Kyle and Harris, 2010) that the severity of the consequences of this condition on 

language proficiency strongly depends on children’s individual differences, such as 

early diagnosis, less severe hearing loss, having deaf parents, early exposure and 

acquisition of sign language. Furthermore, it has been argued (DesJardin et al., 2014) 

that oral language skills of the young children diagnosed with hearing impairment 

can be also influenced by the quality of home literacy experiences.

Research has demonstrated that deaf children exhibit poor literacy skills and 

their reading achievements are poorer in comparison with the children with normal 

hearing (e.g. Harris and Beech, 1998; Wauters, Van Bon and Tellings, 2006; Kyle 

and Harris, 2010). However, it has been pointed out (Harris and Beech, 1998:214) 

that “deaf children may become successful readers by more than one route”, in their 

longitudinal study of reading progress of deaf children and children with normal 

hearing, matched for reading ability and IQ, Harris and Beech (1998) concluded that 

two profiles of a good reader were identified, namely the best reader was
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characterized by good spoken English and a high score on phonological awareness, 

but was not able to sign, whereas the child with second highest score was a very 

good signer (deaf parents), who had a high score on language comprehension, but 

exhibited poor phonological awareness. It has also been argued (Kyle and Harris, 

2010) that the other components that make significant contributions to reading 

development of deaf children are vocabulary and speech reading. It has been 

established (Kyle and Harris, 2010) that children characterized by better vocabulary 

and speech reading abilities at the age of 7, demonstrated less severe impediments in 

word reading at the age of 11. It has been determined (Kyle and Harris, 2010:240) 

that “(.••) the process of learning to read is rather similar in the two populations but 

with one important difference: For deaf children, it might be that speech reading 

ability gives rise to the code or strategy that is typically provided by phonological 

skills in hearing children”. Although there is no unanimous consensus on how deaf 

children learn to read, it is clear that acquiring the reading skills is a difficult task for 

children with normal hearing; therefore, it poses an even more increased challenge 

for deaf children (Harris and Moreno, 2006; Musselman, 2000). It has been 

highlighted (Harris and Beech, 1998) that the teaching of reading should promote 

and be orientated around the strengths and capabilities of an individual as “there is 

no best method for teaching students who are deaf or hard of hearing to read, and 

becoming fixated on one technique is not only unsupported by research, but also it 

might be detrimental to students’ progress” (Paul, 1997:77).

Other conditions that may exert an impact on reading achievement are 

associated with cognitive deficiencies. Due to the fact that cognitive abilities play an 

important role in the process of learning to read, such deficiencies may result in 

developmental delays and poor reading attainment. It has been claimed (Snow, Burns 

and Griffin, 1998) that cognitive deficiencies can be underlain by various issues and 

factors, including severe nutrition deficiency, very low birth weight, foetal alcohol 

syndrome and severe psychopathological conditions. This condition can be 

characterized by the delays in learning, problems with abstract thinking, problem - 

solving and memory deficits (Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998). All these factors put a 

strain on the ability to develop literacy skills, and consequently they can place these 

children at risk of experiencing academic failure. Therefore, it is of crucial 

importance that children with cognitive deficiencies are provided with adequate
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support and strategies, so that they are not at risk of academic difficulties. It has been 

argued (Carta et ah, 1991; Mallory, 1992) that young children with cognitive 

deficiencies can benefit greatly from special education provided in early childhood, 

as it fosters the development of skills already gained, enables to meet children’s 

individual needs and provides a rich learning environment with the opportunities for 

social interactions, not only preparing children to become active participants, but also 

to undertake future educational opportunities. It has been highlighted that an 

appropriate early intervention is crucial, as “delay in acquiring basic skills seriously 

impedes a child's acquisition of more complex skills, often leads to secondary 

disabilities, and may limit a child's future access to educational and occupational 

opportunities” (Carta et al., 1991:4).

It has been unanimously established that both language and literacy skills are 

absolutely crucial for children’s future academic success. Acquiring the skill of 

reading is an immense task that requires various abilities and competencies; it is 

imperative therefore, that the children who are at risk of developing reading 

difficulties are closely monitored from the early stage, so that they are identified and 

consequently provided with appropriate support. It has been pointed out (Peterson, 

1987:73) that "the intent of early intervention is to take action before problems 

become full blown and provide help before children fall far behind their peers". Due 

to the fact that children affected by the previously mentioned conditions may be at 

greater risk for developing reading difficulties than others, they should be observed 

and effectively supported, so that they are given an equal opportunity to experience 

future educational success.

3. 2. Family-orientated factors

The process of literacy acquisition has been accurately and vividly presented 

by Sparling (2004:45), who compared it to plant growth:

“The moment of recognizing words on the page is no more the start of 

literacy than the start of a plant the moment it breaks through the ground. A 

lot of unseen growth of roots has gone on before, and the visible plant could 

not possibly survive and flourish if the underground parts were not a primary 

part of the plant and had not prepared the way”.
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Every child brings their own abilities, experiences and knowledge to the act of 

learning. Children’s early language and literacy skills play an important role in 

developing their reading, as they are the “root work” foundation. Nevertheless, 

families and home environments differ enormously from each other in terms of 

quality, quantity and richness of opportunities for the child to foster the literacy 

development. It has been highlighted (McCardle, Scarborough and Catts, 2001:230) 

that “the process of learning to read does not begin when a child enters school, but 

instead starts very early in the preschool period”. On the grounds that children’s 

backgrounds and home environments may vary, children can be provided with 

different stimuli and can be exposed to different home literacy environments. 

Therefore, the child’s family background and the degree of support and opportunities 

for promoting literacy development can be considered as an indicator of the degree 

of risk for reading difficulties (Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998).

One of the risk factors that may exert an impact on child’s reading 

development is a family history of reading difficulties and/or presence of a 

developmental language disorder (McCardle, Scarborough and Catts, 2001). As 

discussed in the previous section on child - orientated risk factors, research has 

shown (e.g. Scarborough, 1990; Gilger, Pennington and DeFries, 1991; Snowling, 

Gallagher and Frith, 2003) that children from families with a history of dyslexia are 

at the greatly increased risk of reading failure. Many children at family risk of 

dyslexia would be expected to develop problems with learning to read. Hence, 

accurate prediction, effective prevention, and adequate remediation of these 

problems seem to be an effective way of freeing the children from the trap of literacy 

difficulties in the future. Attempts have been made, not only to try to identify the 

children at risk for reading problems as early as the preschool years (e.g. Elbro, 

Borstrom and Petersen, 1998; Scarborough, 1990), demonstrating that deficiency in 

language skills can be precursor to reading difficulties (Scarborough, 1990): but also 

to estimate the probability of the inheritance of the condition of the reading problems 

from affected parents, indicating that such a risk is highly increased when parents 

with reading disabilities are concerned (Gilger et al., 1991; Pennington et ah, 1991). 

Due to the fact that reading disability can have a long-term impact on the child’s 

educational opportunities and life, it is of crucial importance that the children who 

are at risk due to the family history are closely monitored, so that the remedial
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activities can be applied at the earliest possible stage to help them to meet an 

adequate level of achievement.

On the grounds that it has been established that literacy acquisition may begin 

during the preschool years, the other key factor that exerts a great influence on the 

process of becoming literate is home setting, namely, literacy home environment, 

parental involvement in literacy activities, and also parental beliefs, values and their 

perception of young children’s literacy development. It has been argued (Purcell- 

Gates, 1996:406) that “young children begin to learn about reading and writing 

initially in their homes and communities as they observe and participate in culturally 

situated literacy practices”. Home environment is the first source of social and 

cognitive skills; it provides first encounters with literacy-related events, experiences 

and interactions. Due to the fact that parents are children’s first teachers and they are 

responsible for establishing and cultivating and nurturing literacy-rich home 

environments, parental beliefs and attitudes play an important role in their children’s 

literacy development as they not only influence what children do and learn, but also 

how they acquire first literacy abilities (DeBaryshe, Binder and Buell, 2000; Baker, 

Scher and Mackler, 1997; DeBaryshe, 1992; Spiegel, 1992; Fitzgerald, Spiegel and 

Cunningham, 1991). Furthermore, it has been claimed (Debaryshe, 1992:9) that 

“parental belief systems may be the key to understanding individual differences in 

parents’ home reading behaviour”. It has been pointed out (Baker, Scher and 

Mackler, 1997) that children who are exposed to positive attitudes toward literacy 

activities are characterized by greater motivation for reading, as they associate 

literacy activities with an enjoyable and pleasurable experience. Moreover, Baker 

(2013) has demonstrated that parental home literacy involvement exerts a positive 

impact on children’s cognitive development including language, literacy and maths, 

and also social and emotional development. It has been pointed out (Baker, 

2013:193) that “early reading requires language, speaking, and listening skills. (...) 

mothers’ and fathers’ home literacy involvement may be one mechanism by which 

children learn more sophisticated language and literacy skills that can positively 

influence preschool reading achievement”-, and it has been emphasized that the 

engagement of both parents in their children’s literacy development results in 

stimulating children’s development of cognitive skills during early childhood and 

consequently increasing their children’s chances for reaching their full potential.
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Nevertheless, based on the results of the study of one hundred and eight 

parents of beginning preschoolers, it has been argued (Fitzgerald, Spiegel and 

Cunningham, 1991) that parental views and perceptions of emergent literacy are 

strongly related to parental literacy level; although both low-literacy and high- 

literacy parents tended to agree on the fact that children acquire literacy skills during 

the preschool years, their opinions on the aspects that are crucial for early literacy 

development seemed to differ, namely parents with lower literacy levels considered 

early literacy artifacts and events to be more important for early literacy 

development, than the parents with higher literacy levels. On the other hand, 

DeBaryshe, Binder and Buell (2000) have suggested that parental literacy levels 

determine the choices of the methods employed to develop children’s literacy skills, 

specifically, parents with lower literacy levels seem to rely on the use of more 

conventional tools, such as flashcards and workbooks; whereas parents with higher 

literacy levels tend to promote children’s own initiatives to enhance the development 

of basic literacy skills. It is necessary to point out (DeBaryshe, Binder and Buell, 

2000) that despite the difference in preferences of the materials and methods applied 

by the parents, they shared similar views on the importance of code knowledge and 

meaning in the process of learning to read, fostering the development of both sets of 

abilities, thereby promoting both top-down and bottom-up strategies. It has been 

concluded (DeBaryshe, Binder and Buell, 2000:129) that “parents are more effective 

partners in their children’s education and are more likely to provide frequent, 

enriching home literacy experiences when their views on literacy acquisition 

correspond with those of early childhood professionals”. Due to the fact that parents 

are responsible for structuring and cultivating the environments of their homes, 

parental beliefs and attitudes play an enormous role in the development of children’s 

early literacy skills.

Owing to the fact that home literacy practices exert a significant impact on 

children’s literacy development as they provide children with crucial foundation 

skills, which are necessary for future formal instruction, the quality and the quantity 

of literacy opportunities at home can determine children’s competencies and future 

educational achievements. Home is the first place of encounter for children with the 

world of literacy through the exposure to literacy artifacts, experiences, events, 

engagement and interactions in joint literacy activities. However, a special
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significance has been given to the role of parent-child literacy interactions (e.g. 

Sonnenschein, Brody and Munsterman, 1996: Edwards, 1995; Hart and Risley, 1995; 

Spiegel, 1992) in the literacy development. The most investigated form of parent- 

child activity seems to be shared book-reading as it has been considered to be a 

fundamental element for young children’s oral language and literacy development 

(e.g. DeBaryshe, 1992; Raikes at al., 2006; Senechal, 2006). It has been argued 

(Spiegel, 1992:8) that not only “effective parent-child literacy interactions sen’e to 

prepare the child for the kinds of interactions which take place in and are rewarded 

in school”, but also through such interactions, the child becomes an active 

participant and is given an opportunity to be engaged with the text, ask questions, 

make comments, and receive feedback from the parent. The child is being equipped 

with a wide variety of skills, including problem-solving strategies. It is necessary to 

mention that family may differ from family as well as the children’s experiences; 

therefore some children arrive at school better equipped and prepared for literacy 

attainments than others. It has been highlighted (Purcell-Gates, 1994:73) that:

“parents who both read and write on their own at more complex levels of text 

and who read and write with their children provide their children with the 

appropriate experiences from which to build important written language 

concepts, concepts which will give them clear advantages in learning to read 

and write in school over their less fortunate peers. ”

Furthermore, it has been demonstrated (Hart and Risley, 1995) that a lower quantity 

of verbal interactions negatively influences vocabulary acquisition. Since vocabulary 

is strongly related with reading achievement, significant lack of opportunities for 

verbal interactions can place a child at risk of literacy problems in the future.

In summary, both qualitative and quantitative differences can be observed in 

the ways children experience literacy in their homes. Their first encounters with 

literacy practices are influenced by various factors, such as parental literacy levels, 

styles of parent-child interactions, parental beliefs and attitudes towards literacy, 

level of enjoyment and enthusiasm about literacy activities, availability of books and 

printed materials, opportunities for reading and engagement in discussions and 

conversations. A lack of some of these experiences before the school instruction 

begins may have a negative impact on children’s literacy achievements. It can be 

argued that parental involvement and modelling of literacy may be a key element for
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the children to socialize into the world of literacy. Nevertheless, it has been 

suggested (e.g. Baker, Scher and Mackler, 1997; Sonnenschein, Brody and 

Munsterman, 1996) that family factors that impact motivation for reading are 

bidirectional, namely, not only parents’ behaviour has an influence on children’s 

attitudes towards reading, but also those attitudes in turn have an impact on parents’ 

behaviour. For example, the child who is exposed to the world of books from early 

years and is read to regularly, usually exhibits strong inquisitiveness and interest in 

reading, consequently the parent tries to maintain and develop the child’s interest by 

providing a wide variety of reading materials, which contributes to promoting the 

child’s positive attitude towards reading in the future. However, the pattern of 

influence can be completely different, i.e. the child does not demonstrate an interest 

in the books read to her/him, and as a result, a parent spends less time reading to the 

child, and finally the child develops other types of interests. Snow and Tabors (1996) 

presented four mechanisms of intergenerational transfer of literacy, namely simple 

and direct transfer, participation in literacy practice, enjoyment and engagement, and 

also linguistic and cognitive mechanisms, concluding that all these mechanisms may 

have an important part to play as "literacy is a complex capacity that changes as 

children grow, and that has prerequisites in several different domains of knowledge, 

the source of familial support for literacy development are likely to be multiple and 

varied” (Snow and Tabors, 1996:78).

3. 3. School-orientated factors

The development of literacy is influenced and shaped by various factors, 

including individual abilities and family environments. Yet another important aspect 

affecting the mastery of literacy skills is school, namely the quality of services it 

provides and the atmosphere and attitudes that surround the children there. School is 

another social environment to which each child has to adjust not only academically, 

but also emotionally to function effectively and to experience school success. School 

plays an important role in every child’s life as it is a source of rich experiences 

necessary for appropriate literacy development. Nevertheless, its support and role are 

even more significant for children who come from unsupportive home environments. 

Therefore, the way the schools function, how they are organized and how they 

support children’s learning in classes are crucial aspects as they exert an impact on
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children’s educational success. It has been argued (Ashby, Burns and Royle, 

2014:104) that “the goal of education should he to provide the richest, most 

challenging program for all students, using differentiated instruction, in the most 

naturally occurring setting. ” It is of crucial importance that the schools effectively 

support children in their literacy acquisition and provide early literacy instruction 

that is tailored to meet the individual needs of learners. Due to the fact that the 

schools differ in the quality of materials and resources available, class sizes, various 

initiatives implemented in school, professional support available both for children 

and parents, the children’s school experiences can be different.

On the grounds that schools can be determined by a wide range of 

characteristics, and consequently due to their differences, they can offer different 

learning opportunities for the children, sometimes ineffectiveness of schools or 

practices can pose a risk to a child for experiencing school difficulties or failure. It 

has been emphasized (Ashby, Burns and Royle, 2014) that the key element in 

providing the effective support for each child in school, is the utilization of 

professional expertise available within the school, professionals working together to 

cater for the needs of each individual and also sharing responsibility for the overall 

children’s success driven by the belief that “every student is everyone’s student” 

(Ashby, Burns and Royle, 2014:101). Children differ in their abilities, skills and 

needs; it is a role of the school to provide adequate support for the children, and it is 

the teacher’s responsibility to employ strategies that are capable of meeting the 

children’s specific requirements. All children, regardless of their difficulties or 

disabilities, should be provided with rich learning opportunities that enable them to 

acquire reading competencies. The teachers’ expectations should be high for all the 

students, as all the children need to be challenged in their learning, and they all need 

to be effectively supported in the literacy acquisition (Kasa-Hendrickson, 2005). It 

has been suggested (Schmidt, Rozendal and Greenman, 2002:136) that “effective 

instruction takes place in classrooms in which students have frequent, sustained, and 

consistent opportunities to read, write, listen, and talk about literacy”.

Furthermore, it has been pointed out (Mosteller, Light and Sachs, 1996) that 

another factor that may affect children’s learning and consequently, academic 

achievement, is the class size. Due to the fact that children arrive to school from 

various backgrounds and they are characterized by a wide variety of skills and needs,
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the class size can significantly influence their progression in learning. Beginning 

school is a very important moment in each child’s life and it requires the child not 

only to demonstrate abilities to develop educationally, but also it obliges the child to 

adapt to the new environment and exhibit a set of social skills and behaviours in 

order to function effectively in the new situation. It has been argued (Mosteller, Light 

and Sachs 1996) that the children’s transition from home setting to formal schooling 

can be facilitated by a small class size in the earliest years, as it gives the teachers 

more flexibility and opportunities to aid and support children’s needs and learning. 

It has been concluded (Mosteller, Light and Sachs, 1996: 814) that “a small class 

size in the earliest grades - kindergarten, first, second, and third grades - speeds 

learning in these years and continues to confer lasting benefits to pupils when they 

attend larger classes in later grades

Owing to the fact that children's school success is influenced by various 

factors, the role of the early school teachers can be considered crucial, as the teachers 

both serve as a unique source of support, and are the facilitators in the children’s 

adjustment process. Therefore, it has been widely recognized (e.g. Birch and Ladd, 

1997; Hamre and Pianta, 2001; Pianta and Stuhlman, 2004; Driscoll et ah, 2011; 

Sabol and Pianta, 2012) that teacher - child relationships play a key role in children's 

ability to adjust to the school environment and to acquire the skills that are essential 

for experiencing success in school. Howes and Hamilton (1992) have argued that the 

teacher - child relationship is determined by the qualities of the parent - child 

relationship, and three categories of relationships have been distinguished: secure, 

avoidant and ambivalent. In their study of 110 children observed with their mothers 

and 403 children observed with their teachers, it has been established (Howes and 

Hamilton, 1992:859) that “children in the secure relationship category’ experienced 

more teacher involvement than children in the avoidant or ambivalent relationship 

categories”. On the other hand, Pianta and Steinberg (1992) have claimed that the 

qualities of the teacher-child relationship can be defined using teachers’ perspective 

as indicated on the Student - Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS). The STRS 

recognizes three distinct characteristics of teacher - child relationships, namely 

closeness, conflict, and dependency (Sabol and Pianta, 2012). Closeness embodies 

the degree of warmth, open communication and positive rapport between the teacher 

and the child (Sabol and Pianta, 2012), what might impact on children’s involvement
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and engagement in school as well as influence children’s attitudes towards school 

(Birch and Ladd, 1997). Furthermore, it has been argued (Birch and Ladd, 1997:63) 

that “children who share a close relationship with their teacher possess a ‘secure 

base’ from which to explore the environment”. Contrary, dependency can be describe 

as overreliance on the teacher’s support and refers to a child’s behaviour 

characterised by possessiveness and clinginess with the teacher; whereas conflict can 

be seen as incompatible interactions, lack of rapport and understanding between the 

teacher and the child (Sabol and Pianta, 2012).

It has been pointed out (Birch and Ladd, 1997) that all three features of the 

teacher - child relationship, i.e. closeness, dependency and conflict, strongly 

influence children’s ability to adjust to the school environment and their academic 

performance. While closeness observed in the teacher - child relationship is 

considered to make a positive contribution to children’s academic performance, 

school attitude and engagement in the school environment as “a supportive teacher - 

child relationship may therefore enable children to become self-directed and 

responsible participants in the classroom” (Birch and Ladd, 1997:76); the other two 

factors: dependency and conflict, can hinder children's academic and social 

development. Children’s overreliance on teacher support and guidance not only 

contributes to difficulties in school adjustment and poorer academic achievement, but 

also negatively impacts on children’s ability to interact with their peers and to engage 

with the school environment; whereas conflict between the teacher and the child 

leads to children’s negative feelings and attitudes towards the school environment, 

reluctance to take part in classroom activity, and consequently avoidance of school 

(Birch and Ladd, 1997).

The importance of children’s development of close, low-conflict relationships 

with their teachers is indisputable. In the study of 179 children followed from 

kindergarten through eighth grade, Hamre and Pianta (2001) have demonstrated the 

quality of teacher - child relationships not only affects the development of both 

academic and social skills, but is also a strong and persistent indicator of later school 

outcomes. Moreover, it has become clear that boys and girls can benefit differently 

from certain dimensions of teacher - child relationships. On the grounds that the 

teacher - child relationships are crucial elements of children’s success in school (e.g. 

Howes and Hamilton, 1992; Birch and Ladd, 1997; Pianta and Stuhlman, 2004),
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promoting positive and supportive relationships between teachers and children can 

make positive contributions to children's academic, social - emotional competencies 

and overall school experience (Driscoll et ah, 2011). It has been demonstrated 

(Driscoll et ah, 2011) that implementation of the intervention that aims to foster the 

teacher - child relationships in the early school years, can be an effective tool for the 

teachers to support the children who are having difficulties in adjusting and effective 

functioning in the classroom. It has been highlighted (Sabol and Pianta, 2012:214) 

that:

“children are embedded in organized and dynamic systems that include 

multiple proximal and distal levels of influence. At the most proximal level, 

teacher - child relationships are a product of individual teacher and child 

characteristics, which reciprocally influence one another. For instance, 

children’s previous relational models with adults may guide their interactions 

with teachers; however, a sensitive teacher may reshape children's relational 

models, and subsequent behaviour and relationships”.

School plays an important, shaping role in the children’s overall 

development; it can influence different spheres of children’s lives, namely emotional, 

social, and academic. The teachers’ role and the quality of relationships between 

teachers and children are of crucial importance as they can influence not only 

children’s school adaptation process, but also future academic outcomes. It has been 

pointed out (Birch and Ladd, 1997:78) that “the quality’ of children’s teacher-child 

relationships may have far-reaching significance in terms of the various educational 

trajectories that children follow throughout their schooling experience”. Therefore, 

it is of crucial importance that each child is provided with appropriate support and 

opportunities in school, so that every child has an equal chance to feel secure and 

confident in the school environment and experience school success. It is a 

responsibility of all the educators to cater for each child’s individual needs and 

protect them from the multiple risks that may occur in their lives. Therefore, 

children’s experiences in classrooms may have significant impact on their learning 

and development.
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3. 4. Socioeconomic status

The main aim of education is to provide each child with equal opportunity to 

succeed both in school and consequently in life. Nevertheless, children are 

characterized by a wide array of personal abilities, and also family and home 

characteristics. Therefore, they face different inequalities before they enter school. 

One of the factors that is believed to be a powerful predictor of different spheres of 

children’s development and also influences the children’s academic achievement is 

socioeconomic status (e.g. DeGarmo, Forgatch and Martinez, 1999; Linver, Brooks- 

Gunn and Kohen, 2002; Hoff, 2003). Although socioeconomic differences can be 

described by various demographic variables, it has been suggested (Snow, Burns and 

Griffin, 1998; McLoyd, 1998; DeGarmo, Forgatch and Martinez, 1999) that 

household income, parental education and occupation, are significant components 

that underpin the concepts and measures of socioeconomic status. Research has 

demonstrated (e.g. Ninio, 1980; Raz and Bryant, 1990; Hart and Risley, 1995; 

Feldman at al., 2000; Linver, Brooks-Gunn and Kohen, 2002) that family 

socioeconomic status can exert a multi-faceted impact on a child’s development and 

life; hence it can contribute to placing a child at risk for developing academic 

problems.

School readiness requires the children to acquire a wide variety of critical 

skills; nevertheless children from low-income families often seem to exhibit 

deficiencies in many areas. It has been pointed out (Wells, 1986; Morisset, Barnard 

and Booth, 1995; Arriaga et al., 1998; Feldman et al., 2000) that low socioeconomic 

status can negatively impact on the development of children’s language skills, in 

particular, vocabulary. The study involving very low - income toddlers and middle - 

income group, matched on age and sex, has clearly demonstrated (Arriaga et al., 

1998) that children from low - income families were characterized by significantly 

lower scores on three important areas of language ability, namely expressive 

vocabulary, word combinations and complexity of utterances. Furthermore, the 

differences in the size of children’s productive vocabulary between lower - income 

and middle - income homes have been also reported by Ninio (1980). On the other 

hand, having investigated psychosocial influences of toddlers’ language development 

within social risk, Morisset, Barnard and Booth (1995) have argued that delays in 

language abilities can be observed after twenty-four months of age and they are
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clearly manifested at the age of thirty-six months. It has been suggested (Morisset, 

Barnard and Booth, 1995) that poor language outcomes can be caused not only by 

various factors including poverty, lack of parental education, quality of home literacy 

environment, but also emotional insecurity. The associations between socioeconomic 

status and the children’s vocabulary growth in low - income families have been also 

explored by Roberts, Burchinal and Durham (1999:101), who concluded that 

“children from more stimulating and responsive homes were reported to have larger 

vocabularies, to use more irregular nouns and verbs, to use longer utterances, and to 

have more rapid rates of acquisition of irregular forms and longer utterances over 

time than children from less responsive and less stimulating homes”.

It can be argued that children’s individual experiences and environments 

seem to be considerably different depending on the social class categories. The 

existence of such variations can be attributed to various and complex factors that 

later exert an impact on children’s academic attainment. It has been pointed out 

(Wells, 1985; Raz and Bryant, 1990; Hart and Risley, 1995; Lee and Burkam, 2002) 

that there is a high correlation between family socioeconomic status and children’s 

experience of various literacy activities such as listening to the stories, owning 

books, visiting the library and experiencing opportunities for verbal interactions. 

Early book-reading to children has been recognized as one of the most important 

literacy activities, that strongly influences children’s future educational success 

(Wells, 1985; Stevenson and Fredman, 1990; Spiegel, 1992). In the study of 32 

children Wells (1985) has demonstrated that frequency of children being read to 

between the ages of one and three was strongly connected with children’s oral 

language skills at five years of age and reading comprehension at seven years of age. 

The beneficial effects of reading the stories to children are unquestionable, as 

through this activity “the child has experience of the sustained organization of 

written language and of its characteristic rhythms and structures. He is also 

introduced to a form of language functioning in which the language alone is used to 

create experiences” (Wells, 1985:251). Nevertheless, children’s early literacy 

experiences may vary due to the differences in the socio-demographic characteristics, 

parental education, and parental attitudes and engagement in literacy activities in 

home environments. The significance of frequent book reading to children in early 

years has been also recognized by Stevenson and Fredman (1990). In their study
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involving 550 thirteen-year-old children, the impacts of social and family 

characteristics on children’s reading, spelling and IQ scores have been carefully 

examined and it has been highlighted that “those parents who reported having read 

to their child more regularly during the preschool years had children with higher 

reading scores than those parents who rarely read to their children’’ (Stevenson and 

Fredman, 1990:690).

It can be argued that there are multiple factors affecting the relation between 

the children’s cognitive and academic development and family socioeconomic 

backgrounds. It has been pointed out that socioeconomic differences between 

families can be linked not only with the level of supportive and stimulating home 

experiences, but also with the frequency and the quality of parent - child interactions 

(Morisset et ah, 1990; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; Hart and Risley, 1995; Dollaghan et ah, 

1999), which contribute to children’s language development. It has been reported 

(Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991) that the style of mother-child interactions from low-income 

backgrounds differs from middle-income mothers in terms of the amount of time 

spent in mutual play with their children, and the amount of conversation and quality 

of speech directed to their children. Nevertheless, it has been emphasized (Pungello 

et ah, 1996) that low-income families are more likely to be exposed to other 

disadvantage factors and stressors in addition to poverty, and consequently the 

exposure to these stressful life events can negatively influence children’s home 

environment as well as children’s academic achievements. Moreover, Linver, 

Brooks-Gunn and Kohen (2002:728) have claimed that “mothers with lower income 

may experience more stress, which may lead to more emotional distress and poorer 

parenting practices, which in turn may contribute to more behaviour problems in 

their children’’. On the grounds that nurturing, supportive, emotional and caring 

home environment is crucial for children’s overall development, any disturbances 

can pose a risk for developing academic problems.

Furthermore, it has been suggested that socioeconomic status can also 

influence the children’s development of phonological awareness (Raz and Bryant, 

1990; Bowey, 1995; Noble, Farah and McCandliss, 2006; Lundberg, Larsman and 

Strid, 2012). On the grounds that phonological awareness is considered to be both an 

important element of the process of learning to read, and a significant precursor to 

reading (e.g. Bryant et ah, 1990; Chaney, 1994; Adams, 1998; Goswami and East,
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2000), deficiencies in this language area may place a child at risk of developing 

reading problems. Having examined the function of socioeconomic status in

children’s development of phonological awareness and reading, Raz and Bryant

(1990) have reported that significant differences in phonological awareness abilities 

can be observed between the children from middle-class homes and socially 

disadvantaged children. Nevertheless, it is necessary to point out that such 

differences can be significant between the ages of five and six years, when children 

start formal schooling. The significant differences between the children from high- 

and low-income families in phonological sensitivity and early-reading achievement 

have been also presented by Bowey (1995), the differences continued to be

significant even after the effects of performance IQ and verbal ability were

controlled. It has been pointed out (Noble, Farah and McCandliss, 2006) that 

together with phonological awareness, socioeconomic status is an important variable 

in developing reading skills and its role and far-reaching influence should be 

recognized and acknowledged. It has been concluded (Noble, Farah and McCandliss, 

2006:363) that socioeconomic status "is not a simple construct that necessarily 

combines additively with other influences on cognitive development. Rather, we have 

shown that it can buffer against or synergize with other influences in a multiplicative 

fashion, varying its effects as a function of other child characteristics’’. Moreover, it 

has been suggested (Raz and Bryant, 1990) that the differences in the levels of the 

children’s phonological awareness between lower- and middle-class groups of 

preschoolers may be related to their home reading-related experiences, such as 

frequency of book reading, number of books owned by children and the frequency of 

visits to the library. Lundberg, Larsman and Strid (2012) have argued that 

socioeconomic status contributes to the quality of early language stimulation, 

whereas Bradley et al. (2001:1863) have emphasized that:

“(...) economic hardship ecjuates to less access to material goods and 

sendees, fewer opportunities for stimulating experiences, and a greater 

likelihood of exposure to potentially damaging conditions (...) poverty 

decreases the likelihood that children will be exposed to developmentally 

enriching materials and experiences, both inside and outside of the home’’.

It can be concluded that family socioeconomic status can be considered as a 

significant risk marker. It is a very complex and powerful variable that can exert
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impact on the children’s home-based cognitive stimulation, children’s socio- 

emotional functioning, and consequently, children’s academic outcomes. In spite of 

the fact that low socioeconomic status can have serious and far - reaching 

consequences on children’s lives, it is necessary to point out (Snow, Burns and 

Griffin, 1998) that coming from a low-income family by itself does not shape 

children’s reading achievement or significantly increases the children’s risk for 

developing difficulty in acquiring the skill of reading. It has been highlighted (Snow, 

Burns and Griffin, 1998:127) that the consequences and effects of socioeconomic 

status “(...) are strongest when it is used to indicate the status of a school or a 

community or a district, not the status of individuals. A low-status child in a 

generally moderate or upper-status school or community is far less at risk than that 

same child in a whole school or community of low-status children’'.

The process of learning to read is a complex and challenging task that 

involves a wide variety of skills and abilities. Furthermore, the acquisition of reading 

skills can be influenced by a wide array of factors, including child-based, family- 

based and school-based factors as well as family socioeconomic circumstances. It is 

abundantly clear that the inequalities and differences exist among children as they 

start their formal schooling. However, being aware of the potential risk factors that 

may hinder children’s effective learning, and early identification of children who 

may be at risk of having reading difficulties seem to be an effective way of 

preventing children’s difficulties or failure in learning to read. Raising achievement 

for all students, catering for the children’s particular needs and reducing the 

inequality among young children, should be an ultimate goal of all educators and 

professionals working with children, as each child should be given an equal chance 

not only to experience academic success, but also to be successful in life. Diversity 

that exists between children in their academic skills and social background should be 

recognized and accommodated by the education authorities and serious and sustained 

efforts should be made to effectively support these children, so they can be 

successful in school. Providing children with effective educational programmes and 

interventions as well as developing trusting and effective relationship between 

parents and educational professionals can contribute to reducing the gaps and 

inequalities among young children and enable them to achieve their fullest potential.
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Becoming a skill-full reader is a challenging and time-consuming process that 

involves a wide variety of components and can be influenced by various factors. 

Children’s reading competence is a product of their cognitive and social 

characteristics as well as their previous learning experiences, vocabulary and prior 

knowledge. Nowadays, schools are very diverse, not only in terms of the teaching 

resources available or teaching styles and methods utilized, but also in terms of the 

children’s already gained abilities and accumulated knowledge that are brought into 

the classroom environment. It can be argued that the differences in oral language 

abilities among the children can be observed at the start of their formal schooling as 

they come from various social and cultural backgrounds, and consequently they are 

exposed to various environments, different opportunities and learning experiences 

that may later influence their school success. On the grounds that developing oral 

language skills can be an effective method of building strong reading skills as well as 

strong schools, early identification of children who exhibit poor oral language skills 

and an appropriate intervention seem to be of crucial importance. Implementation of 

an effective and sustainable educational project that enhances the children’s oral 

language abilities can be an effective way of equipping the children with the skills 

that form a solid foundation for their literacy acquisition. In 2003 BELB introduced 

the intervention programme COMET to tackle the high number of children entering 

primary school with some degree of difficulty in terms of speech, language and 

communication skills. It focuses on providing the children with a wide variety of 

learning opportunities that promote their oral language development. Furthermore, it 

provides the teachers with the tools that enable them not only to identify the children 

with poor oral language skills, but also strategies that enable them to effectively 

support the children who are in need of such assistance. This study evaluates the 

impact of the intervention on the children’s oral language skills as well as their 

reading performance. It explores the links between oral language and reading; in 

particular it concentrates on the preparation of reading through the development of 

discrete oral skills. It is of paramount importance that the gaps that exist between the 

children in their oral language abilities are reduced, so that the children are not only 

provided with the solid foundation for their literacy development, but also are given 

an equal chance of experiencing school success.
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Chapter 4 

Methods

4.1. Research Design

The main aim of the research project was to evaluate the intervention 

programme COMET (Communication and Education Together). The COMET 

intervention programme aimed at providing a more efficient and effective support for 

children with speech and language delays. BELB (Belfast Education and Library 

Board) implemented the COMET programme to tackle the high number of children 

entering primary school with some degree of difficulty in terms of speech, language 

and communication skills. Research has shown that oral language is a key 

component in the acquisition of the skill of reading, and developing oral language 

skills has a positive influence on the later literacy performance (e.g. Snow, Tabors, 

Nicholson and Kurland, 1995; Jordan, Snow, Porche, 2000; Roth, Speece and 

Cooper, 2002; NICHD ECCRN, 2005; MacDonald and Figueredo, 2010). Therefore, 

the aim of the research was to examine evidence on the effectiveness of the COMET 

intervention programme and its impact on primary pupils' reading performance. The 

study also examined the effectiveness of using children’s communication skills as a 

method of identifying children at risk of developing reading difficulties. Moreover, it 

explored the advantages of applying a multi-professional approach (Education - 

Teachers and Health - Speech and Language Therapists) to develop an intervention 

that would effectively support children in acquiring and developing reading skills.

In order to assess the COMET (Communication and Education Together) 

intervention programme it was necessary:

• to examine how developing children’s communication skills assisted 

children in learning to read;

• to examine the relationship between the children’s English language 

communication skills and their reading development;

• to explore whether the intervention was beneficial for children who 

were having difficulties learning to read;

• to identify and explore the factors that prevented children’s success in 

reading;
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• to identify and examine the components of the intervention which 

enhanced/did not enhance children’s success in learning to read.

In order to evaluate the COMET intervention a quasi-experimental design, 

using a mix-methods approach, was employed in the research process. Since 

children's academic development and achievement is influenced by family 

socioeconomic background (e.g. Hart and Risley, 1998; Snow, Burns and Griffin, 

1998; Feldman at ah, 2000; Linver, Brooks-Gunn and Kohen, 2002), the target 

primary schools were selected for this study using the criteria established by the 

Department of Education for school selection, based on ‘Targeting Social Need’ 

(TSN), and also on the basis of proximity to Belfast, due to the financial and time 

constraints of the project. TSN criteria had been also applied by BELB to select the 

schools to participate in the programme each year. On the grounds that the COMET 

intervention programme had been implemented within the BELB area, the initial 

phase of the recruitment process involved identification of all the schools in BELB 

area, which were involved in the programme, so that the experimental groups could 

be established in the schools willing to take part in the study. The intention of this 

study was to take the baseline measures before the intervention began, and then track 

the children’s progress over a three-year period with further data being collected 

annually, at the start and at the end of the school year. In addition, the intention of 

the study was to identify some matched schools, where pupils were not involved in 

the COMET intervention and collect data over the same period of time, so they could 

be used for comparison purposes to assess whether any improvement in performance 

was a consequence of developmental factors, or the intervention.

On account of the complexity of the subject of the research quantitative 

(results from screening children’s communication skills, pupils’ reading scores) and 

qualitative (interviews with school principals, literacy coordinators, teachers and 

learning support assistants) research tools were utilized in the research process. Since 

the data collection for this study was scheduled for three years, they were collected 

from the pupils at various stages. The first stage involved screening children’s 

communication skills at the beginning and at the end of Year One in the 

experimental groups only. The second stage included screening children’s 

communication skills at the start and at the end of Year Two both in the experimental 

and comparison groups. The last stage involved completion of the reading tests both
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by the experimental and comparison groups in Year Three in order to investigate the 

differences between the groups in their reading performance and assess the impact of 

the intervention. The last stage of the data collection also involved the interviews 

with the school principals, literacy coordinators, teachers and learning support 

assistants.

Applying the mixed methods approach offered the best opportunity for 

answering the research questions. Quantitative data would allow for a valid and 

reliable test of the efficiency of the intervention, with a range of relevant indicators 

to be used, while qualitative data would allow for the exploration of multiple 

perspectives and views on the day to day reality of the intervention and, it was 

hoped, add to our understanding of the impact of the intervention. Johnson et al. 

(2007:129) have defined mixed methods research as “an intellectual and practical 

synthesis based on qualitative and quantitative research; (...) It recognizes the 

importance of traditional quantitative and qualitative research but also offers a 

powerful third paradigm choice that often will provide the most informative, 

complete, balanced, and useful research results”. The advantages of such an 

approach have been widely recognized and credited (e.g. Sechrest and Sidani, 1995; 

Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Collins, Onwuegbuzie and Sutton, 2006; Greene, 

2006) as it provides the bridge between quantitative and qualitative research, offers 

multiple sources of evidence and various perspectives in the examination of the same 

research questions, it provides richer data for analysis, which results in deeper 

understanding and corroboration of the issue investigated. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 

(2004:14) have argued that “both quantitative and qualitative research are important 

and useful. The goal of mixed methods research is not to replace either of these 

approaches but rather to draw from the strengths and minimize the weaknesses of 

both in single research studies and across studies”, whereas Sechrest and Sidani 

(1995:78) have highlighted that both approaches are characterized by common 

features as “their ultimate tasks and aims are the same: describe their data, 

construct explanatory arguments from their data, and speculate about why the 

outcomes they obsen’ed happened as they did”.
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4.1.1. The sample

The COMET intervention programme was utilized in many primary schools 

in North and West and South and East Belfast. As outlined by the Department of 

Education, the school participation in this initiative was based on Targeting Social 

Need' (TSN) criteria. There have been 68 primary schools involved in the COMET 

programme since it was implemented in 2003. Twenty-four of these schools were 

provided with the additional support of the COMET learning support assistants 

during the school year. 1 was employed by BELB as one of the learning support 

assistants and I worked in four primary schools. Three of these schools were willing 

to participate in this study. On the grounds that these schools had been already 

involved in the COMET Project, the Year One/Year Two teachers had participated in 

their training scheme; therefore, the experimental groups were established in Year 

One in these schools. A total of 54 children were involved in the experimental groups 

and completed the three-year research project (School 1 - 20 children; School 2-16 

children; School 3-18 children).

Due to the fact that that the aim of the study was to evaluate the effectiveness 

of the intervention, it was necessary to identify some matched schools, so that they 

could be used for comparison purposes to assess the impact of the intervention on the 

children’s oral language skills and reading performance. A TSN criterion was also 

applied to select the schools which were not involved in the COMET programme. On 

the grounds that the primary schools within the BELB area, in which the COMET 

programme was not implemented, refused to participate in the research, the two 

primary schools that agreed to participate in the study were located outside the BELB 

area. A total of 31 children were involved in the comparison groups and completed 

the research project (School 4-16 children; School 5-15 children). Five primary 

schools recruited to participate in this study were Catholic maintained and were all 

located in the urban areas.

The other participants involved in this study were three school principals, 

three literacy coordinators, and twelve primary school teachers (six Year One 

teachers and six Year Two teachers); and they all worked in the schools where the 

experimental groups were established. Furthermore, the other participants included in 

the study were four COMET learning support assistants who were providing 

additional support for primary schools involved in the COMET project (excluding
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the schools involved in the research project). They were all interviewed in the final 

stage of the research project.

4.2. Setting and Participants

The primary schools were selected according to the criteria established by the 

Department of Education for school selection based on ‘Targeting Social Need’ 

(TSN), the schools identified for the study exhibited higher than average levels of 

social disadvantage, as measured by the proportion of pupils entitled to free school 

meals (see Table 1 below). The recruitment of research participants delayed the 

research project mainly due to the high number of refusals to participate in the study. 

Five primary schools recruited to participate in the research project were Catholic 

maintained and were all located in the urban areas. Both Catholic maintained and 

controlled schools were invited to take part in the study, however only Catholic 

maintained schools agreed to participate. Three of the schools utilizing the COMET 

programme were located within the BELB area, whereas two schools, in which the 

COMET programme was not utilized, were located outside the BELB area (the 

primary schools within the BELB area, in which the COMET intervention was not 

implemented, refused to take part in the research).

Three of the schools had already been taking part in the BELB COMET 

Project and most of the Year 1 and Year 2 teachers had participated in their training 

scheme. Therefore, the experimental groups were established in Year 1 in these 

schools. The same criteria applied to the other two schools, in which the comparison 

groups were set in Year 2; however these schools did not utilize the BELB COMET 

Project, and this served to make the comparison more reliable. The children’s 

progress was monitored from Year 1 to Year 3 in the experimental groups to assess 

improvement in oral language skills and reading ability following the intervention 

programme; whereas the children’s progress in the development of both oral 

language and reading skills was monitored from Year 2 to Year 3 (the comparison 

schools did not grant their permission to participate in the study for the period of 

three years).

The research project initially involved 95 children (40 girls and 55 boys). The 

children’s age ranged from 4 years and 2 months to 5 years and 1 month, when the 

project started in Year 1 in primary school. All of the children involved in this study
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were native English speakers. Over the three year course of the project 10 children 

were eliminated from the study due to their transfer to a different school. A total of 

85 children (51 boys and 34 girls) therefore, completed the three-year research 

project. There were 54 children involved in the experimental groups and 31 children 

involved in the comparison groups.

Table 1: School level data for the academic year 2011/2012

School Total Enrolment Free school meal
entitlement

Percentage of pupils
entitled to free
school meals

School 1
(experimental
groups)

478 285 59.6%

School 2
(experimental
groups)

152 135 88.8%

School 3
(experimental
groups)

181 118 65.2%

School 4
(comparison groups)

260 186 71.5%

School 5
(comparison groups)

567 346 61.0%

*data retrieved rom the website of the Department of Education
(www.deni.gov.uk/index/32-
statisticsandresearch pg/32statistics and research statistics on education pg/32 statisti
cs and research-numbersofschoolsandpupils pg/32 statistics and research-
schoolleveldata pg.htm ).

The other participants involved in the research project were three school 

principals, three literacy coordinators, twelve primary school teachers (six Year One 

teachers and six Year Two teachers), and four COMET learning support assistants, 

who were interviewed in the final stage of the research project. The principals and 

the literacy coordinators, as well as the teachers, worked in the schools where the 

experimental groups were set. The teachers’ experience in teaching Year One and/or 

Year Two ranged from 15 months to 22 years (15 month-experience - 1 teacher, 2 

year-experience - 1 teacher, 3 year-experience - 1 teacher, 4 year-experience - 1 

teacher, 6 year-experience - 1 teacher, 7 year-experience - 2 teachers, 9 year-
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experience - 1 teacher, 10 year-experience - 1 teacher, 12 year-experience - 1 

teacher, 18 year-experience - 1 teacher, 22 year-experience - 1 teacher). The 

COMET learning support assistants were not working in the schools involved in the 

research project, they were providing additional support for primary schools involved 

in the COMET programme within Belfast region and they were characterized by the 

average of three-year experience in the COMET programme.

4.3. Data collection tools

4.3.1. The screening measures

Children’s English language communication skills in Year One were 

measured using individually administered screening tests introduced by Belfast 

Education and Library Board (BELB): The Profiling Resource {Profiling 

Communication Skills in Year One - BELB, 2007). The screening was based both on 

guided observations and specific informal individual assessments. The final scores 

were marked using a colour-coded system, based on traffic lights, in order to indicate 

the level of development (Appendix A). For example, a red dot indicated a delay in 

development in the specific areas, while an orange dot showed some immaturities 

and highlighted areas that needed to be consolidated; a green dot denoted age- 

appropriate skills. This method of observation served as an easily-recognisable, 

quick way to be aware of the pupils’ shortcomings in oral development. It gave 

specific details and information about each child’s stages of development as well as 

it provided clear information about the whole class. The screening lasted 

approximately thirty-five minutes for each child and was administered in two parts, 

depending on the child’s level of attention and concentration. The screening test 

battery assessed children’s English language communication skills in the following 

areas:

• Memory:

Auditory memory was measured by the ability to recall a series of digits 

presented orally. The child was shown the picture of Peter the Parrot and it was 

explained that parrots liked to copy what people say. After a short practice, the 

child was asked to repeat a series of digits, e.g. eight, three; four, seven, five; 

two, six, one, nine.
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Visual memory was established using the set of pictures. The child was shown a 

card with one animal on it. Then, the picture was taken away and the child was 

shown the card with four animals and the child was asked to find the animal 

previously shown. The activity was repeated with six different pictures.

• Phonological Awareness:

Syllable segmentation skills were assessed by the child’s ability to segment the 

list of eight familiar and unfamiliar words, including elephant, basket, genetic, 

churn, caterpillar, dog, catastrophe, and velvet. Prior to the test the child was 

given a card with four balls on it and was then asked to point to one ball for each 

beat in a word. It was explained that these were called syllables. The activity was 

practised using the child's name.

Rhyme was measured by two activities. Firstly, the child was asked to decide 

whether the words rhymed or did not rhyme, by holding thumbs up if they 

rhymed and thumbs down if they did not rhyme. The activity was practised with 

two sets of words presented orally to make sure the child understood the 

instructions. The child was given eight pairs of words presented orally (e.g. house 

- mouse; shout - shop; snow - go; shoe - boot) and was asked to complete the 

task.

The second activity required the child to correctly identify the picture that did not 

rhyme. The child was given the task booklet with three pictures on each page. 

Each picture was named for the child who was then asked to find the odd-one- 

out. The activity was demonstrated twice with different pictures; with them being 

asked to complete eight different sets of three pictures.

Phoneme blending was assessed orally using the blending task booklet. The child 

was introduced to a picture of a robot and then asked to find the picture that was 

named while speaking like a robot (segmenting). The activity was practised twice 

before the test items were introduced. The child was expected to identify eight 

correct pictures from the selection of two or three picture sets, presented 

separately on each page.

Phoneme segmenting was assessed using reversed activity, namely the child was 

asked to segment the pictures that were shown to him/her. There were eight test 

items included.

• Understanding of Language:
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Understanding key words was assessed using a selection of objects/toys (two 

identical plates and boxes, a big and small banana, a big and small apple, a big 

and small orange, a teddy bear and a doll). The child was expected to understand 

and carry out the instructions containing three information-carrying words (e.g. 

Put the small banana on the plate.) and four information-carrying words (e.g. 

Put the big orange in teddy’s box.). The child was given eight instructions to 

follow.

Understanding conceptual language was measured by using and talking about the 

picture. The child was shown the picture of people waiting in the queue and then 

was asked sixteen questions about it, the child was expected to identify specific 

items in the picture (e.g. Show me something stripy, Find someone that looks 

happy, Show me a rectangle, Who is first/second?).

• Expressive Language:

Vocabulary was measured by administering a standardized test instrument, 

namely the Renfrew Language Scales: Word Finding Vocabulary Test (1995). 

The test was administered individually and the guidelines provided in the test 

manual were followed.

Narrative test involved sequencing the sets of three and four pictures and telling 

the story without assistance.

The child’s skills in the areas such as initiation, turn-taking, eye-contact, clarity of 

speech, and level of attention were established through general classroom 

observation and scored accordingly to the guidelines provided.

Children’s English language communication skills in Year Two were 

measured using individually administered screening tests introduced by Belfast 

Education and Library Board (BELB): The Profiling Resource {Profiling 

Communication Skills in Year Two - BELB, 2007). Similarly to the screening battery 

utilized in Year One, the screening in Year Two was based on specific informal 

individual assessments, and the final scores were marked according to the colour- 

coded system, based on traffic lights, in order to indicate the stages of development 

(Appendix B). The screening lasted approximately forty minutes for each child. The 

children’s English language communication skills were assessed in the following 

areas:
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• Auditory memory was measured by the ability to recall the sets of four and 

five digits presented orally.

• Syllable segmentation and manipulation skills were measured using the 

following tasks:

Final syllable deletion - the child was asked to say a compound word without 

saying the final syllable, e.g. pancake - pan. The list of eight test items was 

presented to the child.

Initial syllable deletion - the child was asked to say a compound word 

without saying the initial syllable, e.g. football - ball. The list of eight test 

items was presented to the child.

Syllable swap - the child was asked to swap the syllables around in a 

compound word, e.g. rainbow - bowrain, and then asked to complete eight 

test items.

• Rhyme awareness and skills were assessed using the following tasks: 

Identifying two words that rhyme - again the child was shown a set of three 

pictures, after the items were named, they were then asked to identify two 

words that rhymed, and required to complete four sets of three pictures. 

Identifying a word that does not rhyme - after being given a set of three 

pictures and naming the items, the child was then asked to identify one word 

that did not rhyme. The child was required to complete four sets of three 

pictures.

Rhyme sort - the child was given a set of eight pictures that were placed and 

named in a random order on the table. The other four pictures were kept 

separately and were presented to them one at the time. The child was then 

asked to find all the pictures that rhymed with the selected picture. The 

pictures should have been sorted into four groups of three pictures.

Generating rhyming words - the child, after being given four words, was 

asked to tell as many words as possible that rhymed with given words.

• Phonemes awareness and manipulation skills were measured using the 

following tasks:

Phoneme blending - the child was required to blend the sounds that were 

presented orally and say the words.
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Phoneme segmenting - the child was asked to segment four words given 

orally.

Phoneme deletion - the child was asked to repeat the word and then say it 

again without saying the final sound, e.g. 'beat - now say beat, but do not say 

the t sound at the end - bee'. The activity was practised twice and then the 

participant was asked to complete four test items.

• Vocabulary was assessed using the following tasks:

Word recall - the child was asked to name as many items as possible in one 

minute from one of the categories: animals or food.

Word definition - after being provided with an example, the child is asked to 

give a definition for six words presented orally.

• Verbal reasoning:

Inferencing - the child is asked to make an inference from information 

presented, e.g. Molly’s friends have given her lots of cards and presents. 

What special day do you think it is for Molly? Four different scenarios were 

presented to the child. The pictures were used in this procedure.

Problem solving - the child was presented with four different pictures, and 

each situation was described for the child, who was then required to provide a 

solution to solve a problem.

4.3.2. Outcome Measures

In order to measure the language growth and reading skills following the 

intervention programme two standardized instruments were utilized. Both the 

experimental and comparison groups completed the Hodder Group Reading Test 

(2007) which provided the measure of reading comprehension at word, sentence and 

continuous text levels. The test was standardized on large national sample of pupils 

in schools in England and Wales (a total of over 13, 000 pupils involved) and it 

consisted of multiple-choice questions. The test was administered to the small groups 

of children following the guidelines provided in the Hodder Group Reading Tests 

Manual (2007). Hodder Group Reading Test 1 was applied, the test was untimed; 

however very few children required more than 40 minutes to complete the test.

The other instrument applied in both the experimental and comparison groups 

to measure the progress in the development of oral language skills and reading, was
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the Woodcock-Johnson III Diagnostic Reading Battery (2004). The Woodcock- 

Johnson III Diagnostic Reading Battery (2004) was a comprehensive set of ten 

individually administered tests that enabled the researcher to measure the areas of 

phonological awareness, phonics knowledge, reading achievement, and related oral 

language abilities. On the grounds that this instrument not only assessed children’s 

reading achievement, but also diagnosed other important reading-related abilities, it 

was a particularly useful measure for this study. The tests were standardized on a 

large national sample of 8, 818individuals ranging in age from 2 to 90 and older, who 

came from more than 100 geographically diverse U.S. communities. The tests were 

administered individually with each child following the guidelines included in the 

Woodcock-Johnson III Diagnostic Reading Battery, Comprehensive Manual (2004). 

Approximately 1 hour was required per child to administer all 10 tests included 

(some children required additional testing time). The Woodcock-Johnson III 

Diagnostic Reading Battery Scoring and Reporting Program (Version 1.0, 2004) was 

used to calculate and estimate age/grade and standard score/percentile rank profiles. 

The children's abilities were established using the following tests:

• Letter-Word Identification - the Test Book was used to administer the test, 

which measured the child’s word identification skills. The child was asked to 

identify letters and then to pronounce words correctly. The level of difficulty 

increased with each item presented, and they were not required to know the 

meaning of any words presented.

• Passage Comprehension - the Test Book was used to administer the test. The 

test items increased in difficulty with each task. Initially, the test involved 

symbolic learning or the ability to match pictographic representation of a 

word with a picture of the object, the following test items required the child 

to select the picture presented by a phrase (items were presented in a 

multiple-choice format), finally the child was asked to read a short passage 

and identify a missing key word that would be appropriate and accurate in the 

context of that passage.

• Word Attack - the Test Book was used to administer the test, which 

measured child’s abilities in applying phonic and structural analysis skills to 

the pronunciation of unfamiliar printed words. The test involved
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pronunciation of the sounds for single letters as well as nonwords or low- 

frequency words.

Reading Vocabulary - the Test Book was used to administer the test, which 

measured the child’s ability in reading words and providing appropriate 

meanings. The test consisted of three subtests, such as synonyms, antonyms 

and analogies.

Reading Fluency - the test was administered using the child’s Response 

Booklet. The child was required to read simple sentences and decide whether 

the statements were true by circling ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. The task was timed and 

they were asked to complete as many items as possible within a three-minute 

time limit.

Spelling of Sounds - the test was administered using the audio recording 

provided and it measured the child’s spelling ability, in particular 

phonological and orthographical coding skills. The child was required to 

write single letters of sounds and then nonwords or low-frequency words that 

were characterized by regular patterns in English spelling.

Sound Awareness - both the Test Book and audio recordings provided were 

used to administer the test, which was a measure of phonological awareness 

and consisted of three subtests, namely rhyming, deletion and substitution. 

The rhyming task required the child to provide a pointing response and then 

the child was asked to give a word that rhymed with the stimulus 

demonstrated orally. The deletion task involved deleting a part of a 

compound word or a letter sound from word to make a new word, whereas 

the substitution task involved substituting a word, a word ending, or a letter 

sound to create a new word.

Sound Blending - the audio recording provided was used to measure the 

child’s ability to blend and then say whole words after hearing syllables 

and/or phonemes of the words.

Oral Vocabulary - the Test Book was used to administer the test, which 

measured the child’s receptive and expressive vocabulary, and also the ability 

to retrieve the appropriate word within a certain context. The test consisted of 

three subtests, such as synonyms, antonyms and analogies. The stimulus 

words were presented orally to the child.
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• Oral Comprehension - the audio recording provided was used to measure the 

child’s ability to comprehend a short audio-recorded passage and then 

provide the missing word applying syntactic and semantic cues. The test 

required the child to apply listening, reasoning and vocabulary skills.

The Woodcock-Johnson III Diagnostic Reading Battery Scoring and 

Reporting Program (Schrank and Woodcock, 2004) also provided cluster scores, 

such as total reading, broad reading, brief reading, basic reading skills, reading 

comprehension, phonics knowledge, phonemic awareness, and oral language 

comprehension. Basic reading skills scores were an aggregated measure of letter- 

word identification test and word attack test, brief reading scores were based on 

letter-word identification and passage comprehension, the calculation of broad 

reading scores involved letter-word identification, passage comprehension and 

reading fluency; the reading comprehension cluster consisted of passage 

comprehension and reading vocabulary; whereas total reading scores were a 

comprehensive measure of reading performance based on letter-word identification, 

passage comprehension, word attack, reading vocabulary as well as reading fluency. 

Phonics knowledge cluster was based on word attack and spelling of sounds; 

whereas phonemic awareness cluster consisted of sound awareness and sound 

blending scores. The calculation of oral language comprehension scores involved 

oral vocabulary and oral comprehension.

The qualitative dimension to the study was proved by twenty-two face-to- 

face interviews with staff in the experimental group schools. Each interview was 

semi-structured, lasted approximately 45 minutes and was used to explore 

interviewees’ experience of implementing the intervention. The interview questions 

were aimed at providing information regarding the effectiveness of the COMET 

programme, its implementation, and its effect on the teacher’s workload, validity and 

usefulness of the data gathered, during the intervention process, and the positive and 

negative aspects of the programme.

4.3.3. The intervention process

The evaluation of the effectiveness of the COMET programme involved three 

main stages. The initial stage of the research involved screening children’s English 

language communication skills in Year One in the experimental groups at the
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beginning of the school year. The information gathered was shared and discussed 

with the class teachers, who used the data throughout the year to effectively support 

the children who exhibited weaknesses or delays in particular areas of oral language. 

The screening of children’s English language communication skills was repeated at 

the end of the school year to monitor the children’s progress and identify the areas 

that needed specific development.

The second stage of the research involved the analysis and interpretation of 

the results of the reassessments, as well as identification of children who 

demonstrated a delay in the development of particular language areas at the start of 

Year Two. Moreover, a baseline measure of children’s English language 

communication skills was taken at the beginning and at the end of Year Two both in 

the experimental and comparison groups. The second stage of the research also 

involved implementation of the COMET programme in the experimental groups. The 

children who displayed delays in the development of certain language areas were 

identified and divided into small groups, and an appropriate plan of intervention was 

designed. The session plans were created with the support of the speech and 

language therapist in order to effectively address the children’s specific needs. The 

children’s progress could be easily monitored as the intervention was structured into 

six-week blocks and the targets were set for each block. After having completed the 

six-week cycle the children involved in the groups were reassessed to check if the 

aims were achieved. The intervention was scheduled for a whole school year and 

each group was seen once a week for thirty-five minutes. The pupil composition of 

the groups altered during the intervention based on improvement levels.

The third stage of the research involved the assessments of children's reading 

skills both from the experimental and comparison groups in order to evaluate the 

impact of the COMET intervention on their reading performance. The detailed 

information about the research activities and the tools utilized in the intervention 

process is provided in subsection 4.4. Procedure.

4.3.4. The interview process

One of the aims of this research was to explore various perspective and views 

on the effectiveness and validity of the COMET intervention programme. Thus, the 

qualitative research tools were utilized in the research process in order to
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complement the quantitative data and gain a range of insight on specific issues. 

There were 22 semi-structured interviews conducted with teachers, literacy 

coordinators, school principals and learning support assistants, each lasting 

approximately 40 minutes. The interviews were audio recorded, so that all views and 

comments shared could be captured, and were later transcribed for data analysis. The 

semi-structured interviews provided a unique opportunity for focused, 

conversational, two-way communication between the researcher and participants. It 

gave the interviewees the freedom to express their views and opinions in their own 

terms, as well as it gave the researcher the flexibility to probe for details or discuss 

issues. Although the researcher followed the list of questions/topics that needed to be 

covered during the interviews, it enabled to explore other issues that might have 

diverged from the list of questions/topics, yet they provided new ways of seeing or 

understanding a particular matter. The following list describes the key areas 

addressed in the interview process:

• Impact of the COMET programme on children’s progress, including the 

children’s reading performance as well as other areas identified by the 

teachers;

• Impact of the implementation of the intervention programme on the teachers’ 

workload;

• Usefulness of the data provided by the language profiles for the teachers, 

principals, and other professionals working with children;

• Impact of the intervention on teaching and planning;

• Children’s participation and engagement in the group work outside the 

classroom environment;

• Identification of the positive aspects of the COMET programme by the 

teachers, principals, literacy coordinators, and learning support assistants;

• Identification of the negative aspects of the COMET programme by the 

teachers, principals, literacy coordinators, and learning support assistants;

In order to be able to make comparisons and draw the main conclusions, the 

interviewees’ responses were grouped into the above-mentioned categories. These 

key areas were also used to structure the presentation of qualitative findings in 

Chapter 5 ‘Results’. The list of questions and topics that were used in the interview 

process can be found in Appendix L.
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4.4. Procedures

The evaluation of the effectiveness of the COMET intervention programme 

involved three main phases. Table 2 provides an overview of procedures involved, 

the data gathering strategy, and the points at which data were collected. It also 

distinguishes between the activities involved in the COMET process (which would 

have happened whether the research was undertaken or not) and additional research 

activities.

Table 2: An overview of the data gathering strategy

Data Collection Timetable

Date
Screening/Test Conducted

Time 
Spent 

(Approx. 
No. of

COMET Activities Additional Research
Activities

Hours)

Phase
1

September 
2011

Profiling children’s English 
language communication 
skills in Year One 
(the experimental groups 
only).

32

June 2012 Reassessment of children’s 
English language 
communication skills in
Year One
(the experimental groups 
only).

32

Phase
2

September
2012

Profiling children’s English 
language communication 
skills in Year Two 
(the experimental groups).

Profiling children’s English 
language communication 
skills in Year Two 
(the comparison groups).

57

September
2012-

June 2013

The group intervention 
scheduled for a whole 
school year
(the experimental groups 
only)

250

June 2013 Profiling children’s English 
language communication 
skills in Year Two 
(the experimental groups).

Profiling children’s English 
language communication 
skills in Year Two 
(the comparison groups).

57
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Phase
3

October/
November

2013

Hodder Group Reading
Test (both the experimental 
and comparison groups).

12

January/
February

2014

Woodcock-Johnson III 
Diagnostic Reading Battery 
(both the experimental and 
comparison groups).

85

May 2014 Interviews 17

The initial phase of the research involved screening children’s English 

language communication skills in Year One in the experimental groups at the 

beginning of the school year. The screening was carried out in September 2011. The 

Profiling Resource (Profiling Communication Skills in Year One - BELB, 2007) was 

used to establish the children’s language abilities in the following areas:

• Attention and listening: level of attention;

• Memory: auditory memory, visual memory;

• Phonological awareness: syllable, rhyme, segmenting, blending;

• Understanding of language: 4 key words, concepts;

• Expressive language: vocabulary, narrative;

• Conventions of speech: eye-contact, turn-taking, initiation, clarity of speech. 

The results of the screening were shared and discussed with the class teachers. The 

data were used by the class teachers throughout the year in order to provide targeted 

support for each child. The schools involved in the COMET Project had been 

provided with the BELB COMET Resource File, including examples and materials 

that could be used in the classroom to support the development of particular language 

areas. In addition to this, the class teachers had the opportunity to attend the cluster 

group meetings organized by BELB and led by the advisory speech and language 

therapists, which enabled the teachers not only to share their views and discuss their 

experiences with other teachers, but also to broaden their knowledge on the various 

strategies that could be implemented in the everyday teaching to support children’s 

oral language development. Examining literacy acquisition from a different 

perspective enabled the teachers to recognize and appreciate more the importance of 

oral language skills in the process of teaching children how to read and write. The
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screening was repeated at the end of the school year in June 2012 to check, their 

progress and to highlight the areas that needed specific development.

The second phase of the research dealt with the analysing and interpretation 

of the results of the reassessment. At the beginning of Year Two the children who 

displayed a delay in the development of certain language areas were identified. 

Furthermore, this phase of the research also involved profiling children’s English 

language communication skills in Year Two. The screening was completed on entry 

to Year Two in September 2012, and the Profiling Resource {Profiling 

Communication Skills in Year Two - BELB, 2007) was used to establish the 

children’s language abilities in the following areas:

• Auditory memory;

• Syllable (final syllable deletion, initial syllable deletion, syllable swap);

• Rhyme (identifying two words that rhyme, identifying a word that does not 

rhyme, rhyme sort, generating rhyming words);

• Phonemes (phoneme blending, phoneme segmenting, phoneme deletion);

• Vocabulary (word recall, word definition);

• Verbal Reasoning (inferencing, problem solving).

Having analyzed and compared the results of the Year One reassessment and Year 

Two screening, the children who were exhibiting delays in the development of 

particular language areas were identified and divided into small groups. An 

appropriate plan of early intervention was designed. The intervention was 

implemented in the experimental groups. The session plans were created with the 

support of the speech and language therapist to meet the children’s specific needs 

(Appendix M), and they targeted the areas highlighted in the Profiling Resources 

(BELB, 2007). Due to the fact that the intervention was structured into six-week 

cycles and the objectives were set for each cycle, the children’s progress could be 

easily monitored. After having completed the six-week block the children involved 

in the groups were reassessed to check if the aims were achieved. Regular meetings 

were held involving the class teacher, the researcher and the BELB representative 

(advisory speech and language therapist), to discuss the progress of the children 

involved in the intervention programme as well as to identify the whole-class targets, 

so that the children’s particular needs were also met in the classroom environment by

the teacher and the learning support staff. The children’s specific language areas
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were not only targeted in the small group outside the classroom, but they were also 

consolidated and reinforced by the class teacher. The intervention was scheduled for 

a whole school year and each group was seen once a week for thirty-five minutes. 

There were a total of 14 groups seen every week in three primary schools, each 

group consisted of 4 - 5 children. The pupil composition of the groups altered during 

the intervention based on improvement levels. The whole-class screening was 

repeated at the end of the school year in June 2013 and the data gathered were given 

to the Year Three teacher.

This phase of the research also involved profiling children’s English language 

communication skills in Year Two in the comparison groups. The screening was 

completed on entry to Year Two in September 2012 and it was repeated at the end of 

the school year in June 2013. Similarly to experimental groups, the Profiling 

Resource {Profiling Communication Skills in Year Two - BELB, 2007) was used to 

establish the children’s language abilities in the following areas:

• Auditory memory;

• Syllable (final syllable deletion, initial syllable deletion, syllable swap);

• Rhyme (identifying two words that rhyme, identifying a word that does not 

rhyme, rhyme sort, generating rhyming words);

• Phonemes (phoneme blending, phoneme segmenting, phoneme deletion);

• Vocabulary (word recall, word definition);

• Verbal reasoning (inferencing, problem solving).

Nevertheless, in order to investigate the effectiveness of the COMET intervention on 

the children’s oral language development and consequent reading skills, the results 

of the screening were not discussed or shared with the class teachers, nor the children 

who were involved in the intervention programme.

In the last phase of the research the children’s reading skills from both the 

experimental and comparison groups were tested in order to evaluate the impact of 

the intervention on their reading performance. The first test was taken at the 

beginning of Year Three - all children involved in the research project completed the 

Hodder Group Reading Test in October/November 2013, and then they were asked to 

complete the individual test, namely. Woodcock - Johnson III Diagnostic Reading 

Battery in January/February 2014. The last phase of the research also involved

interviews with the school principals, literacy coordinators, teachers and learning
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support assistants (three primary schools utilizing the BELB COMET Project) to 

explore their opinions on the implementation, effectiveness and feasibility of the 

COMET intervention in everyday school environment.

4.5. Data Analysis Protocol

Following data collection, the first step in data processing involved coding. 

On the grounds that the results of the screening of children’s oral language skills 

were scored using the colour-coded system, it was necessary to assign a numerical 

code to each colour, so that the data could be entered into the computer file for 

analysis. The other test results were numerical, so that coding was not necessary. The 

data were evaluated by conducting statistical tests using the SPSS software. Initially, 

in order to edit and verify the data set, the range and distribution of each variable was 

examined for incorrect or unusual value, any inadmissible value was checked against 

the original data forms.

The first stage of data analysis involved comparing the differences in 

descriptive statistics by applying the compare means procedure. The data collected 

in Year One at the beginning of the school year in the experimental groups were 

compared with the data gathered at the end of the school year. The same procedure 

was applied to the data collected at the beginning and at the end of the school year in 

Year Two and in Year Three both in the experimental and comparison groups. The 

aim of such comparisons was to investigate whether the intervention exerted an 

impact on the development of children’s English language communication skills, as 

well as their later development of reading skills. It was necessary to determine 

whether a significant difference existed between the experimental and comparison 

groups, therefore statistical significance was analysed using analysis of variance and 

t-tests as appropriate. In order to carry out a systematic analysis that would provide 

the answers to the research questions, the variables were divided into the following 

groups: phonological awareness, vocabulary, comprehension and reading skills, and 

the data analyses were conducted.

The second stage of data analysis aimed at providing evidence whether the 

intervention was beneficial for all children or the children with poor communication 

skills. Furthermore, it was investigated whether the assessment instruments 

employed during the intervention process were an effective method of identifying
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children, who might be at risk of developing reading problems. Therefore, the 

secondary data analysis involved identifying children who exhibited poor oral 

language skills. The data collected on entry to Year Two both in the experimental 

and comparison groups were used to identify those children. The children’s oral 

language skills were established in fifteen different areas at the beginning of the 

school year, the children who displayed a delay in development in six or more areas 

were identified. A total of 41 children were selected for the subgroup analysis (29 

children were selected from the experimental groups and 12 children were selected 

from comparison groups). The compare means procedure was applied to collate the 

data gathered at the beginning and the end of the school year. Comparisons between 

the experimental and comparison groups were made using the analysis of variance 

and t-tests in order to establish whether significant differences existed between two 

groups. The same procedure was applied to analyse data gathered in Year Three. 

Such analyses enabled the researcher to investigate the impact of the intervention on 

children’s oral language development and reading performance.

The process of data analysis also included the analysis of the conducted 

interviews. There were 22 interviews carried out, each lasting approximately 40 

minutes. The interviews were transcribed and interpreted. The interviewees’ 

responses were grouped into different categories, e.g. impact of the intervention on 

the children’s progress; workload, usefulness of the information provided by the 

language profiles, implementation of the intervention; changes in teaching/planning 

as a result of participation in the intervention programme; the positive/negative 

aspects and the recommendations for improvement of the intervention; so that the 

comparisons could be made and main conclusions could be drawn. The extended 

responses gathered resulted in being able to gain insight into the perception of the 

intervention programme from various perspectives, its implementation and 

effectiveness, as well as suggestions for future improvements.

4.6. Ethical Considerations

Prior to commencing the study, ethical clearance was obtained from the 

School of Education Ethics Committee (the research proposal was approved on 

14lh June 2010 - Appendix C). The first step of meeting the ethical aspects of the 

research was to recruit participants and gain their informed consent, as well as to
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include sampling criteria. For the recruitment of schools and pupils, principals were 

approached by letter in the first instance to seek their approval of the research 

(Appendix D; Appendix E). The researcher clearly outlined the aim of the study and 

what was expected of each participant taking part in it. The information sheets and 

consent forms were provided and the school principals were asked to distribute them 

to the potential respondents. On the grounds that the primary-school children were 

involved in the research and due to their age (4-7 years), informed consent was 

sought form children’s parents or guardians who had been provided with written 

information as well as had been given the opportunity to ask questions (Appendix F, 

Appendix G). The consent was also sought from each child (Appendix H). The 

project was explained in terms that a child could understand and the child 

participated in it only if he or she was willing to do so. The other participants invited 

to take part in the research were principals, literacy coordinators, teachers and 

learning support assistants (Appendix I).

Before obtaining a signed consent form, all participants received a clear 

explanation of the purpose of the study, the research activities involved, and their 

role in the study. The voluntary nature of the research was highlighted and 

participants were assured of their right to withdraw from the research process at any 

stage. It was also explained that all information collated as part of the research was to 

be treated confidentially and neither individuals’ names nor schools details would be 

included in resulting reports or final thesis. Privacy and anonymity were protected 

through use of a coding system to summarise data gained.

Once the written informed consent was obtained from all the participants, it 

was possible to undertake the data collection. The data collection was undertaken in 

schools and it did not affect the services normally provided to children by the school. 

The research project required the researcher to work with the children individually 

(while screening children’s English language communication skills and carrying out 

the reading tests both in the experimental and comparison groups) and with small 

groups of children (intervention programme - the experimental groups only). 

Nevertheless, police clearance was obtained for the researcher. I was also well- 

versed and familiar with the Child Protection Act. In addition, the researcher 

followed all the child’s protection safeguards that the primary school required from 

the staff while working with an individual child or a group of children. The other
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participants invited to participate in the study, namely principals, literacy 

coordinators and teachers, were interviewed, and the interviews were audio recorded 

with the permission of participants, so that all views and comments shared could be 

captured. All the participants were ensured that all data would be stored safely in the 

researcher’s home where they would be analysed and interpreted. Data were kept on 

the researcher’s computer within their own folder which was password-protected and 

was not accessed by anyone else. The data collected in the schools that had been 

already involved in the Comet Project were also kept under secure conditions by 

BELB (Belfast Education and Library Board). All data collected in the comparison 

schools were to be destroyed after the completion of the research.

It is necessary to mention that there was a possible risk of conflict of interest 

that could have arisen for the researcher who has been employed by BELB (Belfast 

Education and Library Board) and has been working as a learning support assistant in 

the COMET Project (Communication and Education Together). Nevertheless, it is 

necessary to emphasize that steps were taken to make sure that the data collection 

was carried out in an appropriate manner and all results were presented in a totally 

objective and honest way. Regular meetings were organized with the researcher, 

teachers, literacy coordinators and a BELB representative (COMET Project) in the 

schools utilizing the COMET Project, to ensure that an appropriate procedure was 

followed, the data were collected in a proper way, and all the requirements for the 

research were met. The data triangulation strategy was employed in order to confirm 

the quantitative data; the pupils’ results and progress were discussed with the class 

teachers on regular basis and the children’s improvements in oral language abilities 

were recognized and confirmed by teachers. The ultimate aim of the research was to 

draw attention to the aspects where practice could be improved in the future and to 

help pupils and educators improve in the process of the acquisition of language.

This section outlined the methodology used for this study. It presented the 

research questions and research design. It also provided the detailed information 

about the research participants as well as the measures and procedures applied in the 

research process. Moreover, it explained the data analysis protocol and addressed the 

ethical considerations. The following section will provide both the quantitative and 

qualitative findings of the study. It will compare the improvements in oral language 

development and reading skills between the pupils who participated in the COMET
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intervention programme and the children who were not involved in it. It will also 

assess the impact of the intervention on the children’s reading performance. 

Furthermore, it will explore the results of the interviews conducted during the study.
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Chapter 5 

Results

5.1. Results of data analysis

5.1.1. Quantitative findings

The purpose of this project was to collect data to allow for an evaluation of 

the BELB COMET Programme. Although the COMET intervention has been 

implemented in the BELB area since 2003 this was the first occasion on which data 

were collected to assess its effectiveness. In order to evaluate the COMET 

intervention programme it was necessary to examine evidence of its effectiveness 

and impact on primary pupils’ development of oral language skills and reading 

performance. The reporting of the data in this chapter will follow three main steps: 

first we will present simple descriptive statistics comparing the means on the 

measures used in the study; second, we will look for evidence of statistically 

significant differences on these measures at various points during the intervention; 

and third, we will examine qualitative data collected during the interviews with the 

teachers and others who were involved in implementing the COMET programme in 

the schools.

As outlined in the Methods section, the data collection was scheduled for 

three years and they were collected from the pupils at various stages. Table 3 

summarizes the points at which the data were gathered. The first phase of data 

gathering strategy involved collecting the data at the beginning and at the end of 

Year One in the experimental groups only, and it allowed for a comparison of the 

initial impact of the intervention. The second phase included collecting the data at 

the beginning and at the end of Year Two both in the experimental and comparison 

groups. The data collected at the beginning of Year Two acted as a baseline between 

the groups. Thereafter, data were collected in the experimental and comparison 

groups to measure change over time. The third phase involved collecting the data at 

the beginning of Year Three both in the experimental and comparison groups to 

investigate the differences between the groups in their reading performance. The 

assumption of this quasi-experimental study was that the greater the degree of 

improvement in performance for the experimental groups, as compared with the 

comparison groups, the greater the likelihood that the COMET intervention was
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being effective. On the grounds that the results of the screening of children’s oral 

language skills were scored using the colour-coded system, it was necessary to assign 

a numerical code to each colour (red - 1, orange - 2, green - 3), so that the data 

could be analysed. The other test results were numerical, so that coding was not 

required.

Table 3: The summary of data collection strategy (points at which the data were 
collected from the pupils)

Group Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Experimental
groups

Beginning and end 
of the year

Beginning and end 
of the year

Beginning of the 
year

Comparison groups No Beginning and end 
of the year

Beginning of the 
year

Descriptive statistics: comparison of means
The data collected in Year One at the beginning of the school year in the 

experimental groups (see Chart 1) were compared with the data gathered at the end 

of the school year. This comparison of means demonstrated improvement in all of 

the areas targeted in the intervention process. The results are presented in the chart 

below.

110



Year 1 Language Profile
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Chart 1

In the next two charts we compared the means for the experimental and 

comparison groups in Year Two. Chart 2 shows the data gathered at the begining of 

the school year in Year Two, both in the experimental and comparison (September 

2012), in order to establish the baseline of children’s oral language skills before the 

implementation of COMET intervention activities in Year Two. The distribution of 

means of all the areas tested, presented in the following chart, showed that the levels 

of oral language skills of the children in the COMET groups were lower in most 

areas than the non-COMET groups prior to the intervention.
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Year 2 Language Profile September 2012
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Chart 2

Chart 3 shows the same data collected at the end of Year Two during which 

time the experimental groups were involved in the COMET intervention. The results 

of the screening conducted at the end of the school year (June 2013) in the 

experimental groups were compared with the results of the screening completed in 

the comparison groups. By this point the means suggest that the children in the 

experimental groups had matched or exceeded their peers’ results following the 

intervention programme (see Chart 3 below).
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Year 2 Language Profile June 2013
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Chart 3

Given that COMET is about the relationship between the children’s oral 

language skills and their reading development, we also wanted to compare reading 

test scores collected in Year Three. This can be seen in Chart 4, which suggests that 

the groups involved in the intervention programme demonstrated the higher levels of 

reading and reading-related skills than the non-COMET groups.
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Year3 Reading Test Results 2013/2014
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Chart 4

The descriptive statistics involved in the simple comparison of means suggest 

that the experimental groups had generally lower performance on the various 

measures used in the study, as compared with the pupils in the comparison groups. 

The means also suggest that the experimental groups improved at a faster rate and 

had caught up with, or exceeded the comparison groups. In order to test this further it 

is necessary to test for statistically significant differences in mean scores.

Inferential statistics
As part of the study a wide range of measures was collected from the pupils 

in the experimental and comparison groups. In order to analyse these data the 

individual variables were classified into four categories:

• phonological awareness,

• vocabulary,

• comprehension,
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• reading and reading - related skills.

The first category, namely phonological awareness included the areas that 

were measured at the beginning and at the end of the school year in Year 2, during 

the intervention process both in the experimental and comparison groups, such as 

final syllable deletion, initial syllable deletion, syllable swap, rhyme pair, rhyme odd- 

one-out, rhyme sort, rhyme generation, phoneme blending, phoneme segmenting, 

phoneme deletion; and the following areas that were tested in Year 3: sound 

awareness, sound blending, phonics knowledge, and phonemic awareness.

The variables selected for the vocabulary category involved areas measured 

at the beginning and at the end of the school year in Year Two both in the 

experimental and comparison groups, such as word recall and word definitions; as 

well as the areas measured in Year Three including word attack, oral vocabulary, oral 

comprehension, and oral language comprehension.

The next category, namely comprehension included areas measured in Year 

Two at the beginning and at the end of the school year both in the experimental and 

comparison groups, such as inferencing and problem solving; as well as the areas 

tested in Year Three, including passage comprehension, reading comprehension, oral 

language comprehension, and the scores of the Hodder Group Reading Test (2007).

The variables selected for the last category, i.e. reading and reading - related 

skills involved passage comprehension, oral vocabulary, oral comprehension, total 

reading, broad reading, brief reading, basic reading skills, and oral language 

comprehension, which were all measured in Year Three both in the experimental and 

comparison groups.

In addition, in order to more specifically test some aspects of the COMET 

intervention, we identified a subsample of pupils with poor language skills and 

compared the impact of the COMET intervention on these. The measures used for 

this part of analysis included final and initial syllable deletion, syllable swap, rhyme 

pair, rhyme odd-one-out, rhyme sort, rhyme generation, phoneme blending, phoneme 

segmenting, phoneme deletion, word recall, word definitions, inferencing, and 

problem solving, which were all tested at the beginning and at the end of Year Two 

both in the experimental and comparison groups. This part of analysis also involved 

areas measured in Year Three both in the experimental and comparison groups, such 

as passage comprehension, word attack, reading vocabulary, sound awareness, sound
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blending, oral vocabulary, oral comprehension, total reading, broad reading, brief 

reading, basic reading skills, reading comprehension, phonics knowledge, phonemic 

awareness, oral language comprehension, and the scores of Hodder Group Reading 

Test (2007).

Phonological awareness:
The first step of data analysis involved application of the Independent Sample 

Test to investigate statistically reliable differences between the groups in 

phonological awareness. As mentioned earlier, this category included the areas that 

were measured at the start and at the end of Year Two, such as final syllable deletion, 

initial syllable deletion, syllable swap, rhyme pair, rhyme odd-one-out, rhyme sort, 

rhyme generation, phoneme blending, phoneme segmenting, phoneme deletion; and 

the following areas that were tested in Year Three: sound awareness, sound blending, 

phonics knowledge, and phonemic awareness. Having compared the experimental 

and comparison groups, a statistically reliable difference was established in the 

several areas measured. Table 4 summarizes the patterns of statistical tests for the 

experimental and comparison groups at three time points: the start and end of Year 

Two, and the start of Year Three. The detailed summary of the statistical tests for 

phonological awareness can be also found in Appendix N. The details of the 

statistical results are presented below.

Having conducted the Independent Sample Test, a significant difference in 

the scores for syllable swap (prior to the intervention) was recorded between the 

experimental (M = 1.76, SD = .950) and comparison (M = 2.33, SD = .922) groups; t 

(82) = -2.68, p = .009. Furthermore, the comparison of children’s rhyme awareness 

both from the experimental and comparison groups, following the implementation of 

the COMET intervention, revealed significant differences between the groups. There 

was a significant difference in the scores for the rhyme odd-one-out task between the 

experimental (M = 3.00, SD = .000) and comparison (M = 2.27, SD = .944) groups; t 

(82) = 5.73, p = .000. There was also a significant difference in the scores for rhyme 

sort task between the experimental (M = 2.94, SD = .302) and comparison (M = 2.03, 

SD = .999) groups; t (31.97) = 4.87, p = .000, as well as the rhyme generation task 

(the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD = .000 and the comparison groups: M =

1.60, SD = .855; t (29.00) = 8.97, p = .000).
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Furthermore, the analysis produced a significant difference between the 

groups in the children’s awareness of phonemes. A significant difference was 

observed in the scores for phoneme blending task (prior to the implementation of 

COMET intervention) between the experimental (M = 2.28, SD = .878), and 

comparison (M = 2.73, SD = .583) groups; t (79.24) = -2.85, p = .006. A significant 

difference was also recorded in the scores for phoneme segmenting task (following 

the intervention programme) between the experimental (M = 2.93, SD = .381) and 

comparison (M = 2.20, SD = .961) groups; t (34.15) = 3.97, p = .000. Moreover, the 

analysis showed that again there were appreciable differences in the scores for 

phoneme deletion task (prior to the intervention) between the experimental (M = 

1.61, SD = .834) and comparison (M = 2.00, SD = .871) groups; t (82) = -2.02, p = 

.047; as well as in the scores for phoneme deletion task (following the intervention 

programme) between the experimental (M = 2.81, SD = .552) and comparison (M = 

2.40, SD = .855) groups; t (42.73) = 2.39, p = .021.

The statistically significant differences between the groups were also 

established in the areas tested in Year Three, namely there was a significant 

difference in the scores for sound awareness task between the experimental (M = 

112.06, SD = 12.763) and comparison (M = 97.47, SD = 14.095) groups; t (82) = 

4.84, p = .000, and there was a significant difference in the scores for the sound 

blending task between the experimental (M = 119.81, SD = 13.792) and comparison 

(M = 107.77, SD = 16.952) groups; t (82) = 3.53, p = .001. The independent Samples 

Test also revealed a statistically reliable difference both in the scores for the phonics 

knowledge between the experimental (M = 112.54, SD = 11.283) and comparison (M 

= 104.83, SD = 13.936) groups; t (82) = 2.75, p = .007; as well as in the scores for 

phonemic awareness between the experimental (M = 118.65, SD = 15.907) and 

comparison (M = 99.63, SD = 21.240) groups; t (82) = 4.65, p = .000.

Nevertheless, the Independent Samples Test failed to demonstrate a 

statistically significant difference between the groups in the remaining areas analysed 

in this category (p > .05), namely final syllable deletion prior the intervention (the 

experimental groups: M = 2.80, SD = .562; the comparison groups: M = 2.83, SD = 

.461; t (82) = -.31, p = .759), final syllable deletion following the intervention 

programme (the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD = .000; the comparison groups: 

M = 2.93, SD = .254; t (29) = 1.44, p = .161), initial syllable deletion prior the
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intervention (the experimental groups: M = 2.63, SD = .708, the comparison groups: 

M = 2.80, SD = .551; t (73) = -1.22, p = .225), initial syllable deletion following the 

intervention programme (the experimental groups: M = 2.98, SD = .136, the 

comparison groups: M = 2.97, SD = .138; t (82) = .42, p = .674), and syllable swap 

following the intervention programme (the experimental groups: M = 2.89, SD = 

.462, the comparison groups: M = 2.57, SD = .817; t (39.55) = 1.99, p = .054). The 

other areas with no significant differences between the groups were: rhyme pairs 

prior the intervention (the experimental groups: M = 2.69, SD = .668, the comparison 

groups: M = 2.77, SD = .626; t (82) = -.55, p = .585), rhyme pairs following the 

intervention programme (the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD = .000, the 

comparison groups: M = 2.87, SD = .434; t (29) = 1.62, p = .103), rhyme odd-one- 

out prior to the intervention (the experimental groups: M = 2.30. SD = .816, the 

comparison groups: M = 2.10, SD = .845; t (82) = 1.04, p = .300), rhyme sort prior to 

the intervention (the experimental groups: M = 1.83, SD = .906, the comparison 

groups: M = 1.70, SD = .915; t (82) = .64, p = .521), and rhyme generation prior to 

the intervention ( the experimental groups: M = 1.24, SD = .612, the comparison 

groups: M = 1.30, SD = .702; t (82) = -.40, p = .688). Furthermore, the analysis 

showed that there were no statistically significant differences in phoneme blending 

following the intervention programme (the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD = 

.000, the comparison groups: M = 2.87, SD = .434; t (29) = 1.68, p = .103) or in 

phoneme segmenting prior to the intervention (the experimental groups: M = 1.81, 

SD = .953, the comparison groups: M = 1.80, SD = .997; t (82) = .07, p = .947).

Table 4: The summary of the patterns of statistical tests for phonological awareness 

between the experimental and comparison groups at the start and end of Year Two, 

and the start of Year Three

Year 2 Start of the year End of the year

Final syllable deletion ns ns

Initial syllable deletion ns ns

Syllable swap * ns

Rhyme pair ns ns

Rhyme odd-one-out ns *
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Rhyme sort ns *

Rhyme generation ns *

Phoneme blending * ns

Phoneme segmenting ns *

Phoneme deletion * *

Year 3 Start of the year

Sound awareness *

Sound blending *

Phonics knowledge *

Phonemic awareness *

* Statistically significant difference (the Sig. (2-tailed) value is less than or equal to .05) 
ns - No statistically significant difference between the groups

Overall, these results showed that at the baseline point at the start of Year 

Two, the experimental and comparison groups differed statistically in only three out 

of ten variables measured. In all the cases the scores for the experimental groups 

were lower that the scores for the comparison groups. The results of this analysis also 

indicated that by the end of Year Two the two groups had statistically different 

scores in five out of ten variables, but on this occasion the scores for the 

experimental groups were higher that the scores for the comparison groups. 

Furthermore, at the start of Year Three, the experimental groups were scoring 

statistically higher on each of the four measures within this theme. In the context of 

this quasi-experimental study, the pattern of results suggested a significantly greater 

level of improvement for the experimental groups.

Vocabulary:
The next step of data analysis involved application of the Independent 

Samples Test to investigate statistically reliable differences between the groups in 

vocabulary and vocabulary related skills. The variables selected for analysis in this 

category included areas measured at the start and at the end of Year Two, such as 

word recall and word definitions; as well as the areas measured in Year Three 

including word attack, oral vocabulary, oral comprehension and oral language
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comprehension. Such an analysis revealed statistically significant differences 

between the groups in the several areas. Table 5 presents the overview of the patterns 

of statistical differences for the experimental and comparison groups at three time 

points: the start and end of Year Two, and the start of Year Three. The detailed 

summary of the statistical tests can be found in Appendix O. The details of the 

statistical results are outlined below.

Having conducted the Independent Sample Test, it was revealed that there 

were significant differences in the scores, following the intervention programme, 

both for word recall (the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD = .000, the comparison 

groups: M = 2.57, SD = .728; t (29) = 3.26, p = .003) and word definitions (the 

experimental groups: M = 2.85, SD = .359, the comparison groups: M = 2.40, SD = 

.675; t (38.30) = 3.41, p = .002). However, the analysis did not demonstrate 

significant differences between the groups in these two areas prior to the intervention 

programme. The results of the analysis were as follows: there was no significant 

difference in the scores for word recall task between the experimental (M = 2.52, SD 

= .818) and comparison (M = 2.23, SD = .898) groups; t (82) = 1.48, p = .143; or in 

the scores for word definition task between the experimental (M = 1.98, SD = .598) 

and comparison (M = 2.10, SD = .712) groups; t (82) = -.81, p = .419.

Nevertheless, the analysis produced significant differences between the 

groups in the areas measured in Year 3, namely word attack (the experimental 

groups: M = 112.33, SD = 11.743, the comparison groups: M = 104.17, SD = 

13.656; t (82) = 2.88, p = .005), oral vocabulary (the experimental groups: M = 

98.65, SD = 12.158, the comparison groups: M = 91.11, SD = 9.480; t (80) = 2,86, p 

= .005), and oral language comprehension (the experimental groups: M = 105.74, SD 

= 12.65, the comparison groups: M = 97.63, SD = 15.546; t (82) = 2.59, p = .011). 

However, on the other hand there was no statistically reliable difference found in the 

scores for oral comprehension between the experimental (M = 112.43, SD = 11.774) 

and comparison (M = 108.53, SD = 15.449) groups; t (82) = 1.30, p = .199.
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Table 5: The summary of the patterns of statistical tests for vocabulary between the 

experimental and comparison groups at the start and end of Year Two. and the start 

of Year Three

Year 2 Start of the year End of the year

Word recall ns *

Word definitions ns *

Year 3 Start of the year

Word attack *

Oral vocabulary *

Oral comprehension ns

Oral language 
comprehension

*

* Statistically significant difference (the Sig. (2-tailed) value is less than or equal to .05) 
ns - No statistically significant difference between the groups

Taken together, these results showed that at the start of Year Two there were 

no statistically significant differences between the groups in the variables measured. 

Nevertheless, the results of analysis of scores took a different pattern at the end of 

Year Two; namely, the experimental groups were scoring statistically higher on each 

of the two measures within this category. It was also demonstrated that at the start of 

Year Three, there were appreciable differences between the groups in three out of 

four variables measured. In all cases the scores for the experimental groups were 

higher than the scores for the comparison groups. Overall, the experimental groups 

were characterized by a significantly greater level of improvement.

Comprehension:

The subsequent phase of data analysis was aimed at providing information on

whether there were differences between the groups in the children’s levels of

comprehension skills. The variables chosen for analysis included areas measured in

Year Two at the beginning and at the end of the school year, such as inferencing and

problem solving, as well as the areas tested in Year Three, including passage

comprehension, reading comprehension, oral language comprehension, and the

scores of the Hodder Group Reading Test (2007). The results obtained from the
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analysis of this theme are summarized in Table 6. It presents the patterns of statistical 

tests for the experimental and comparison groups at three time points: the start and 

end of Year Two, and the start of Year Three. The details of the statistical results are 

as follows: the statistically significant differences between the experimental and 

comparison groups were found in the scores for the problem solving task prior to the 

intervention task (the experimental groups: M = 1.98, SD = .835, the comparison 

groups: M = 2.47, SD = .629; t (82) = -2.77, p = .007) and oral language 

comprehension (the experimental groups: M = 105.74, SD = 12.65, the comparison 

groups: M = 97.63, SD = 15.546; t (82) = 2.59, p = .011). Nevertheless, the 

Independent Samples Test failed to demonstrate the statistically reliable differences 

between the groups in the remaining areas, which were investigated in this category. 

In this analysis there was no statistically significant difference in the scores for 

inferencing task either prior (the experimental groups: M = 2.67, SD = .614, the 

comparison groups: M = 2.87, SD = .507; t (70.04) = -1.60, p = .113) or following 

the intervention programme (the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD =.000, the 

comparison groups: M = 3.00, SD = .000). Nor were there significant differences 

between the groups in the areas such as passage comprehension (the experimental 

groups: M = 101.06, SD = 12.283, the comparison groups: M = 100.10, SD = 

11.526; t (82) = .35, p = .728), reading comprehension (the experimental groups: M 

= 101.43, SD = 13.483, the comparison groups: M = 98.73, SD = 12.412; t (82) = 

.90, p = .370) or in the scores of Hodder Group Reading test (M = 97.15, SD = 

14.629, comparison groups: M = 96.77, SD = 14.794; t (82) = .114, p = .909). The 

detailed summary of the statistical tests for comprehension can be found in Appendix 

P.

Table 6: The summary of the patterns of statistical tests for comprehension between 

the experimental and comparison groups at the start and end of Year Two, and the 

start of Year Three

Year 2 Start of the year End of the year

Inferencing ns ns

Problem solving * ns
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Year 3 Start of the year

Passage comprehension ns

Reading comprehension ns

Oral language 
comprehension

*

Hodder Group Reading 
Test

ns

* Statistically significant difference (the Sig. (2-tailed) value is less than or equal to .05) 
ns - No statistically significant difference between the groups

At the baseline point at the beginning of Year Two, there was only one 

statistically significant difference between the experimental and comparison groups 

in the variables measured in this category. On this occasion the score for the 

experimental groups was lower than the score for the comparison groups. However, 

by the end of Year Two there was no longer a significant difference between the 

groups in these two areas. The analysis also showed that at the start of Year Three, 

the experimental groups were scoring statistically higher on one out of four measures 

within this theme.

Reading and reading - related skills:
On the grounds that the aim of the research project was to examine the impact 

of the intervention programme on the children's reading performance, the next stage 

of the data analysis involved the investigation of the differences between the groups 

in the children’s reading abilities and reading - related skills. The areas selected for 

this part of data analysis involved passage comprehension, oral vocabulary, oral 

comprehension, total reading, broad reading, brief reading, basic reading skills, and 

oral language comprehension, which were all measured in Year Three. Table 7 

presents the summary of the patterns of statistical tests for the experimental and 

comparison groups at the start of Year Three. (The detailed summary can be found in 

Appendix R.) The details of the statistical results are outlined below.

Having conducted the Independent Sample Test, it was revealed that there 

were no statistically reliable differences between the groups in the scores for oral 

comprehension (the experimental groups: M = 112.43, SD = 11.774, the comparison 

groups: M = 108.53, SD = 15.449; t (82) = 1.30, p = .199), passage comprehension
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(the experimental groups: M = 101.06, SD = 12.283, the comparison groups: M = 

100.10, SD = 11.526; t (82) = .35, p = .728), total reading (the experimental groups: 

M = 104.81, SD = 13.473, the comparison groups: M = 103.00, SD = 12.295; t (82) 

= .61, p = .544), broad reading (the experimental groups: M = 103.24, SD = 16.578, 

the comparison groups: M = 104.67, SD = 13.852; t (82) = -.40, p = .690), brief 

reading (the experimental groups: M = 104.17, SD = 13.233, the comparison groups: 

M = 104.03, SD = 10.430; t (82) = .05, p = .962) or basic reading skills (the 

experimental groups: M = 110.54, SD = 14.407, the comparison groups: M = 106.87, 

SD = 12.835; t (82) = 1.16, p = .249). Nevertheless, it is necessary to point out that 

statistically significant differences between the groups were recorded in the other 

areas investigated in this category, namely oral vocabulary (the experimental groups: 

M = 98.65, SD = 12.158, the comparison groups: M = 91.11, SD = 9.480; t (80) = 

2,86, p = .005), and oral language comprehension (the experimental groups: M = 

105.74, SD = 12.65, the comparison groups: M = 97.63, SD = 15.546; t (82) - 2.59, 

p = -Oil).

Table 7: The summary of the patterns of statistical tests for reading and reading - 
related skills between the experimental and comparison groups at the start of Year 
Three

Year 3 Start of the year

Passage comprehension ns

Oral vocabulary *

Oral comprehension ns

Total reading ns

Broad reading ns

Brief reading ns

Basic reading skills ns

Oral language comprehension *

* Statistically significant difference (the Sig. (2-tailed) value is less than or equal to .05) 
ns - No statistically significant difference between the groups

At the begining of Year Three, the pattern of results demonstarted a significantly 

greater level of improvement for the experimental groups in two out of eight 

measures within this category.
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Descriptive statistics: comparison of means (subsample of pupils with poor 

language skills)
Due to the fact that one of the aims of the research project was to investigate 

whether the COMET intervention programme was beneficial for all children or the 

children, who exhibited poor communication skills, the next stage of data analysis 

involved thorough examination of the data collected on entry to Year Two, both in 

the experimental and comparison groups, and identification of the children who 

displayed poor oral language skills. The pupils' oral language skills were established 

in fifteen different areas at the beginning of the school year in Year Two (September 

2012), and the children who exhibited a delay in development in six or more areas 

were selected. A total of 41 children were identified for the subgroup analysis, 

involving 29 children from the experimental groups and 12 children from the 

comparison groups. Such an analysis not only allowed the researcher to examine 

which group of children benefited most from the intervention programme, but also 

provided evidence on the effectiveness of the assessment instrument used during the 

intervention process as a method of identifying of children who might be at risk of 

experiencing reading difficulties.

The data gathered at the beginning of the school year in Year Two, both in 

the experimental and comparison groups, were compared in order to establish the 

levels of children’s oral language skills prior to the implementation of the COMET 

intervention (See Chart 5). Both the children from experimental and comparison 

groups, who were identified as ‘at risk’ of having difficulties learning to read, 

displayed similar levels of oral language skills. The distribution of means of all the 

areas measured is presented in the chart below.
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Year 2 Language Profile September 2012 
(Subgroup Only)
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Chart 5

In order to establish the impact of the intervention programme on the 

development of children's oral language skills, the data collected at the end of Year 

Two in the experimental groups were compared with the data gathered in the 

comparison groups. By this point the means revealed that there was an increased 

improvement in oral language skills of the children involved in the COMET 

intervention. The results are presented in Chart 6 below.
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Year 2 Language Profile June 2013 
(Subgroup Only)
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Chart 6

Given that the COMET programme is about the relationship between 

children’s oral language skills and their reading and reading - related skills, it was 

imperative to compare the reading test scores collected in Year Three. This can be 

seen in Chart 7 which suggests that the children in the experimental groups had 

exceeded their peers’ results in all of the areas measured in Year Three.
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Year 3 Reading Test Results 2013/2014 
(Subgroup Only)
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Chart 7

The descriptive statistics involved in the simple comparison of means suggest 

that in spite of the fact that both the experimental and comparison groups exhibited 

similar levels of skills at the start of Year Two, the experimental groups improved at 

a faster rate and had exceeded the comparison groups both on the measures used at 

the end of Year Two and at the start of Year Three. In order to investigate this 

further, it is imperative to test for statistically significant differences in mean scores.

Inferential statistics
On the grounds that a wide range of measures was used in the research 

process, the analysis of subsample data was divided into three categories, namely:

• a comparison of data gathered prior to the implementation of the COMET 

intervention,

• a comparison of data collected following the intervention programme,
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• a comparison of the children’s scores in the reading and reading - related

measures.

The first two categories included the areas that were measured at the beginning and 

at the end of the school year in Year Two, such as final syllable deletion, initial 

syllable deletion, syllable swap, rhyme pair, rhyme odd-one-out, rhyme sort, rhyme 

generation, phoneme blending, phoneme segmenting, phoneme deletion, word recall, 

word definitions, inferencing, and problem solving. The third category of data 

analysis involved the areas tested at the beginning of Year Three, namely passage 

comprehension, word attack, reading vocabulary, sound awareness, sound blending, 

oral vocabulary, oral comprehension, total reading, broad reading, brief reading, 

basic reading skills, reading comprehension, phonics knowledge, phonemic 

awareness, oral language comprehension, and the scores of Hodder Group Reading 

Test (2007).

Oral language skills prior to the COMET intervention
The analysis of the data gathered on entry to Year Two, prior to the 

implementation of the COMET intervention did not reveal statistically significant 

differences between the experimental and comparison groups in most of the areas 

tested. Table 8 provides the overview of the patterns of statistical tests for the 

experimental and comparison groups at the start of Year Two. (The detailed 

summary can be found in Appendix S.) The statistically reliable differences w'ere not 

found in the scores for final syllable deletion (the experimental groups: M = 2.66 , 

SD = .721, the comparison groups: M = 2.58, SD = .669; t (39) = .30, p = .769), 

initial syllable deletion (the experimental groups: M = 2.34, SD = .857, the 

comparison groups: M = 2.50 , SD = .798; t (39) = -.54, p = .594), or syllable swap 

(the experimental groups: M = 1.31, SD = .712 , the comparison groups: M = 1.50, 

SD = .905; t (39) = -.72, p = .478). Furthermore, the Independent Samples Test failed 

to show statistically significant differences between the groups in the scores for 

rhyme pairs (the experimental groups: M = 2.52, SD = .785, the comparison groups: 

M = 2.42, SD = .900; t (39) = .358, p = .722), rhyme odd-one-out (the experimental 

groups: M = 1.84, SD = .786, the comparison groups: M = 1.58, SD = .793; t (39) = 

1.03, p = .311), rhyme sort (the experimental groups: M = 1.31, SD = .660, the 

comparison groups: M = 1.08, SD = .289 ; t (38.78) = 1.53, p = .134), and rhyme
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generation (the experimental groups: M = 1.00, SD = .000, the comparison groups: 

M = 1.00, SD = .000). The statistically reliable differences between the groups were 

also not found in the areas such as phoneme segmenting (the experimental groups: M 

= 1.10, SD = .310, the comparison groups: M = 1.17, SD = .577; t (39) = -.46, p = 

.651) and phoneme deletion (the experimental groups: M = 1.14, SD = .351, the 

comparison groups: M = 1.33, SD = .651; t (13.73) = -.982, p = .343). Nevertheless, 

the significant difference between experimental (M = 1.86, SD = .915) and 

comparison (M = 2.50, SD = .798) groups was recorded in the scores for phoneme 

blending; t (39) = -2.10, p = .042. It is necessary to mention that the Independent 

Samples Test failed to reveal differences between the groups in the scores for word 

recall (the experimental groups: M = 2.24, SD = .951, the comparison groups: M = 

2.00, SD = 1.044; t (39) = .719, p = .476), word definitions (the experimental groups: 

M = 1.72, SD = .591, the comparison groups: M = 1.58, SD = .669; t (39) = .668, p = 

.508) and inferencing (the experimental groups: M = 2.45, SD = .736, the 

comparison groups: M = 2.67, SD = .778 ; t (39) = -850, p = .400), prior to the 

implementation of the COMET intervention. However, a statistically reliable 

difference was found between the experimental (M = 1.59, SD = .733) and 

comparison (M = 2.17, SD = .718) groups in the scores for problem solving task; t 

(39) = -2.32, p = .026.

Oral language skills following the COMET intervention
The next step of the subgroup analysis involved a thorough examination of 

the data gathered at the end of the school year in Year Two following the COMET 

intervention programme. On the grounds that the comparison of means demonstrated 

improvements in oral language skills in the experimental groups, it was necessary to 

verify whether or not these differences were statistically reliable. As can be seen 

from Table 8, which presents the patterns of statistical tests for the experimental and 

comparison groups at the end of Year Two, the results of analysis of the scores took 

a different pattern. The Independent Samples Test provided evidence on the 

statistically significant differences between the groups in several areas measured 

following the intervention programme. The statistically significant differences 

between the groups were identified in the scores for syllable swap (the experimental 

groups: M = 2.79, SD = .620, the comparison groups: M = 1.92, SD = .996; t (14.66)
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= 2.83, p = .013), rhyme odd-one-out (the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD = .000, 

the comparison groups: M = 1.67, SD = .985; t (11.00) = 4.69, p = .001), rhyme sort 

(the experimental groups: M = 2.90, SD = .409, the comparison groups: M = 1.17, 

SD = .577; t (39) = 10.89, p = .000), rhyme generation (the experimental groups: M 

= 3.00, SD = .000, the comparison groups: M = 1.08, SD = .289; t (11.00) = 23.00, p 

= .000), phoneme segmenting (the experimental groups: M = 2.86, SD = .516, the 

comparison groups: M = 1.42, SD = .793; t (15.00) = 5.82, p = .000), as well as 

phoneme deletion (the experimental groups: M = 2.66, SD = .721, the comparison 

groups: M = 1.75, SD = .866; t (39) = 3.45, p = .001). Furthermore, the analysis 

showed that again there were appreciable differences between the groups in other 

areas, demonstrating that the intervention had a positive impact on the children’s 

word recall (the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD = .000, the comparison groups: 

M = 2.33, SD = .888; t (11.00) = 2.60, p = .025) , word definitions (the experimental 

groups: M = 2.83, SD = .384, the comparison groups: M = 1.92, SD = .669; t (39) = 

5.50, p = .000), and problem solving (the experimental groups: M = 2.76, SD = .511, 

the comparison groups: M = 2.17, SD = .718; t (39) = 2.30, p = .005).

Nevertheless, the Independent Samples Test failed to reveal statistically 

reliable differences between the experimental and comparison groups in the areas 

such as final syllable deletion (the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD = .000, the 

comparison groups: M = 2.83, SD = .389; t (11.00) = 1.48, p = .166), initial syllable 

deletion (the experimental groups: M = 2.97, SD = .186, the comparison groups: M = 

2.92, SD = .289; t (39) = .65, p = .521), rhyme pairs (the experimental groups: M = 

3.00, SD = .000, the comparison groups: M = 2.67, SD = .651; t (11.00) = 1.77, p = 

.104), phoneme blending (the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD = .000, the 

comparison groups: M = 2.67, SD = .651; t (11.00) = 1.77, p = .104) and inferencing 

(the experimental groups: M = 3.00, SD =.000, the comparison groups: M = 3.00, SD 

= .000), following the COMET intervention programme.
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Table 8: The summary of the patterns of statistical tests for oral language skills 
between the experimental and comparison groups at the start and end of Year Two

Year 2 Start of the year End of the year

Final syllable deletion ns ns

Initial syllable deletion ns ns

Syllable swap ns *

Rhyme pairs ns ns

Rhyme odd-one-out ns *

Rhyme sort ns *

Rhyme generation ns *

Phoneme blending * ns

Phoneme segmenting ns *

Phoneme deletion ns *

Word recall ns *

Word definitions ns *

Inferencing ns ns

Problem solving * *

* Statistically significant difference (the Sig. (2-tailed) value is less than or equal to .05) 
ns - No statistically significant difference between the groups

In summary, these results showed that at the beginning of Year Two, there 

were statistically significant differences between the experimental and comparison 

groups in only two out of fourteen variables measured; in both cases the scores for 

the experimental groups were lower than the scores for the comparison groups. 

However, by the end of Year Two there were statistically significant differences 

between the two groups in nine out of fourteen variables tested and in all the cases 

the scores for the experimental groups were higher than the comparison groups. The 

pattern of results suggests a significantly greater level of improvement for the 

experimental groups.

Reading and reading - related skills

The final step of the subsample analysis strived to evaluate the impact of the 

intervention programme on the children’s reading achievement and reading - related
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abilities. In order to identify the areas that were significantly influenced during the 

intervention process, the data collected both in the experimental and comparison 

groups in Year Three were utilized. The areas that were subjected to analysis 

included: passage comprehension, word attack, reading vocabulary, sound 

awareness, oral vocabulary, oral comprehension, total reading, broad reading, brief 

reading, basic reading skills, reading comprehension, phonics knowledge, phonemic 

awareness, oral language comprehension, as well as the results of the Hodder Group 

Reading Test (2007). Table 9 presents the summary of results obtained from the 

analysis of this theme. It provides the patterns of statistical tests for the experimental 

and comparison groups at the start of Year Three. The detailed summary can be 

found in Appendix T. The details of the statistical results are outlined below.

Having analysed the results of the Independent Samples Tests, the 

statistically reliable differences between the groups were identified in number of 

areas, including word attack (the experimental groups: M = 106.93, SD = 10.807, the 

comparison groups: M = 93.00 , SD = 10.453; t (39) = 3.80, p = .001), reading 

vocabulary (the experimental groups: M = 97.38, SD = 9.139, the comparison 

groups: M = 89.00, SD = 6.200; t (24.23) = 3.16, p = .004), sound awareness (the 

experimental groups: M = 106.72, SD = 11.643, the comparison groups: M = 85.75, 

SD = 10.199; t (39) = 5.43, p = .000), sound blending (the experimental groups: M = 

113.72, SD = 13.002, the comparison groups: M = 97.67 , SD = 16.740; t (39) = 

3.30, p = .002), oral vocabulary (the experimental groups: M = 94.07, SD = 12.612 , 

the comparison groups: M = 85.20, SD = 8.779; t (37) = 2.05, p = .047), and oral 

comprehension (the experimental groups: M = 107.62, SD = 12.234, the comparison 

groups: M = 96.33, SD = 13.786; t (39) = 2.59, p = .013). Furthermore, the analysis 

showed that again there were appreciable differences between the groups in the areas 

such as phonics knowledge (the experimental groups: M = 107.03, SD = 9.858, the 

comparison groups: M = 93.67, SD = 10.237; t (39) = 3.90, p = .000), phonemic 

awareness (the experimental groups: M = 111.45, SD = 15.125, the comparison 

groups: M = 82.58, SD = 19.365; t (39) = 5.12, p = .000), as well as oral language 

comprehension (the experimental groups: M = 100.17, SD = 13.145, the comparison 

groups: M = 85.50, SD = 14.545; t (39) = 3.15, p = .003).

Nevertheless, the Independent Samples Test failed to reveal statistically 

reliable differences between the groups in the areas such as passage comprehension
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(the experimental groups: M = 95.00, SD = 10.974, the comparison groups: M = 

90.83, SD = 8.768; t (39) = 1.167, p = .250), total reading (the experimental groups: 

M = 97.79, SD = 11.518, the comparison groups: M = 91.50, SD = 7.489; t (39) = 

1.74, p = .090), or broad reading (the experimental groups: M = 94.83, SD = 13.980, 

the comparison groups: M = 92.08, SD = 8.393; t (33.44) = .773, p = .445). In this 

analysis there was no significant difference between the groups either in brief 

reading scores (the experimental groups: M = 97.45, SD = 11.593, the comparison 

groups: M = 95.58, SD = 7.549; t (39) = .512, p = .611), or the scores for basic 

reading skills (the experimental groups: M = 103.48, SD = 12.182, the comparison 

groups: M = 96.75, SD = 9.255; t (39) = 1.71, p = .094). Nor was there a significant 

difference between the groups in reading comprehension (the experimental groups: 

M = 94.38, SD = 11.983, the comparison groups: M = 87.42, SD = 8.586; t (39) = 

1.82, p = .076). Furthermore, the statistically significant difference between the 

experimental (M = 90.45, SD = 8.563) and comparison (M = 87.25, SD = 5.643) 

groups was not also found in the scores of the Hodder Group Reading Test (2007); t 

(39)= 1.19, p = .242).

Table 9: The summary of the patterns of statistical tests for reading and reading- 
related skills between the experimental and comparison groups at the start of Year 
Three

Year 3 Start of the year

Passage comprehension ns

Word attack *

Reading vocabulary *

Sound awareness *

Sound blending *

Oral vocabulary *

Oral comprehension *

Total reading ns

Broad reading ns

Brief reading ns

Basic reading skills ns

Reading comprehension ns
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Phonics knowledge *

Phonemic awareness *

Oral language comprehension *

Hodder Group Reading Test ns

* Statistically significant difference (the Sig. (2-tailed) value is less than or equal to .05) 
ns - No statistically significant difference between the groups

As can be seen from the table above, by the end of Year Three, the experimental 

groups were scoring statistically higher on nine out of sixteen variables measured 

within this category. Again, the pattern of results suggests a significantly greater 

level of improvement for the experimental groups. Table 10 provides an overall 

summary of data analysis.
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Table 10: An overview of data analysis

Summary of Data Analyses Following the COMET Intervention

Areas 
targeted 

in Year Two

Areas of improvement 
following the COMET 

intervention programme 
(statistically significant 
differences recorded)

Areas
measured in
Year Three

Areas influenced by the 
COMET intervention 

programme (statistically 
significant differences 

recorded)
Experiment 
al groups

Experiment 
al groups 

(subgroup)

Experimental
groups

Experimental
groups

(subgroup)
Final syllable 
deletion

Passage
comprehension

Initial syllable 
deletion

Word attack * *

Syllable swap * Reading
vocabulary

*

Rhyme pairs Sound
awareness

* *

Rhyme odd-
one-out

* * Sound
blending

* *

Rhyme sort * * Oral
vocabulary

* *

Rhyme
generation

* * Oral
comprehension

*

Phoneme
blending

Total reading

Phoneme
segmenting

* * Broad reading

Phoneme
deletion

* * Brief reading

Word recall * * Basic reading 
skills

Word
definitions

* * Reading
comprehension

Inferencing Phonics
knowledge

* *

Problem
solving

* Phonemic
awareness

* *

Oral language 
comprehension

* *

Hodder Group 
Reading Test

* Statistically significant difference (the Sig. (2-tailed) value is less than or equal to .05)
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5.1.2. Qualitative findings

This research strived to capture and explore the multiple perspectives and 

views on the effectiveness and validity of the COMET intervention programme. In 

order to complement the quantitative results that were statistically tested and 

analysed, the qualitative research tools were employed in the research process. There 

were 22 semi - structured interviews conducted with teachers, literacy coordinators, 

school principals and learning support assistants providing valuable, multi-sourced 

insight into the perception of the intervention programme. During the interviews, 

each lasting approximately 40 minutes, the questions were asked about the influence 

of the intervention on the children’s progress, teachers’ workload, changes in 

teaching/planning as a consequence of participation in the programme, usefulness of 

the data, and the positive and negative aspects of the intervention programme, as well 

as the recommendation for future improvements.

In order to be able to make comparisons and draw the main conclusions, the 

interviewees’ responses were grouped into different categories. The first category 

was aimed at exploring both the Year One and Year Two teachers’ opinions on the 

impact of the COMET intervention programme on the children’s progress. All of the 

twelve primary school teachers who were interviewed, unanimously agreed that the 

COMET intervention not only positively contributed to the children’s performance, 

but also positively influenced their way of teaching. The teachers perceived the 

COMET programme as a very useful and informative tool, which enabled them to 

gain insight into the levels of children’s oral language abilities. It was pointed out 

that because of the fact that the early literacy skills were clearly divided into specific 

areas during the intervention process, the areas of weakness and delays were quickly 

identified and highlighted, providing the teachers with a very clear focus and 

enabling them to meet children's individual needs. The assessment tool utilized 

during the intervention process not only assisted the teachers with very clear target 

setting and helped to monitor the children’s progress throughout the year, but also 

provided the teachers with valuable information about the level of abilities of the 

whole class as well as individual pupils, which could then be easily shared with other 

teachers, as well as the external agencies providing additional support in school, and 

parents, if needed.
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Furthermore, all of the interviewed teachers recognized the positive impact of 

the COMET intervention programme on the children's reading performance. Both 

the Year One and Year Two teachers pointed out the advantages of focusing on the 

pre-reading skills, working on children’s phonological awareness and vocabulary, as 

well as concentrating on children’s attention and listening skills, and turn-taking; as 

all these aspects supported children in becoming successful and confident readers. It 

was also highlighted that the COMET programme could be easily implemented into 

the everyday teaching as it complemented the reading schemes used in the 

classrooms. There are some extracts from the interviews reflecting the teachers’ 

views:

“The COMET programme had a profound impact both on the children’s 

progress and my teaching. As for me, as a teacher, it’s helped me break down 

what they needed to know before they were ready to read. And as for the 

children, they have definitely improved (...), it gives them all those necessary 

skills. Before, we would have pushed into the reading very quickly, when now 

we have pulled back, so we are giving them more time to build those early 

stages, before we put them onto the reading scheme. ” (Teacher with 22-years 

teaching experience in Year One and Two)

“I think it is an excellent programme. It is great at the start of the year to 

have a tool that gives you really quickly, a real insight into each child in your 

class, where they are in the profile (...) And I think it is wonderful that 

already you can start building on your groups and start working on 

experiences, learning experiences for them that are actually worthwhile, 

instead of trying hitting everybody with the same approach for the same 

things. ” (Teacher with 18-years teaching experience in Year One and Two)

“It highlights what a class as a whole is missing; as a teacher, it helps you 

focus on maybe what they need to do before they have to read. (...) It does 

help you see all the things you need to do before you can read a book. ” 

(Teacher with 10-years teaching experience in Year One and Two)
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“(...) You are not so quick to push into the reading, you realise it is built on 

the wall that has lots of different parts and until they are all in place children 

are going to have gaps in their learning. ”

(Teacher with 18-years teaching experience in Year One and Two)

The teachers’ views confirmed the key role of oral language skills in the process of 

acquiring the skill of reading. It is of crucial importance that the children gain 

competence and proficiency in all areas of language, including phonology, 

vocabulary, syntax and semantics, as well as pragmatics, as they form a solid 

foundation for later literacy development.

The other aspects/areas that were listed by the teachers as being influenced by 

the COMET intervention programme were the children’s attention and listening 

skills, language and communication skills, pragmatic skills such as eye-contact, turn

taking, initiation, interaction with peers as well as children’s confidence and self

esteem (children were more willing to participate in discussions and other whole- 

class based activities). Furthermore, all of the interviewed teachers agreed that all 

children benefited from the participation in the COMET intervention programme, yet 

five of the teachers highlighted that it was more beneficial for children who exhibited 

poor oral language skills, or children who did not have the same literacy-rich home 

environment as their peers, as they lacked the exposure to language, books, and 

stories.

One of the areas explored during the interview process was the impact of the 

implementation of the intervention programme on the teachers’ workload. It has to 

be said that the views on this matter were divided. Eight of the interviewed teachers 

stated that the intervention programme did not have any impact on their workload. It 

was pointed out that the assessment tools utilized during the intervention process not 

only provided valuable information about the children’s abilities, but actually eased 

their workload and made it more structured and clearer. The COMET activities were 

easy to incorporate throughout the school days, as they complemented what was 

being taught. One teacher claimed that it was manageable, yet she had to depend 

strongly on a classroom assistant/other teacher while carrying out the assessments. 

On the other hand, one teacher felt that participation in the intervention programme 

initially increased her workload, as she had to familiarize herself with the assessment
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tools and resources, however after a while she felt confident and she was able to 

adapt it very quickly and very efficiently into everyday teaching. Two out of twelve 

interviewed teachers said that their workload was increased due to the participation 

in the intervention programme, yet it was valuable for their planning and target 

setting, therefore worth doing.

One of the aims of the interviews was not only to explore the usefulness of 

the data provided by the language profiles for the teachers, but also to investigate 

how valuable this information was for the teachers in terms of the amount of time 

that it took to administer. All of the interviewed teachers agreed that the data 

provided by the language profiles were very useful and it was utilized in a number of 

ways, namely it was used for planning and target setting, grouping the children and 

differentiation of their work, identifying children’s weaknesses and strengths, and 

then providing targeted support, tracking the children’s progress, report writing, and 

parents meetings. Furthermore, the information was used to inform the principal, 

assessment and literacy coordinators, special needs teachers, outreach support 

teachers and parents. Therefore, all of the interviewed teachers were unanimously in 

favour of the use of the COMET assessment tools, as they all found the data very 

valuable, informative and useful. It provided the teachers with information not only 

about an individual child, but it also gave them an overall picture of the class, 

identifying children’s weaknesses and strengths. One of the teachers stated that 

during her 18-year teaching career she had had an opportunity to participate in 

various projects that were piloted in the school, however she felt that the COMET 

assessment tools were the quickest, fastest, and the most clear-cut way of recording 

difficulties.

Having analysed the interviews, it became clear that the changes were made 

by the teachers both in their ways of teaching and planning as a result of the 

participation in the COMET intervention programme. It was pointed out that their 

participation in the programme raised the teachers’ awareness of the crucial role and 

importance of the children’s oral language skills and the impact they have on the 

children’s academic performance. It helped the teachers realize that sometimes they 

were moving too fast, not building on the foundations and assuming that the children 

had already acquired certain skills. Having the COMET data resulted in catering for 

children’s specific needs and spending more time on developing children’s language
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and communication skills. As far as changes in the planning were concerned, the 

teachers claimed that participation in the programme and having the COMET data, 

had a positive influence on their planning, as it gave them a better structure as to 

what to do and when to do it, making the planning clearer. The Year Two teachers 

also recognized the important role of the COMET learning support assistant 

providing the targeted support for children throughout the school year. It was stated 

that the small group sessions led by the learning support assistant and the teachers’ 

work with the whole class complemented each other, making the intervention 

programme effective and successful. It was argued that the close collaboration and 

effective communication between the teachers and learning support assistant were of 

crucial importance in the intervention process. Moreover, the teachers highlighted 

that access to different resources used in the group work, sharing the resources and 

ideas, exerted a positive influence on their teaching and planning.

There was a wide range of positive aspects of the COMET programme 

identified by the teachers involved. First of all, according to the teachers, the 

COMET assessment tools were very useful and effective instruments that helped to 

identify the children’s weaknesses and strengths. It assisted the teachers with 

addressing the children’s particular needs and also informed their planning. It was 

considered to be very clear, concise, and easy to administer and follow. Furthermore, 

the children found the whole project an enjoyable experience, the testing was carried 

out in a very “fun” manner; there was no feeling of test procedure or pressure in it. 

Secondly, it highlighted the importance of oral language skills which resulted in 

positive changes in the planning and teaching. The Resource File provided was very 

useful and easy to follow; the activities and ideas included could be easily integrated 

throughout the school day. The implementation of the COMET activities in the 

classroom environment was not at the expense of other activities, its activities were 

incorporated and linked to the literacy tasks, work on the mat, and encouraged 

through play. It complemented what was being taught and it fitted well with the 

Northern Ireland Curriculum. The children also strongly benefited from group work 

outside the classroom in Year Two, they were provided with targeted support, which 

helped them to develop their oral language skills. The information gathered during 

the intervention process was very useful for the teachers, but it could also be shared
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with other members of staff, external agencies or parents. The teachers found the 

programme to be very informative and manageable.

All of the interviewed teachers were also asked about the negative aspects of 

the COMET intervention programme as well as the recommendations for the 

improvement of the programme. All of the Year Two teachers agreed that additional 

support, such as the COMET learning support assistant, is necessary for the project 

to be successful; whereas the Year One teachers suggested that it would be very 

beneficial for the children if similar support was available to Year One classes. All of 

the interviewed teachers also proposed that the programme should be continued in 

Year Three, especially with the children who still need this additional support. 

Furthermore, the Year Three teachers should be offered COMET training, so that 

they are familiar with the programme and its aims, and also are able to use the 

COMET data more effectively. The teachers also indicated that there should be more 

training sessions available for new members of staff as well as refresher training.

From the principals’ perspective, the COMET intervention programme was 

considered to be a very useful and effective initiative. It was pointed out that the 

COMET strategies and activities were not only embedded practice both in Year One 

and Year Two, but also that the programme fitted well into the whole-school 

practice, as it worked in conjunction with literacy schemes, and in accordance with 

the Northern Ireland Curriculum, providing opportunities for effective learning. The 

data gathered gave the principals a picture of what was happening in the classrooms, 

the levels of children’s abilities, and how they were progressing. Due to the fact that 

the data were very clearly laid out and documented, it was very informative and easy 

to interpret. It was very useful for the principals during the inspection, while 

accessing additional resources from BELB or from the Department of Education; it 

also helped the SENCO of the school to identify children, who would be in more 

need of help, as they go up through the school.

The principals viewed the intervention programme as a valuable learning 

experience for the children, the small-group work provided targeted support and rich 

learning opportunities, especially for those who exhibited poor communication skills 

and who struggled in the classroom environment. In the opinion of all the principals, 

the rearrangement of the groups according to the levels of improvement during the 

year, was a positive aspect of the project, as it enabled to address a wider group of
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children. However, it was pointed out that additional support is an essential 

prerequisite for the project to be successful. It was also highlighted that it was of 

crucial importance that the person delivering the programme was characterized by 

good organizational skills, good work ethic, good rapport with children and good 

communication with the teachers, so that both the children and teachers were 

supported effectively. Similar to the teachers, the principals proposed that the 

intervention programme should be extended into Year Three. It was also suggested 

that the teachers would benefit from ongoing refresher trainings.

The principles of the COMET intervention programme were also positively 

construed by the literacy coordinators, who shared very similar opinions to the 

teachers and the principals regarding the implementation, validity, and effectiveness 

of the intervention programme. They found the COMET data very valuable and 

useful, as it not only measured the children’s skills, but also enabled them to monitor 

children’s progress effectively during the year. Furthermore, the children’s specific 

needs could be quickly identified, and then they could be effectively addressed both 

by the teachers and the learning support assistants. The literacy coordinators also 

agreed that the COMET intervention programme fitted well into the literacy 

framework. It fitted into the early stages of reading and writing, speaking and 

listening - it covered all of the areas of communication. The data were also very 

useful for the literacy coordinators during the school inspections.

On the other hand, the input from learning support assistants provided 

information regarding the group work. All of the interviewed learning support 

assistants stated that the participation in the intervention programme was an 

enjoyable experience for the children, who were always very eager and enthusiastic 

to take part in the small group activities. The participation in the programme enabled 

them to develop their oral language skills, which was later to have a positive impact 

on their abilities to tackle various literacy tasks in the whole-class environment. 

Furthermore, it also exerted a great influence on the children’s confidence and self

esteem, as they were more willing to participate in the whole-class activities and 

discussions following the intervention programme. It was also observed that 

participation in the programme improved children’s interactions with their peers. It 

was unanimously concluded that the COMET intervention approach was a “fun” way 

of teaching and learning.

143



The interviewees’ perspective and views revealed that the COMET 

intervention programme overall was considered to be an effective initiative. It was 

repeatedly pointed out by the interviewees that participation in the programme 

assisted children in developing their oral language skills, which later had a positive 

influence on their development of literacy skills. It also positively contributed to the 

children’s development of pragmatic skills as well as their confidence. The 

assessment tools employed during the intervention programme were recognized as an 

effective method of identifying children’s strengths and weaknesses in their oral 

language development. The completed language profiles were a very valuable and 

useful source of information for the teachers and other professionals working with 

children. The COMET data were utilized efficiently and effectively in the school 

environment.

Conclusion
This section presented the results of analysis of the quantitative and 

qualitative data. On the grounds that the aim of this investigation was to evaluate the 

COMET intervention and examine its impact on the children's oral language skills 

and reading performance, a wide range of measures was utilized in this study. The 

quantitative data analysis sought to provide insights into the impact of the 

intervention on the various aspects of the children’s oral language and reading 

development, which were classified into four main categories: phonological 

awareness, vocabulary, comprehension, and reading and reading - related skills. 

Overall, the results obtained from the data analysis demonstrated a significantly 

greater level of improvement for the groups involved in the COMET intervention, 

suggesting that such a programme is an effective way of promoting the development 

of the children’s oral language as well as their reading and reading - related skills. 

The children involved in the COMET intervention exhibited a higher level of 

competence in oral language, which positively contributed to enhancing a wide range 

of skills in Year Three, such as sound awareness, sound blending, phonics 

knowledge, phonemic awareness, oral vocabulary, oral language comprehension, and 

word attack. These findings were complemented by the qualitative approach, which 

provided a valuable perspective on the implementation, validity and functioning of 

the programme in a complex school environment. The interviewed teachers,
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principals and literacy coordinators perceived the COMET programme as an 

important and useful initiative, which not only effectively supported the children in 

their development of a wide range of oral language skills, but also exerted a positive 

influence on the way of teaching, planning, and monitoring children’s progress as 

well as identifying their strengths and weaknesses. On the grounds that it was agreed 

that additional support, such as the COMET learning support assistant, was crucial 

for the project to be effective and successful, it was recommended that such support 

should not only be available to Year Two classes, but also to Year One. Furthermore, 

it was suggested that the intervention should be extended into Year Three, so that 

additional support could be available for children who were still in need of such 

assistance. Overall, the results presented in this chapter indicate that the COMET 

intervention is an effective and successful initiative.
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Chapter 6 

Discussion

6.1. Summary of key findings

The purpose of the study was to evaluate the effectiveness of the COMET 

intervention and investigate whether the primary school pupils would benefit from 

participation in such a programme in terms of their development of oral language 

skills and reading performance. The findings of the research project clearly suggest 

that applying this multi-professional approach (Education - Teachers and Health - 

Speech and Language Therapists) to develop an intervention seemed to be an 

effective way of supporting children in developing their communication skills, which 

later impact on their reading - related abilities and reading performance. The pupils 

who participated in the COMET intervention programme outperformed a matched 

comparison group of pupils who were not following the COMET approach in several 

areas, as demonstrated by their performance on the COMET baseline: Profiling 

Communication Skills in Year Two (BELB, 2007) completed at the end of Year Two, 

as well as the Woodcock-Johnson 111 Diagnostic Reading Battery (2004) completed 

in Year Three.

The research project showed that despite the fact that the level of 

communication skills of the children in the COMET groups was lower than the 

comparison groups prior to the intervention, the children who were involved in the 

programme were able to match or excel their peers’ results following the intervention 

programme. The COMET groups showed particular strengths in the areas measured 

at the end of the school year in Year Two, such as rhyme odd-one-out, rhyme sort, 

rhyme generation, phoneme segmenting, phoneme deletion, word recall, and word 

definitions. Furthermore, the evidence suggested that the COMET intervention 

programme contributed to the significant growth of the children’s sound awareness, 

sound blending, phonics knowledge, phonemic awareness, oral vocabulary, oral 

language comprehension, and word attack, all of which were measured in Year 

Three. The findings suggest that participation in the intervention programme as well 

as addressing and focusing on the children’s individual, specific needs through the
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small group work, was beneficial for all the pupils involved, as it effectively assisted 

them in developing their oral language skills, and other reading-related abilities.

Furthermore, the findings from the analysis of a subgroup of pupils who 

appeared to be particularly ‘at risk’ indicated that not only the COMET screening 

was a useful and efficient tool that enabled the researcher to identify the children 

who might be ‘at risk’ of having difficulties learning to read, but also participation in 

the intervention programme was beneficial for those pupils who were identified as at 

risk of having problems learning to read. Owing to the fact that the areas of 

weaknesses were identified and highlighted at the early stage and the appropriate 

targeted support was provided, those children exhibited significant improvements, in 

comparison with the non-COMET children, in various areas following the 

intervention program. The particular gains were observed in the areas tested at the 

end of Year Two, namely syllable swap, rhyme odd-one-out, rhyme sort, rhyme 

generation, phoneme segmenting phoneme deletion, word recall, word definitions, 

and problem solving. Furthermore, the intervention positively contributed to 

increasing their skills in the areas measured in Year Three, such as word attack, 

reading vocabulary, sound awareness, sound blending, oral vocabulary, oral 

comprehension, phonics knowledge, phonemic awareness, and oral language 

comprehension.

As part of a triangulation strategy, the implementation of the COMET 

intervention approach was also explored through the collection and analysis of 

qualitative data, all of which seemed to confirm the quantitative data as to the 

efficacy of the programme. We interviewed teachers, literacy coordinators, and 

principals, all of whom viewed COMET as an important and effective initiative. The 

COMET approach was considered to be very useful and informative as it provided 

detailed information about each child, which enabled everyone concerned to meet the 

children's individual needs, and equipped them with the skills that formed solid 

foundation for their reading development. Overall, both the quantitative and 

qualitative findings suggest that the COMET intervention programme positively 

contributed to the pupils’ development of oral language skills and reading ability. 

Furthermore, such an approach seemed to be an effective way of accessing the 

curriculum.
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6.2. Research questions

The main goal of this study was to evaluate the COMET intervention 

programme (Communication and Education Together) introduced by Belfast 

Education and Library Board (2003). In order to assess the COMET intervention it 

was imperative:

• to examine how developing children’s communication skills assisted 

children in learning to read;

• to examine the relationship between the children’s English language 

communication skills and their reading development;

• to explore whether the intervention was beneficial for children who 

were having difficulties learning to read;

• to identify and explore the factors that prevented children’s success in 

reading;

• to identify and examine the components of the intervention which 

enhanced/did not enhance children’s success in learning to read.

The first question in this study sought to examine and determine how 

developing children’s communication skills assisted children in learning to read. 

Furthermore, this study was also set out with the aim of assessing and exploring the 

relationship between the children’s English language communication skills and their 

reading development. The reading process and its acquisition is a long-lasting and 

time-consuming process, and becoming a proficient reader entails the development 

and mastery of a wide variety of skills and abilities, in an interactive and 

simultaneous manner. One of the strands that has been considered a foundation and 

crucial for literacy development, and has been extensively investigated is oral 

language proficiency. As mentioned in the literature review, language deficits can 

have dire consequences on the children’s reading performance, in particular reading 

comprehension (e.g. Catts, Fey, Zhang and Tomblin, 1999; Catts et al., 1999; Catts, 

Hogan and Fey, 2003), as well as they can underlie the children’s reading difficulties 

(e.g. Scarborough, 2001; Snowling, Gallager and Frith, 2003; Bishop and Snowling, 

2004; Hulme and Snowling, 2014). Therefore, the early identification followed by an 

effective intervention clearly seems to be an appropriate way to improve the oral 

language skills of pupils who are in need of such assistance.
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The most obvious finding to emerge from the data analysis is that 

participation in the COMET intervention programme significantly contributed to 

enhancing children’s oral language skills and oral language comprehension. Due to 

the fact that a strong relationship between linguistic comprehension and reading 

comprehension has been reported in the literature (e.g. Gough and Tunmer, 1986; 

Hoover and Gough, 1990; Adlof, Catts and Little, 2006; Kirby and Savage, 2008), 

the evidence from this study not only carries particular significance, but also suggests 

that the COMET intervention may be an effective method of enhancing children’s 

oral language comprehension. Catts, Hogan and Fey (2003) have showed that 

language comprehension deficiency can exert constant and persistent pressure on the 

children’s reading comprehension abilities. Their study has not only demonstrated 

that language comprehension deficits were invariably related with reading 

comprehension deficits even when their sample entered the fourth grade, but also 

showed that the level of children’s linguistic comprehension was possible to be 

adumbrated by their abilities on related kindergarten measures. Furthermore, 

research has shown (Baker, Simmons and Kameenui, 1998; Swanson, Carson and 

Sachse-Lee, 1996) that the appropriate intervention programmes aimed at developing 

the children’s oral language proficiency can contribute to addressing the needs of 

diverse learners and assist the children in enhancing their literacy skills that are 

necessary for school success.

Contrary to expectations, the present study did not find a significant 

difference in reading comprehension abilities between the COMET and comparison 

groups. This may have been a consequence of the fact that there was a considerable 

gap between the COMET and comparison groups, with the former achieving lower 

scores, in terms of their oral language abilities prior to the intervention programme. 

The children involved in the programme made excellent progress in the development 

of their oral language skills and oral language comprehension, which was 

demonstrated by their ability to match or excel their peers’ results following the 

intervention programme. However, while the COMET groups were characterized by 

higher scores on the reading comprehension test than the comparison groups, the 

observed differences between the groups in this study were not significant. There 

was some evidence of improvement, however, and it may have reached statistically 

significant levels if the baseline position for both groups had been more similar. It is
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also possible that reading comprehension may be a more challenging proposition and 

thus requires higher, or longer, periods of intervention.

The results of this study also indicate that the COMET intervention approach 

meaningfully contributed to the growth of children’s vocabulary. All of the children 

involved in the intervention programme exhibited increased level of abilities in word 

recall and word definitions at the end of Year Two and were characterized by a 

greater oral vocabulary in Year Three. Another important finding of the study was 

that the children who were identified as having poor oral language skills prior to the 

implementation of the intervention, showed significant increases in both their oral 

and reading vocabulary in Year Three. This observation may support the hypothesis 

that boosting children’s oral vocabulary and oral expression results in increasing 

their reading skill (Strang, 1978; Menyuk, 1984; Jordan, Snow, Porche, 2000; 

MacDonald, Figueredo, 2010). As it was explicitly pointed out by Strang (1978) and 

Menyuk (1984) oral vocabulary strongly influences reading vocabulary for reading 

beginners, the children need to learn words first and they need to be able to use them 

in their oral expressions, so that the process of learning to read these words can be 

facilitated. The results of this study show that the exposure to a rich speaking 

vocabulary, multiple vocabulary learning opportunities, an enrichment of children's 

oral vocabulary by learning and practising new words, may lead to increases in the 

children’s reading vocabulary, and consequently provide children with stronger 

beginning reading skills. Furthermore, the study demonstrates that the COMET 

intervention approach meaningfully diminishes the gap between the pupils with poor 

versus rich vocabularies.

Vocabulary knowledge is considered to be a crucial element in the process of 

learning to read. It has been suggested that vocabulary knowledge may be a 

significant factor for learning to recognize printed words (Nation and Snowling, 

1998b) as well as it may play an important role in the comprehension of text (Nation 

and Snowling, 1998; Rupley and Nichols, 2005; Carlson et ah, 2013). On the 

grounds that vocabulary differences between children can be considerable, they can 

arise from early years, and there is the tendency that this vocabulary gap widens over 

time (Baker, Simmons and Kameenui, 1995), it is of crucial importance that the 

children are provided with multiple vocabulary learning opportunities, so that the gap 

between the children with poor and rich vocabularies can be effectively reduced.
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Baker, Simmons and Kameenui (1998:219) have called for “a much more active and 

vigorous educational commitment to increasing the vocabulary growth of diverse 

learners who often experience vocabulary problems and delays”. Similar argument 

has been put forward by Beck and McKeown (2007) who stated that although large 

and rich vocabulary knowledge is crucial for reading proficiency and the gaps 

between learners in their vocabularies can be significant, it is an area that has not 

been receiving adequate attention in schools. They have highlighted the importance 

of the instruction that provides children with sophisticated words, which enhances 

their vocabulary knowledge, stating that "a key aspect of the argument for teaching 

young children sophisticated words is that the earlier word meanings are learned, 

the more readily they are accessed later in life” (Beck and McKeown, 2007:262).

The results of the study show that the COMET intervention approach was an 

effective way of enhancing the children’s oral language skills and oral language 

comprehension. Furthermore, the integration of numerous vocabulary learning 

opportunities in the programme led to increases in the pupils’ vocabulary knowledge. 

On the grounds that oral language proficiency is crucial for children’s literacy 

development, and consequently schools success, these results provide further support 

for the hypothesis that helping children to overcome their weaknesses in oral 

language skills enables them to acquire strong beginning reading skills, so that they 

can engage successfully in various learning opportunities. It can thus be suggested 

that participation in the intervention programme enabled the children to improve 

their poor oral language skills that posed limitations for their further literacy 

development.

Furthermore, another important finding of this study was that the COMET 

intervention approach exerted an appreciable influence on the children’s 

phonological awareness. The results of this study demonstrate that all of the children 

involved in the intervention programme exhibited significant gains in the areas such 

as rhyme odd-one-out, rhyme sort, and rhyme generation at the end of Year Two. 

Moreover, these considerable gains were maintained in Year Three, which was 

demonstrated on the sound awareness task. As mentioned in the literature review, the 

importance of phonological awareness in the process of learning to read has been 

noted in prior studies (e.g. Bradley and Bryant, 1983; Raz and Bryant, 1990; Bryant 

et ah, 1990; Goswami and East, 2000; Anthony and Lonigan, 2004). Goswami and
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Bryant (1990) have claimed that early phonological skills are of crucial importance 

in the process of learning to read, as good awareness of rhymes and other units of 

speech can lay the foundation for future beginning reading strategies; thereby, 

putting the children at an advantage in the early stages of acquiring reading skills. It 

has been pointed out (Goswami and Bryant, 1990) that phonological skills encourage 

reading development by enabling the children to recognize and apply orthographic 

analogies when they come across an unfamiliar word.

Moreover, it has been pointed out (Goswami and Bryant, 1990; Bryant et ah, 

1990) that not only good phonological awareness and sensitivity to onset - rime units 

in speech facilitate the process of learning to read, but such awareness is also 

considered to be a developmental precursor of children’s development of phoneme 

awareness. It is interesting to note that a similar pattern emerged from the data 

analysis, namely the children who were involved in the intervention programme and 

who exhibited improvements in their awareness of onset and rime, also demonstrated 

increases in the phoneme segmentation and phoneme manipulation skills at the end 

of Year Two. Furthermore, they also demonstrated significant gains in their sound 

blending skills in Year Three, as well as in their phonics knowledge and phonemic 

awareness. Another important finding was that these children performed better on a 

word attack task in Year Three in comparison with the children from non-COMET 

groups. These results support previous research into the development of word 

recognition which links the importance of onset - rime and phoneme sensitivity 

(Bryant et ah, 1990; Goswami and Bryant, 1990). Although, there has been a 

disagreement on which skill is a better predictor of word recognition abilities (e.g. 

Hulme, Muter and Snowling, 1998; Muter et ah, 1998; Hulme et ah, 2002), it has 

been argued (Bryant, 2002) that onset - rime awareness is an important element in 

the process of learning to read, as it influences children’s reading directly by 

encouraging the application of orthographic analogies, as well as it makes a 

contribution indirectly by serving as the basis for development of phoneme 

awareness, which then in turn exerts an impact on the children’s reading 

performance. According to Bryant (2002:45) “the important question is not whether 

the direct route is viable, but when (which may be affected by teaching practices) 

and how it begins to work”.
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all measured at the end of Year Two. Furthermore, the impact of the children’s gains 

in oral language abilities was also observed in Year Three. The children involved in 

the programme were characterized by significant improvements in their reading and 

reading - related skills, such as word attack, reading vocabulary, sound awareness, 

sound blending, oral vocabulary, oral comprehension, phonics knowledge, phonemic 

awareness, and oral language comprehension.

A possible explanation for these positive results might be the fact that the 

children who arrived at school with weaknesses in their oral language abilities were 

identified at the very early stage and their particular needs were met by the targeted, 

well - structured support. The children’s progress was regularly monitored during 

the intervention process, and the information was shared with the class teacher on 

regular basis, which enabled the researcher to provide the children with a tailored 

programme that addressed their specific needs both in the classroom and outside the 

classroom environment. Participation in the COMET intervention allowed the 

children to meaningfully reduce the gap in their oral language skills, which posed 

limitations for the development of strong beginning reading skills. Furthermore, one 

of the important findings to emerge from the qualitative analysis is that through the 

small-group work the children not only improved their oral language skills which 

exerted impact on their reading and reading - related performance, but they also 

acquired additional skills and confidence that enabled them to engage successfully in 

whole-class, curriculum-based activities. These findings suggest that all children can 

benefit from participation in the COMET intervention, yet such an approach seems to 

be even more beneficial and effective for the children who arrive at school with some 

deficiencies in their oral language development as they place them at risk of 

developing reading difficulties. As outlined in the literature review, a significant 

group of children who exhibit reading problems is hypothesized to have significant 

deficiencies or impairments in language which can be observed as early as the 

preschool years (e.g. Scarborough, 2001; Snowling, Gallager and Frith, 2003; Bishop 

and Snowling, 2004; Hulme and Snowling, 2014), therefore supporting the children, 

who lag increasingly behind their peers in terms of their oral language development, 

through an effective intervention seems to be an appropriate method of increasing 

their chances of experiencing school success.
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Returning to the questions posed at the beginning of this study, one of its 

aims was to identify and explore the factors that prevented children’s success in 

reading. It is now possible to state that the fundamental factor negatively affecting 

children’s literacy development was linked to the children’s poor oral language 

abilities. The results of this research support the idea that providing training both in 

phonological and phonemic awareness for children who demonstrate deficits in these 

aspects as well as focusing on enhancing children’s language comprehension skills 

and strengthening their vocabulary, can have a positive influence on their 

development of beginning reading skills. It is encouraging that these results dovetail 

with what has been learned from research on the relationship between oral language 

skills and reading development. That is, many studies have shown that increasing 

oral language abilities (e.g. Scarborough, 1990; Catts, Fey, Zhang and Tomblin, 

1999), and enhancing vocabulary (Whitehurst et ah, 1999) have positive effects on 

learning to read. The importance of vocabulary in literacy development has been 

aptly highlighted by Biemiller (2001:24) who has stated that “What is missing for 

many children who master phonics but don't comprehend well is vocabulary, the 

words they need to know in order to understand what they’re reading. Thus 

vocabulary is the "missing link" in reading/language instruction in our school 

system ”. Furthermore, other studies have also demonstrated that, as discussed earlier, 

reading acquisition can be facilitated by training in phonological awareness (e.g. 

Bryant et ah, 1990; Goswami and East, 2000) as well as training in phonemic 

awareness (e.g. Ehri, Nunes, Willows, Schuster, Yaghoub-Zadeh and Shanahan, 

2001).

Scarborough (2001) has rightly pointed out that becoming a skilled reader 

involves mastering two strands, namely language comprehension and word 

recognition. The language comprehension strand includes background knowledge, 

vocabulary, language structures, verbal reasoning, and literacy knowledge; whereas 

word recognition involves phonological awareness, decoding and sight recognition. 

These two strands are inextricably intertwined with each other and they are the 

factors conditioning fluent and effective performance of word recognition and 

comprehension of the text. On the grounds that the COMET intervention approach 

focuses on the development of a wide range of oral language skills that form the 

solid foundation both for decoding and comprehension, through their participation in
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the intervention, the children can be better equipped with the fundamental skills 

w'hich later can help them to be better prepared for reading instruction.

Another interesting finding to emerge from the qualitative analysis is that the 

children’s poor attention and listening skills often hindered their progress in 

acquiring reading skills. The lack of these skills made it hard for children to attend 

and concentrate during the reading practice, which made them lag behind their peers 

in reading achievement. In reviewing the literature, it has been demonstrated that 

reading difficulties among the youngsters are often associated with attention deficits 

(e.g. Shaywitz, Fletcher and Shaywitz, 1995; Cain and Bignell, 2014). On the 

grounds that this aspect plays an important role in literacy acquisition, one of the 

focus areas of the COMET programme was in developing children’s attention and 

listening skills. The impact of the children’s improvements in these areas was greatly 

recognized by the teachers, who concluded that through their participation in the 

programme, children were equipped with the skills that got them ready to read. Due 

to the fact that good attention and good listening are the prerequisites for effective 

learning, lack of those skills has a tremendous impact on their performance. It was 

pointed out by the teachers that developing children’s attention and listening skills 

through small group work had a significant impact on the children’s performance in 

the classroom environment. The children were able to pay attention, listen to what 

the teacher and other children were saying, follow the instructions successfully, and 

while reading they were able to concentrate, follow the words with their fingers, turn 

the pages at the appropriate time, and listen attentively to their peers’ reading. It was 

highlighted by the teachers how important it was for the children to master these 

skills before they could even read a word.

The final goal of this investigation was to identify and examine the 

components of the intervention which enhanced/did not enhance children’s success 

in learning to read. As already discussed, this study has shown that developing 

children’s oral language and communication skills had a positive influence on their 

development of reading and reading - related skills. Through the participation in the 

COMET intervention programme children improved their overall language 

proficiency and oral language comprehension. The evidence from this study suggests 

that all of the children involved in the programme strongly benefited from the 

development of the areas such as attention and listening, phonological awareness,
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phoneme awareness, and vocabulary. Furthermore, the findings of this study also 

indicate that the programme was very effective for the children who exhibited poor 

oral language skills prior to the intervention process. These children demonstrated 

significant gains in their syllable swap skills, rhyme and phoneme awareness, and 

vocabulary as well as their problem- solving skills following the programme.

The results of this research also highlight the importance and benefits of 

focusing on the development of children’s syntax and semantic skills, as well as 

pragmatic abilities. It can be stated, based both on the researcher and teachers’ 

observations, that the children involved in the intervention programme exhibited 

improvements in these three areas, which later impacted on their performance in the 

classroom environment. Vasilyeva, Huttenlocher and Waterfall (2006) have pointed 

out that syntactic proficiency can have a broad influence on children’s school 

performance, and deficiencies in this area can have negative impact on their reading 

development (Scarborough, 1990; Nation and Snowling, 2000). Nevertheless, it has 

been pointed out that apart from syntactic awareness, children also have to acquire 

semantic abilities as they can influence both word recognition (Vellutino, Scanlon 

and Spearing, 1995; Nation and Snowling, 1998) and comprehension (Myers and 

O'Brien, 1998). The evidence from this study also indicates that the COMET 

intervention approach contributed to the children's development of pragmatic skills, 

namely the teachers observed increased expertise in the children’s use of 

conversational skills, such as initiation, turn-taking, topic development and topic 

maintenance, as well as eye-contact. Furthermore, the children demonstrated higher 

competence in the production of conventional speech acts following the intervention 

programme. On the grounds that pragmatic competence is crucial for the 

development of confidence, precision and proficiency in language use (e.g. Menyuk, 

1984; Bernicot and Laval, 1996; Kelly et al., 1999; Kelly 2001), these results are 

very encouraging. This combination of findings suggests that the success and 

effectiveness of the COMET intervention programme is underpinned by the fact that 

it helps to address a wide range of children’s oral language and communication 

skills, and its structure and organization allows it to be tailored to meet the children’s 

specific needs. All the evidence points to a very effective programme.

Although the results of the study enabled the researcher to identify the 

components of the intervention programme that positively contributed to the
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children’s success in learning to read, there were some areas of the COMET 

language profile which did not demonstrate significant differences between the 

children’s scores following the intervention programme. These areas included 

final/initial syllable deletion, rhyming pairs, sounds blending, and inferencing. In 

spite of the fact that the children involved in the programme showed higher scores on 

the tasks such as final/initial syllable deletion, rhyming pairs, and sounds blending, 

these results were not statistically significant. As far as the inferencing test is 

concerned, both the COMET and comparison groups were characterized by relatively 

similar scores in this area at the beginning of this study and there was no difference 

found between the groups following the intervention programme. There are three 

possible explanations for these results. First, it might be that any improvement in 

performance in these particular areas was a consequence of developmental factors, 

not the intervention. Second, it seems also plausible that the differences between the 

groups could be more visible if a bigger sample size was involved. Third, this result 

may be explained by the fact that the tests used were not sensitive enough to observe 

differences between the children’s skills.

Taken together, the findings of this study are both encouraging and 

promising, as they indicate that the COMET intervention approach is an effective 

initiative that promotes the development of children’s oral language and 

communication skills and enhances the development of reading and reading related 

abilities. The COMET assessment tools prove to be an efficient method of 

identifying children with poor oral language skills who might later be at risk of 

having difficulties learning to read. The completed COMET language profiles, 

which display children’s strengths and weaknesses in their oral language 

development, are considered to be a very useful and valuable source of information 

that is effectively utilized in the school environment by the teachers and other 

professionals working with children. On the grounds that the COMET intervention 

programme is curriculum-based, it provides training sessions for the teachers, its 

guidelines are clear and easy to follow; it can be therefore suggested that it is an 

initiative that can not only be effective, but also sustainable in the complex school 

environment.

158



6.3. Implications of the study

The findings of this study have several important implications for future 

practice. This study suggests that the COMET intervention approach is an effective 

method of assisting children in the development of their oral language skills and 

meaningfully reducing the gaps that exist between the youngsters, which 

consequently contributes to preventing or ameliorating the problems with mastering 

the skill of reading. Moreover, the findings indicate that the additional support 

(COMET learning support assistant) and the targeted small - group work provided in 

Year Two, played a significant role in the effectiveness of the intervention 

programme. Therefore, it can be argued that such support should also be made 

available in Year One, so that the children who arrive at school with deficiencies or 

delays in their oral language abilities and who are in need of additional assistance, 

can be identified and supported at the earliest possible stage. Providing a focused 

intervention by a person who is well trained in the areas of language and literacy is 

an effective way of supporting children in their literacy development.

Furthermore, this study demonstrates that although the intervention 

programme is well implemented and it functions effectively in Year One and Year 

Two, greater efforts are needed to ensure that the COMET data is utilized 

appropriately and efficiently in Year Three. A reasonable approach to tackle this 

issue could be to offer the Year Three teachers some training, so that they can 

familiarize themselves with the principles of this approach and the assessment tools 

employed during the intervention process. It is of crucial importance to make sure 

that those children, who still exhibit weaker verbal abilities than their peers following 

the intervention programme in Year Two, are provided with the adequate support in 

Year Three. Furthermore, there is a definite need for more training sessions/refresher 

training for the Year One/Two teachers, who feel that it would help them to utilize 

the COMET intervention approach even more effectively and efficiently.

6.4. Limitations of the study

A limitation of this study is that the analyses were conducted on a relatively 

small sample (107 participants: 85 children and 22 adults), but this constraint was set 

by the number of schools and pupils participating in the programme, and this 

provided the population available for an assessment of the efficacy of the
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intervention. Ideally, the effectiveness of the COMET intervention programme 

should be assessed using a randomized controlled trial that involves larger, 

randomised samples which would allow for the consideration of demographic 

diversity to further explore the reliability of the current findings. Due to the fact that 

the recruitment of schools to the project was a challenging process (a number of 

schools refused their participation in this study), all of the schools involved in the 

research were Catholic maintained and were located in urban areas. As a result, it 

was not possible to assess whether the management type of schools (i.e. Catholic 

maintained versus controlled schools) could be a factor influencing the current 

results.

Another limitation of this study is that it evaluates the effectiveness of the 

intervention programme in the schools that are provided with the additional support 

(i.e. COMET learning support assistant). Therefore, because of this limitation, it was 

not possible to determine whether similar levels of children’s improvement can be 

observed in the schools that do not receive additional support and the implementation 

of the intervention heavily relies on the class teacher. A further limitation lies in the 

fact that all of the participants involved in the research were native English speakers, 

thus it was not possible to determine to what extent such an intervention could assist 

and benefit the children with English as a second language.

Apart from the limitations arising from the research design, another constraint 

of this study is that it was not possible to observe a significant difference in reading 

comprehension skills between the COMET and comparison groups. A possible 

explanation for this might be that there was a considerable difference between the 

COMET and comparison groups in terms of their oral language skills prior to the 

intervention programme (the COMET groups were characterized by lower scores 

than the comparison groups). Although the children involved in the COMET 

programme made excellent progress in the development of their oral language 

abilities, matching or excelling their peers’ result following the intervention, and 

there was some evidence of improvement in their reading comprehension abilities, 

the level of statistical significance was not reached. It is therefore possible to 

hypothesise that a significant difference in the children’s reading comprehension 

abilities may have been observed if both the COMET and comparison groups had 

demonstrated more similar levels of oral language abilities prior to the
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implementation of the intervention. Nevertheless, it might also be the case that 

comprehension is the higher order synthesising skill in reading, that depends heavily 

on children’s already developed language knowledge and skills, their linguistic 

comprehension abilities and background knowledge as well as on higher-level 

processing skills; and therefore it may require higher, or longer, periods of 

intervention.

Furthermore, having completed the evaluation of the intervention, there were 

some particular areas of the COMET language profile, which did not demonstrate 

significant differences between the COMET and comparison groups. These areas 

included final/initial syllable deletion, rhyming pairs, and sound blending (COMET 

groups demonstrated higher scores on these tasks, yet the levels of statistical 

significance were not reached), as well as inferencing (both the COMET and 

comparison groups achieved relatively similar results at the beginning of this study 

and there was no difference observed between the groups following the intervention 

programme). These results might be explained by the fact that any improvement in 

performance in these particular areas was a consequence of developmental factors, 

not the intervention. There are, however, other possible explanations. It seems 

possible that the differences between the groups could be more visible if a bigger 

sample size was involved. Another possible explanation for this might be the fact 

that the tests utilized during the intervention process were not sensitive enough to 

observe differences between the children’s abilities.

6.5. Recommendations for future research

In spite of the fact that this study provides some evidence on the effectiveness 

of the COMET intervention approach and its impact on primary school pupils’ 

reading performance, there are still areas in need of further investigation. More 

research using randomized controlled trials is needed to further determine the 

reliability of the results of this study. The current model should be tested on a larger 

sample that involves the schools falling under various management types (Catholic 

maintained versus controlled schools). It is also true that nowadays schools can be 

characterized by racial/ethnic diversity, a further study could assess the effects of the 

intervention on the oral language development as well as reading performance of 

children who acquire English as a second language.
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Moreover, further research could also be conducted to investigate the 

effectiveness of the COMET intervention programme in the schools that are not 

provided with the COMET learning support assistant. It would be worthwhile to 

assess to what extent this factor influences the children’s progression in oral 

language development. It would also provide valuable insights into the 

implementation, organization and functioning of the programme in these schools, 

which would allow for a comparison of its effectiveness with the schools provided 

with additional support. Furthermore, it would be interesting to explore in more 

detail the role of the COMET learning support assistant. Despite the fact that the 

COMET intervention approach is well structured and its guidelines are 

straightforward to follow, the targeted small - group work requires from the assistant 

particular experience, knowledge and independence to deliver the programme 

efficiently and effectively. Therefore, it can be assumed that the level of qualification 

of the person delivering the programme might be an important contributing factor 

determining the level of its success. Furthermore, further investigations are needed to 

estimate the cost-effectiveness of this approach as this aspect is not within the scope 

of the current study. It can be stated that this study provides a valuable insight into 

the effectiveness of the COMET intervention approach. However, it also raises some 

questions in need of further investigation. It is of crucial importance that the 

association of the factors mentioned before is thoroughly examined in future studies, 

so that a better understanding of the issue can be provided.

6.6. Conclusions

The present study was undertaken to evaluate the COMET intervention 

approach and to investigate its impact on primary school children’s oral language 

development and their reading performance. This study has shown that such an 

approach is an effective way of assisting the children in their development of oral 

language abilities. The evidence from this suggests that it enhances the children's 

vocabulary knowledge and it promotes oral language comprehension. This study 

confirms previous findings (e.g. Catts, Fey, Zhang and Tomblin, 1999; Catts et ah, 

1999; Catts, Hogan and Fey, 2003; Scarborough, 2001; Snowling, Gallager and 

Frith, 2003; Bishop and Snowling, 2004; Hulme and Snowling, 2014) and 

contributes additional evidence that suggests that deficiencies or delays in oral
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language abilities can pose limitations for the children’s reading development. 

Although, this study does not provide additional evidence with respect to the relation 

of oral language comprehension and reading comprehension, as the observed 

differences between the COMET and non-COMET groups were not statistically 

significant, the role of oral language in literacy acquisition cannot be underestimated. 

It is of crucial importance that the children are exposed to rich oral language that 

enables them to develop all of its aspects, such as phonology, morphology, semantics 

and syntax, pragmatics and vocabulary. The children need the exposure to rich oral 

language, and various learning opportunities and practice, in order to become 

confident and proficient language users, as acquiring strong verbal abilities lays the 

solid foundations for the development of strong beginning reading skills and it 

enables their literacy skills to flourish.

Furthermore, the results of this investigation demonstrate that the COMET 

intervention approach positively contributes to the development of children’s 

phonological awareness and phoneme awareness. On the grounds that these skills are 

crucial in the early stages of acquiring reading skills (e.g. Bradley and Bryant, 1983; 

Raz and Bryant, 1990; Bryant et ah, 1990; Goswami and East, 2000; Anthony and 

Lonigan, 2004), such gains can successfully support the children in their 

development of decoding skills, so that they do not fall behind their peers at later 

stages in reading acquisition. This study shows that developing the children’s 

phonological awareness and promoting their awareness of phonemes put the children 

at an advantage in terms of their word attack skills. Other results of this investigation 

demonstrate that the children involved in the intervention programme, are better 

equipped to apply phonic and structural analysis skills in order to read unfamiliar 

words. This study shows that including the phonology-based elements in the 

intervention programme can have a positive impact on their development of reading 

skills.

Another significant finding to emerge from this study is that the COMET 

assessment tools utilized in the research process seem to be an effective way of 

identifying children with poor oral language skills, who may later experience 

difficulties learning to read. The early identification of children’s shortcomings in 

oral language development provides an excellent opportunity to address them 

effectively at the very early stage. The results of this research also support the idea
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that enhancing children’s oral language proficiency, in particular oral vocabulary, 

exerts a significant influence on their reading vocabulary. The children who were 

identified as having poor verbal abilities prior to the implementation of the 

intervention, not only showed significant increases in their oral language 

comprehension, but also demonstrated considerable gains in both their oral and 

reading vocabulary. Again, these finding add to a growing body of literature (e.g. 

Catts, Fey, Zhang and Tomblin, 1999; Catts et al., 1999; Catts, Hogan and Fey, 

2003) on the crucial role of oral language abilities in promoting reading 

development.

The findings of this study also indicate that the COMET intervention 

approach makes a unique contribution to the development of the children’s pragmatic 

abilities. These children exhibited increased abilities in the application of 

conversational skills, i.e. initiation, turn-taking, topic development, and eye-contact 

following the intervention programme. Furthermore, participation in the programme 

contributed to enhancing the children’s competence in the production of 

conventional speech acts. These results are encouraging and reassuring, as gaining 

pragmatic competence allows the children to become confident and proficient 

language users (e.g. Menyuk, 1984; Bernicot and Laval, 1996; Kelly et al., 1999; 

Kelly 2001). The findings also suggest that such an approach promotes the 

development of the children’s attention and listening skills. On the grounds that lack 

of these skills can have a negative impact on the children’s performance in the 

classroom environment (e.g. Shaywitz, Fletcher and Shaywitz, 1995; Cain and 

Bignell, 2014), it is of crucial importance to provide the children with learning 

opportunities that help them develop these areas, so that they can become better 

prepared to succeed in acquiring beginning reading skills.

Taken together, this study confirms that the COMET intervention approach is 

an effective initiative that enhances the children’s development of oral language 

skills. It significantly improves their oral language comprehension, vocabulary 

knowledge, and verbal reasoning skills as well as it promotes the development of the 

children’s phonological awareness and phoneme awareness. On the grounds that the 

COMET intervention approach embraces and focuses on the different aspects of oral 

language, it provides an excellent learning opportunity for the children to master the 

skills that form the solid foundations for the development of both strands of reading,
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namely comprehension and decoding. Furthermore, the COMET screening tools are 

an efficient method of recognising the children’s strengths and weaknesses in their 

oral language development, and identifying, at a very early stage, the children who 

are in need of additional support. It is also highlighted that such an approach is 

beneficial for all children, yet it seems even more effective for the children who 

arrive at school with poor verbal abilities. It contributes to reducing the gaps that 

exist between children in their oral language abilities and it increases the children’s 

chances of experiencing success in the acquisition of reading. It is also necessary to 

mention that the COMET intervention approach is a well-structured initiative that 

functions in accordance with the Northern Ireland curriculum. Its advantage is that 

the targeted small-group work provides the children with interesting and engaging 

materials and activities that help them develop the areas of weakness, as well as these 

areas can be targeted by the class teacher, who can easily implement the COMET 

strategies and activities in everyday teaching. The COMET assessments not only 

provide valuable and useful information for the teacher, but also for other 

professionals working with children. It can be concluded that the COMET 

intervention programme is not only an effective and efficient initiative, but it is also 

sustainable in the complex school environment. It can also be suggested that this 

programme should be implemented on a much bigger scale.
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Appendix A: Ordinary Primary School (Year One)
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Appendix B: Ordinary Primary School (Year Two)
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LEGEND

A colour - coded system is used to indicate the level of development:

RED - indicates a delay in development in particular areas;

ORANGE - shows some immaturities and highlights areas that need to be 

consolidated;

GREEN - denotes age-appropriate skills.
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Appendix D: Letter to the Principal (Experimental Groups)

School Address 
Date

Dear Principal's full name.

This letter is to give you information in the hope that you will participate in a study 

for a project as part of my PhD course at Queen’s University, Belfast. I am a student 

in the School of Education and I am conducting a research project on Early 

Language Development (A Practical Intervention Approach) under the supervision of 

Prof Tony Gallagher and Dr Caroline Linse. The purpose of this research study is to 

examine evidence on the effectiveness of the intervention programme and its impact 

on primary pupils’ reading performance.

The study consists of three phases involving the following activities:

• Profiling children’s communication skills in Year One at the beginning and at 

the end of the school year. The screening will be carried out in a sensitive and 

non-stressful manner and the child’s language abilities will be established in 

the following areas: attention and listening, memory, phonological awareness, 

understanding of language, expressive language and conventions of speech.

• The group intervention (COMET Project), which will be scheduled for a 

whole year in Year Two and each group will be seen once a week for thirty- 

five minutes. The aim of the intervention will be to develop children’s oral 

language skills.

Profiling children’s communication skills in Year Two at the beginning and 

at the end of the school year. The child’s language abilities will be 

established in the following areas: memory, phonological awareness, 

vocabulary and verbal reasoning.

• The reading test in Year Three.

• I might add that my research will involve some short interviews and the 

completion of a short questionnaire with yourself, teachers and learning 

support staff, with regard to the usefulness and impact of the project in the 

classroom.
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Participation in this study is strictly voluntary; you may withdraw from the project at 

any stage without giving reason and withdraw any unprocessed data previously 

supplied. All information and responses collated as a part of the research will be 

treated anonymously and confidentially. Privacy and anonymity will be protected 

through use of a coding system and all information will be kept under secure 

conditions.

I have attached a consent form to this letter. Should you have any questions or desire 

further information, please feel free to contact me at 07827816340 or 

dzolnowska01(5)qub. ac.uk.

I offer my sincere thanks for your consideration of my request.

Yours sincerely,

Dorota Zolnowska

Please indicate whether or not you wish to participate in this project by checking one 

of the statements below and signing your name. Please sign both copies and keep one 

for your records.

_____ I grant permission for the school to participate in Dorota Zolnowska’s study

on Early Language Development (A Practical Intervention Approach).

_____ I do not grant permission for the school to participate in Dorota Zolnowska’s

study on Early Language Development (A Practical Intervention Approach)

Signature of Principal Printed Principal Name

Name of School Date
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Appendix E: Letter to the Principal (Comparison Groups)

School Address 
Date

Dear Principal’s full name,

This letter is to give you information in the hope that you will participate in a study 

for a project as part of my PhD course at Queen’s University, Belfast. I am a student 

in the School of Education and I am conducting a research project on Early 

Language Development (A Practical Intervention Approach) under the supervision of 

Prof Tony Gallagher and Dr Caroline Linse. The purpose of this research study is to 

examine evidence on the effectiveness of the intervention programme and its impact 

on primary pupils’ reading performance.

The study consists of three phases involving the following activities:

• Profiling children’s communication skills in Year Two at the beginning and 

at the end of the school year. The child’s language abilities will be 

established in the following areas: memory, phonological awareness, 

vocabulary and verbal reasoning.

• The reading test in Year Three.

Participation in this study is strictly voluntary; you may withdraw from the project at 

any stage without giving reason and withdraw any unprocessed data previously 

supplied. All information and responses collated as a part of the research will be 

treated anonymously and confidentially. Privacy and anonymity will be protected 

through use of a coding system and all information will be kept under secure 

conditions. All data will be destroyed after completion of the research.

I have attached a consent form to this letter. Should you have any questions or desire 

further information, please feel free to contact me at 07827816340 or 

dzolnowska01(5)qub.ac.uk.

I offer my sincere thanks for your consideration of my request.

Yours sincerely,
Dorota Zolnowska
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Please indicate whether or not you wish to participate in this project by checking one 

of the statements below and signing your name. Please sign both copies and keep one 

for your records.

_____ I grant permission for the school to participate in Dorota Zolnowska’s study

on Early Language Development (A Practical Intervention Approach).

______I do not grant permission for the school to participate in Dorota Zolnowska’s

study on Early Language Development (A Practical Intervention Approach).

Signature of Principal Printed Principal Name

Name of School Date
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Appendix F: Parental Consent (Experimental Groups)

Date

Dear Parent or Guardian,

I am a PhD student in the School of Education at Queen’s University, Belfast. I am 

conducting a research project on Early Language Development (A Practical 

Intervention Approach) under the supervision of Prof Tony Gallagher and Dr 

Caroline Linse, and this study provides data towards my PhD thesis. The purpose of 

this research study is to examine evidence on the effectiveness of the intervention 

programme and its impact on primary pupils’ reading performance. I request your 

kind permission for your child to participate in a research study.

The project consists of three phases involving the following activities:

• I am asking your permission for your child to take part in profiling children’s 

communication skills in Year One at the beginning and at the end of the 

school year. The screening will be carried out during the day in a sensitive 

and non-stressful manner. Other children found it to be an enjoyable process.

• I am asking your permission for your child to take part in the group 

intervention, which will be scheduled for a whole year in Year Two and each 

group will be seen once a week for thirty-five minutes. The aim of the 

intervention will be to develop children’s oral language skills, and hopefully 

it will have the ultimate effect on improving their reading skills.

I am also asking your permission for your child to take part in profiling 

children’s communication skills in Year Two at the beginning and at the end 

of the school year.

• I also need your permission for your child to take part in a reading test in 

Year Three, which will allow me to see the progress they have made.

The project will be explained in terms that your child can understand, and your child 

will participate only if he or she is willing to do so, but I am sure you will agree that 

they will find the whole project an enjoyable experience.
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Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision as to whether or not to allow 

your child to participate will not affect the services normally provided to your child 

by the school. Even if you give your permission for your child to participate, your 

child is free to withdraw from the project at any stage without giving reason. 

Otherwise, all information and responses collated as a part of the research will be 

treated anonymously and confidentially. Privacy and anonymity will be protected 

through use of a coding system and all information will be kept under secure 

conditions. Your child's identity or involvement will not be revealed in any way, at 

any time.

1 am sure that you will agree for your child to take part in the study, as it can only be 

of benefit to him/her. I have attached a consent form to this letter for you to sign. 

Should you have any questions or desire further information, please feel free to 

contact me at 07827816340 or dzolnowska01(S)qub.ac.uk.

If you wish to allow your child to participate in this project, could you please 

complete the attached form and return it to the Year 1 teacher as soon as possible and 

I will collect it. Please sign both copies and keep one for your records.

Thank you for considering being part of this research and I look forward to working 

with your child.

Yours sincerely,

Dorota Zolnowska
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PARENTAL CONSENT

Printed Name of Child:

Name of Student Researcher:
Dorota Zolnowska

Name of Supervisors:
Prof Tony Gallagher
School of Education, Queen's University Belfast, am.gallagher(Bqub.ac.uk 
Dr Caroline Linse
School of Education, Queen's University Belfast, c.linsetaqub.ac.uk

I have read the information provided and I grant permission for my child to 

participate in the research project.

I acknowledge that
a) 1 have been informed that participation is voluntary.
b) I have been informed that my child is free to withdraw from the 

research at any stage without giving reason.
c) I have been informed that I have a right to withdraw my child from the 

research at any stage without giving reason.
d) I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information 

provided will be safeguarded and the presentation of the research will 
not identify the child in any way.

Signature of Parent/Guardian Printed Parent/Guardian Name

Date
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Appendix G: Parental Consent (Comparison Groups)

Date

Dear Parent or Guardian,

I am a PhD student in the School of Education at Queen’s University, Belfast. I am 

conducting a research project on Early Language Development (A Practical 

Intervention Approach) under the supervision of Prof Tony Gallagher and Dr 

Caroline Linse, and this study provides data towards my PhD thesis. The purpose of 

this research study is to examine evidence on the effectiveness of the intervention 

programme and its impact on primary pupils’ reading performance. I request your 

kind permission for your child to participate in a research study.

The project consists of three phases involving the following activities:

• I am asking your permission for your child to take part in profiling children’s 

communication skills in Year Two at the beginning and at the end of the 

school year.

• I also need your permission for your child to take part in a reading test in 

Year Three, which will allow me to see the progress they have made.

The project will be explained in terms that your child can understand, and your child 

will participate only if he or she is willing to do so, but I am sure you will agree that 

they will find the whole project an enjoyable experience.

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to allow your 

child to participate will not affect the services normally provided to your child by the 

school. Even if you give your permission for your child to participate, your child is 

free to withdraw from the project at any stage without giving reason. Otherwise, all 

information and responses collated as a part of the research will be treated 

anonymously and confidentially. Privacy and anonymity will be protected through 

use of a coding system and all information will be kept under secure conditions. All 

data will be destroyed after completion of the research. Your child’s identity or 

involvement will not be revealed in any way, at any time.
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I am sure that you will agree for your child to take part in the study, as it can only be 

of benefit to him/her. I have attached a consent form to this letter for you to sign. 

Should you have any questions or desire further information, please feel free to 

contact me at 07827816340 or dzolnowska01(5)qub.ac.uk.

If you wish to allow your child to participate in this project, could you please 

complete the attached form and return it to the Year 1 teacher as soon as possible and 

I will collect it. Please sign both copies and keep one for your records.

Thank you for considering being part of this research and I look forward to working 

with your child.

Yours sincerely,

Dorota Zolnowska
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PARENTAL CONSENT

Printed Name of Child:

Name of Student Researcher:
Dorota Zolnowska

Name of Supervisors:
Prof Tony Gallagher
School of Education, Queen's University Belfast, am.gallagher(5)qub.ac.uk 
Dr Caroline Linse
School of Education, Queen's University Belfast, c.linse(S>qub.ac.uk

I have read the information provided and I grant permission for my child to 

participate in the research project.

I acknowledge that
a) I have been informed that participation is voluntary.
b) I have been informed that my child is free to withdraw from the 

research at any stage without giving reason.
c) I have been informed that I have a right to withdraw my child from the 

research at any stage without giving reason.
d) I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information 

provided will be safeguarded and the presentation of the research will 
not identify the child in any way.

Signature of Parent/Guardian Printed Parent/Guardian Name

Date
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Appendix H: Child Consent Form

ICHILD CONSENT FORM

Printed Name of Child 

Date_____

I would like you to think about 
whether you want to take part in this study.

Please tickoneof the boxes below.

I want to take part in this study.

I do not want to take part in this study.
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Appendix I: Participant Consent Form (Principals, Literacy Coordinators, 
Teachers, Learning Support Assistants)

PARTICIPANT CONSENT

Name of Student Researcher:
Dorota Zolnowska

Name of Supervisors:
Prof Tony Gallagher
School of Education, Queen's University Belfast, am.gallagher(5)qub.ac.uk 
Dr Caroline Linse
School of Education, Queen's University Belfast, c.iinse@qub.ac.uk

Name of Participant:

■S I agree to participate in this research.

Z This agreement is of my own free will.

Z I realise that 1 may withdraw from the study at any time without giving a 

reason.

Z I have been given full information regarding the aims of the research.

Z I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the research.

Z I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information provided will 

be safeguarded and the presentation of the research will not identify me in 

any way.

Signed:_________________________ Date:

Print name:______________________
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Appendix J: Extracts from the COMET Resource File

Ittnt.... . listnin HOTIVITIES ((4'
Magic Keys!
AIM:
To encourage children's ability to locate sounds.

EQUIPMENT:
A set of keys 
Wand

INSTRUCTIONS:
Sit the children in a circle and pick one child to sit in the middle, blindfolded with a wand. Tell 
the children they have to pass the keys around the circle without making a noise. The child in the 
middle has to listen very carefully and point in the direction of where they heard the keys. If the 
blindfolded child is correct they can swap places with the child holding the keys.

Differentiation of activity
It is quite difficult to pass keys around without making a noise! You could experiment by passing 
other items that may be quieter or nosier if the keys are too easy!
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Attention and Listening • ACTIVITIES
Matching Instruments

AIM:
To encourage children to listen to and Identify musical instruments.
To encourage children to copy a sequence of sounds.

EQUIPMENT:
Musical instruments. Two of each
Screen or barrier

INSTRUCTIONS:
This is played in the same way as 'Guess the sound' [pg 21]

Variations of the activity
■k As in 'Guess the sound’ you can encourage the children to copy sequences of two, three or at 

the most four sounds.
* This game will be more challenging if you play it with a variety of shakers that look the same but 

sound different. To do this you could collect the containers that camera film comes in and put 
different materials in them e.g. fill two with rice, put a marble into two and drawing pins in two 
more. The children trying to match the sounds will have to be encouraged to use a trial and 
error approach.

Two children playing a barrier game

Communication and Education Together
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Simii' ACTIVITIES «.<;
More Syllables/Syllablobs
AIM:
To consolidate children’s syllable segmentation skills.

EQUIPMENT:
A box of familiar objects and a syllable/syllablob card.

INSTRUCTIONS:
Allow each child to come and pick an object from the box, name it and segment it using the 
syllable/syllablob card. This ensures that the children are familiar with the vocabulary.

When all the objects have been named, tell the children you are going to pick something e.g. el- 
e-phant and they have to try to find something in the box that has the same number of syllables 
e.g. to-ma-to.

In this activity we are encouraging children to begin to segment syllables without using the syllablob 
cards. You can tell the children to try to think about the syllables in their heads. If you see the 
children using other strategies e.g. using their fingers to segment the syllables you can encourage 
this.

For children who are still finding syllables difficult or who try to make all words into two syllable 
words, you can use this task as a means of consolidating syllable awareness.

Playing the syllables/syllablobs game
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Rhyme Box

AIM:
To encourage development of children's rhyme awareness.

EQUIPMENT:
We would strongly recommend that you begin to gather up objects from around your classroom to 
include in a rhyme box. The activities listed here are in order of difficulty.

Activity 1: Rhyme judgement
Pick two objects from the box and get the children to name them. Encourage the children to tell 
you if the words rhyme or 'sound a bit the same' or not. Make sure you use the same terminology 
when talking about rhyme. Some children will understand 'rhyme' but many will need you to 
describe it in terms or words sounding ‘a bit the same'. Obviously children need to understand the 
concept of ‘same’ and ‘not the same’ before they can detect rhyme.

Activity 2: Odd one out Rhyme Judgement
This is the same as the previous game but this time you are asking the children to find the object 
that does not rhyme with the other two items. This is significantly harder than the previous task 
and children will need lots of opportunities to practise.

Activity 3: Find a Rhyme
This activity gives the children an opportunity to delve into the rhyme box themselves! You begin 
by showing the children everything in the box and checking that they can name each item. Pick 
one item from the box and invite a child to see if they can find something in the box that rhymes 
with it.

Communication and Education Together
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Basic Vicakularg - HGTIVITiES
Vocabulary Wheel
AIM:
To consolidate vocabulary learning by integrating semantic and phonological information.

EQUIPMENT:
Vocabulary Wheel [E 40]

INSTRUCTIONS:
This activity brings together children’s phonological and semantic knowledge of words. We know 
that this is essential for children in extending their understanding and use of words.

Begin by explaining to the children what the pictures on the vocabulary 
wheel mean as follows:

^ Circle with stars - what set does it belong to? e.g. animals

★ Humpty Dumpty - think of a rhyming word

★ Syllabled - How many syllables are there in the word?

- Box with question mark - What does it do? What do you do with 
it?

★ Boy with magnifying glass - What does it look like? What it is made off? What does it feel 
like?

i

You can use real objects or pictures. Ideally it should tie in with a topic you are covering in class 
or a book you are reading with the children. Allow a child to pick an object/picture and spin the 
spinner [you will need to make a spinner]. Ask the child to give the information related to the 
picture the spinner lands on. This will be quite difficult for many children so it should be used as a 
learning opportunity and revisited many times.

Hints and Tips
' You could use the pictures from the vocabulary wheel to place on the sides of a large dice.

•r Lucky dip. Make multiple copies of each vocabulary wheel symbol. Have two bags; one with 
the symbols and one with target vocabulary pictures. Children take turns to pick one card from 
each bag. They have to name the vocabulary picture and answer the question.

Communication and Education Together
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:>„) Prqnitics ACTIVITIES
If You’re Happy...

AIM;
To identify actions which demonstrate happy and sad.

NO EQUIPMENT REQUIRED 

INSTRUCTIONS:
Everyone sits in a circle and sing the familiar song, ‘If you’re happy and you know it...' or change 
the words to, ‘If you're sad and you know it...' Encourage the children to do actions associated 
with happy and sad. You may need to agree these before you begin the song. You can repeat this 
using any feelings vocabulary.

Island Game

AIM:
To encourage children to match feelings to situations.

EQUIPMENT
Happy, sad, angry ‘islands' made using the pictures from the Happy-Sad game [P 1-4].

INSTRUCTIONS:
Tell the children there are three islands they can run to, happy, sad or angry. Tell them a story 
of something that happened to you [make it up and make it relevant to your class!] and ask the 
children to run to the island that matches the situation.

Feeling Blue?

AIM:
To match feelings and facial expressions to simple emotions.

EQUIPMENT:
Four pieces of coloured card: blue, yellow, red, green.
Bag

INSTRUCTIONS:
Sit the children in a circle. Put the coloured cards into the bag explaining to the children that each 
colour represents a feeling. Blue is for sad, yellow is for happy, red is for angry and green is for 
scared. In turn each child stands in the middle of the circle, picks a card but doesn't show it to the 
others. S/he then acts out the feeling using body language and facial expression while the other 
children try to guess the feeling.

Communication and Education Together in
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Appendix K: Extracts from the COMET Profiling Resources
The Profiling Resource (Profiling Communication Skills in Year One - BELB,
2007)

Language Area: Phonological Awareness 

Language Skill: Syllable Segmentation

Tell the child that you are going to point to one ball for each beat in a word. Demonstrate 
using the child's name. (Explain these are called syllables).

Ask the child to segment the following list of familiar and unfamiliar words:

Elephant (3)

Basket (2)

Genetic (3)

Churn (V
Caterpillar (4)

Dog (V
Catastrophe (4)

Velvet (2)

© Belfast Education and Library Board 2007
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Language Area: Phonological Awareness 

Language Skill: Rhyme Judgement

Tell the child to indicate whether the words rhyme or don’t rhyme by holding thumbs up if 
they rhyme and thumbs down if they don’t rhyme.

e g. pin - tin (thumbs up) pig - man (thumbs down)

1. House - Mouse (rhyme)

2. Book - Bell (don’t rhyme - phonological distractor)

3. Shout - Shop (don’t rhyme - phonological distractor)

4. Cat - Dog (don’t rhyme - semantic distractor)

5. Tree - Bee (rhyme)

6. Shoe - Boot (don’t rhyme - semantic distractor)

7. Boat - Coat (rhyme)

8. Snow - Go (rhyme)

© Belfast Education and Library Board 2007
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Understanding Spoken Language -

Understanding Key Words

You will need the following objects/toys:

2 identical plates (i.e. same colour and size), 2 identical boxes, a big and small banana, a 
big and small apple, a big and small orange, a teddy and a dolly.

Put out 1 plate, 1 box and the food (name each item as you put it out) and ask the child to 
do the following:

NB. Make sure you replace every item before giving the child the next instruction.

Put the big banana in the box (3 Information-Carrying Words)

Put the small apple on the plate (3 Information-Carrying Words)

Put the small banana on the plate (3 Information-Carrying Words)

Put the big orange in the box (3 Information-Carrying Words)

Introduce teddy and dolly. Place a plate and box in front of each and tell the child this is 
dolly’s plate, teddy’s box etc.

Put the big orange in teddy's box (4 Information-Carrying Words)

Put the big banana in teddy’s box (4 Information-Carrying Words)

Put the small orange on teddy’s plate (4 Information-Carrying Words)

Put the small apple in dolly's box (4 Information-Carrying Words)

© Belfast Education and Library Board 2007
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The Profiling Resource (Profiling Communication Skills in Year Two - BELB, 
2007)

Language Area: Phonological Awareness 

Language Skill: Rhyme Judgement

Ask the child to say which two words rhyme (in a set of 3)
eg book, ball, hook. Yes, ‘book’ and ‘hook’ rhyme Now listen to these words and
tell me which two words rhyme:

a)
b)

c)
d)

hat, rose, bat
bow, sew, tree
tie pie, hen
zoo, toy, shoe

RED: 1 or none correct

AMBER: 2 correct

GREEN: 3 or more correct

2. Ask the child to say which word does not rhyme (in a set of 3)
eg use example above. Book, ball, hook. Yes, ‘ball’ does not rhyme. Now 
listen to these words and tell me which word does not rhyme:

a) cat, hat, shoe
b) pie, pig, cry
c) shark, whale, tail
d) cake, sock, snake

o
RED: 1 or less correct

AMBER: 2 correct

GREEN: 3 or more correct

© Belfast Education and Library Board 2007
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Language Area: Phonological Awareness 

Language Skill: Rhyme Sort

Place the following 8 pictures: “lip, chip, cat, bat, van, fan, two, glue”, in front of the child 
on the table. Name them with the child as you place them on the table in random order.

Put the picture of the “ship” on the table and ask the child to find all the 
pictures that rhyme with ship.

Put the picture of the “hat” on the table and ask the child to find all the 
pictures that rhyme with hat.

Put the picture of the “man” on the table and ask the child to find all the 
pictures that rhyme with man

Put the picture of the “shoe” on the table and ask the child to find all the 
pictures that rhyme with shoe.

RED: 1 group sorted correctly

2 groups sorted correctly

GREEN: 3 or more groups sorted correctly

© Belfast Education and Library Board 2007



Language Area: Phonological Awareness

Language Skill: Phoneme Deletion

Ask the child to repeat a word after you, eg “beat” - now say “beat”, but don't say the ‘t’ 
sound at the end - “bee”

Practice this one first: Say “cart” - say it again but don’t say ‘t’ - “car”.

Now try these test Items;

1. “seal” - say it again but

2. “ice” - say it again but

3. “bike” - say it again but

4. “boat” - say it again but

don't say the “I” sound at the end = sea 

don’t say the “s” sound at the end = / 

don't say the “k” sound at the end = bye 

don’t say the “t” sound at the end = bow

RED: 1 or less correct

AMBER: 2 correct

GREEN: 3 or more correct

© Belfast Education and Library Board 2007
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Appendix L: The Interview Schedule

• How long have you been teaching P1/P2?

• Did the COMET intervention programme have any impact on the children’s 

progress?

o Did it have any impact on the children’s reading performance?

o Did participation in the project exert an impact on other areas/aspects? 

(e.g. children’s communication skills, language, confidence)

o Was the intervention beneficial for all the children involved or a specific 

group of children?

• How did the COMET programme fit into your workload?

« Did you have to give something up to be able to implement the COMET 

programme into everyday teaching?

• Were the COMET tools/resources/strategies useful for supporting the 

children with speech and language difficulties?

• Did your participation in the project have any impact on your way of teaching 

or planning?

• Could you give an example of the change/changes you have made or you will 

make to your teaching practice as a result of your involvement in the COMET 

project?

• How did you use the information provided by the language profiles? Was the 

information useful?

• Was the additional support offered through the COMET project (learning 

support assistant) beneficial for children?

• Did your participation in the project increase your confidence in identifying 

the children with speech and language difficulties/ in working with children 

with speech and language difficulties?

195



• Could you please provide three positive things about COMET project?

• Could you please provide three negative things about the COMET project?

Additional topics for discussion with the principals and literacy coordinators:

• COMET programme and the whole-school practice;

• Implementation of the intervention - positive/negative aspects;

• Usefulness of the COMET data for the principals and literacy coordinators;

• Support offered through the COMET programme (for the children and 

teachers);

• Teachers training.

Additional topics for discussion with the learning support assistants:

• Children’s participation and engagement in the group work outside the 

classroom environment;

• Impact of the small group work on the children’s progression;

• Usefulness of the COMET resources/tools.
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Appendix N: The Detailed Summary of the Statistical Tests for Phonological 
Awareness

Area
Tested

Pre-/Post-
Intervention

Group Mean Std.
Deviation

Independent 
Samples Test

t df P
FSD* Pre- Experimental 2.80 .562 -.31 82 .759Comparison 2.83 .461

FSD Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 1.44 29 .161Comparison 2.93 .254

ISD* Pre- Experimental 2.63 .708 -1.22 73 .225Comparison 2.80 .551

ISD Post- Experimental 2.98 .136 .42 82 .674Comparison 2.97 .183

SW* Pre- Experimental 1.74 .950 -2.68 82 .009Comparison 2.33 .922

SW Post- Experimental 2.89 .462 1.99 39.55 .054Comparison 2.57 .817

RP* Pre- Experimental 2.69 .668 -55 82 .585Comparison 2.77 .626

RP Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 1.62 29 .103Comparison 2.87 .434

NR* Pre- Experimental 2.30 .816 1.04 82 .300Comparison 2.10 .845

NR Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 5.73 82 .000Comparison 2.27 .944

RS* Pre- Experimental 1.83 .906 .64 82 .521Comparison 1.70 .915

RS Post- Experimental 2.94 .302 4.87 31.97 .000Comparison 2.03 .999

RG* Pre- Experimental 1.24 .612 -.40 82 .688Comparison 1.30 .702

RG Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 8.97 29.00 .000Comparison 1.60 .855

PB* Pre- Experimental 2.28 .878 -2.85 79.24 .006Comparison 2.73 .583

PB Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 1.68 29 .103Comparison 2.87 .434

PS* Pre- Experimental 1.81 .953 .07 82 .947Comparison 1.80 .997

PS Post- Experimental 2.93 .381 3.97 34.15 .000Comparison 2.20 .961

PD* Pre- Experimental 1.61 .834 -2.02 82 .047Comparison 2.00 .871

PD Post- Experimental 2.81 .552 2.39 42.73 .021Comparison 2.40 .855
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SA* Post- Experimental 112.06 12.763 4.84 82 .000Comparison 97.47 14.095

SB* Post- Experimental 119.81 13.792 3.53 82 .001Comparison 107.77 16.952

PhK* Post- Experimental 112.54 11.283 2.75 82 .007Comparison 104.83 13.936

PhA* Post- Experimental 118.65 15.907 4.65 82 .000Comparison 99.63 21.240

*FSD - Final syllable deletion 

*ISD - Initial syllable deletion 

*SW - Syllable swap 

*RP - Rhyme pair 

*RN - Rhyme odd-one-out 

*RS - Rhyme sort 

*RG - Rhyme generation 

*PB - Phoneme blending 

*PS - Phoneme segmenting 

*PD - Phoneme deletion 

*SA - Sound awareness 

*SB - Sound blending 

*PhK - Phonics knowledge 

*PhA - Phonemic awareness
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Appendix O: The Detailed Summary of the Statistical Tests for Vocabulary

Area
Tested

Pre-/Post-
Intervention

Group Mean Std.
Deviation

Independent Samples 
Test

t df P
WR* Pre- Experimental 2.52 .818 1.48 82 .143Comparison 2.23 .898

WR Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 3.26 29 .003Comparison 2.57 .728

WD* Pre- Experimental 1.98 .598 -.81 82 .419Comparison 2.10 .712

WD Post- Experimental 2.85 .359 3.41 38.30 .002Comparison 2.40 .675

WA* Post- Experimental 112.33 11.743 2.88 82 .005Comparison 104.17 13.656

OV* Post- Experimental 98.65 12.158 2.86 80 .005Comparison 91.11 9.480

OC* Post- Experimental 112.43 11.774 1.30 82 .199Comparison 108.53 15.449

OLC* Post- Experimental 105.74 12.651 2.59 82 .011Comparison 97.63 15.546

*WR - word recall

*WD - word definitions

*WA - word attack

*OV - oral vocabulary

*OC - oral comprehension

*OLC - oral language comprehension
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Appendix P: The Detailed Summary of the Statistical Tests for Comprehension

Area
Tested

Pre-/Post-
Intervention

Group Mean Std.
Deviation

Independent 
Samples Test

t df P
INF* Pre- Experimental 2.67 .614 -1.60 70.04 .113Comparison 2.87 .507

INF Post- Experimental 3.00 .000
Comparison 3.00 .000

PSOL* Pre- Experimental 1.98 .835 -2.77 82 .007Comparison 2.47 .629

PSOL Post- Experimental 2.83 .423 1.58 44.59 .120Comparison 2.63 .615

PC* Post- Experimental 101.06 12.283 .35 82 .728Comparison 100.10 11.526

RC* Post- Experimental 101.43 13.483 .90 82 .370Comparison 98.73 12.412

OLC* Post- Experimental 105.74 12.651 2.59 82 .011Comparison 97.63 15.546

HGRT* Post- Experimental 97.15 14.629 .114 82 .909Comparison 96.77 14.794

*INF - Inferencing 

*PSOL - Problem solving 

*PC - Passage comprehension 

*OLC - Oral language comprehension 

* HGRT - Hodder Group Reading Test
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Appendix R: The Detailed Summary of the Statistical Tests for Reading and 

Reading - Related Skills

Area
Tested

Pre-/Post-
Intervention

Group Mean Std.
Deviation

Independent Samples 
Test

t df P
PC* Post- Experimental 101.06 12.283 .35 82 .728Comparison 100.10 11.526

*>o

Post- Experimental 98.65 12.158 2.86 80 .005Comparison 91.11 9.480

oc* Post- Experimental 112.43 11.774 1.30 82 .199Comparison 108.53 15.449

TR* Post- Experimental 104.81 13.473 .61 82 .544Comparison 103.00 12.295

BdR* Post- Experimental 103.24 16.578 -.40 82 .690Comparison 104.67 13.852

BfR* Post- Experimental 104.17 13.233 .05 82 .962Comparison 104.03 10.430

BRS* Post- Experimental 110.54 14.407 1.16 82 .249Comparison 106.87 12.835

OLC* Post- Experimental 105.74 12.651 2.59 82 .011Comparison 97.63 15.546

* PC - Passage comprehension

*OV - Oral vocabulary

*OC - Oral comprehension

*TR - Total reading

*BrR - Broad reading

*BfR - Brief reading

*BRS - Basic reading skills

*OLC - Oral language comprehension
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Appendix S: The Detailed Summary of the Statistical Tests for Oral Language 

Skills (Subsample of pupils with poor language skills)

Area
Tested

Pre-/Post-
Intervention

Group Mean Std.
Deviation

Independent Samples 
Test

t df P
FSD* Pre- Experimental 2.66 .721 .30 39 .669Comparison 2.58 .669

FSD Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 1.48 11.00 .166Comparison 2.83 .389

ISD* Pre- Experimental 2.34 .857 -.54 39 .594Comparison 2.50 .798

ISD Post- Experimental 2.97 .186 .65 39 .521Comparison 2.92 .289

SW* Pre- Experimental 1.31 .712 -.72 39 .478Comparison 1.50 .905

SW Post- Experimental 2.79 .620 2.83 14.66 .013Comparison 1.92 .996

RP* Pre- Experimental 2.52 .785 .358 39 .722Comparison 2.42 .900

RP Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 1.77 11.00 .104Comparison 2.67 .651

NR* Pre- Experimental 1.86 .789 1.03 39 .311Comparison 1.58 .793

NR Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 4.69 11.00 .001Comparison 1.67 .985

RS* Pre- Experimental 1.31 .660 1.53 38.78 .134Comparison 1.08 .289

RS Post- Experimental 2.90 .409 10.89 39 .000Comparison 1.17 .577

RG* Pre- Experimental 1.00 .000
Comparison 1.00 .000

RG Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 23.00 11.00 .000Comparison 1.08 .289

PB* Pre- Experimental 1.86 .915 -2.10 39 .042Comparison 2.50 .798

PB Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 1.77 11.00 .104Comparison 2.67 .651

PS* Pre- Experimental 1.10 .310 -.46 39 .651Comparison 1.17 .577

PS Post- Experimental 2.86 .516 5.82 15.00 .000Comparison 1.42 .793

PD* Pre- Experimental 1.14 .351 -.982 13.73 .343Comparison 1.33 .651

PD Post- Experimental 2.66 .721 3.45 39 .001Comparison 1.75 .866
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WR* Pre- Experimental 2.24 .951 .719 39 .476Comparison 2.00 1.044

WR Post- Experimental 3.00 .000 2.60 11.00 .025Comparison 2.33 .888

WD* Pre- Experimental 1.72 .591 .668 39 .508Comparison 1.58 .669

WD Post- Experimental 2.83 .384 5.50 39 .000Comparison 1.92 .669

INF* Pre- Experimental 2.45 .736 -.850 39 .400Comparison 2.67 .778

INF Post- Experimental 3.00 .000
Comparison 3.00 .000

PSOL* Pre- Experimental 1.59 .733 -2.32 39 .026Comparison 2.17 .718

PSOL Post- Experimental 2.76 .511 2.30 39 .005Comparison 2.17 .718

*FSD - Final syllable deletion 
*ISD - Initial syllable deletion 
*SW - Syllable swap 
*RP - Rhyme pair 
*RN - Rhyme odd-one-out 
*RS - Rhyme sort 
*RG - Rhyme generation 
*PB - Phoneme blending 
*PS - Phoneme segmenting 
*PD - Phoneme deletion 
*WR - word recall 
*WD - word definitions 
*INF - Inferencing 
*PSOL - Problem solving
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Appendix T: The Detailed Summary of the Statistical Tests for Reading and 

Reading - Related Skills (Subsample of pupils with poor language skills)

Area
Tested

Pre-/Post-
Intervention

Group Mean Std.
Deviation

Independent Samples 
Test

t df P
PC* Post- Experimental 95.00 10.974 1.167 39 .250Comparison 90.83 8.768

WA* Post-
Experimental 106.93 10.807 3.80 39 .001Comparison 93.00 10.453

RV* Post- Experimental 97.38 9.139 3.16 24.23 .004Comparison 89.00 6.200

SA* Post- Experimental 106.72 11.649 5.43 39 .000Comparison 85.75 10.199

SB* Post- Experimental 113.72 13.002 3.30 39 .002Comparison 97.67 16.740

OV* Post- Experimental 94.07 12.612 2.05 37 .047Comparison 85.20 8.779

OC* Post- Experimental 107.62 12.234 2.59 39 .013Comparison 96.33 13.786

TR* Post- Experimental 97.79 11.518 1.74 39 .090Comparison 91.50 7.489

BdR* Post- Experimental 94.83 13.980 .773 33.44 .445Comparison 92.08 8.393

BfR* Post- Experimental 97.45 11.593 .512 39 .611Comparison 95.58 7.549

BRS* Post- Experimental 103.48 12.182 1.71 39 .094Comparison 96.75 9.255

RC* Post- Experimental 94.38 11.983 1.82 39 .076Comparison 87.42 8.586

PhK* Post- Experimental 107.03 9.858 3.90 39 .000Comparison 93.67 10.237

PhA* Post- Experimental 111.45 15.125 5.12 39 .000Comparison 82.58 19.365

OLC* Post- Experimental 100.17 13.145 3.15 39 .003Comparison 85.50 14.545

HGRT Post- Experimental 90.45 8.563 1.19 39 .242Comparison 87.25 5.643

*PC - Passage comprehension 
*WA - Word attack 
*RV - Reading Vocabulary 
*SA - Sound awareness 
*SB - Sound blending 
*OV - Oral vocabulary 
*OC - Oral comprehension
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*TR - Total reading
*BdR - Broad reading
*BfR - Brief reading
*BRS - Basic reading skills
*RC - Reading comprehension
*PhK - Phonics knowledge
*PhA - Phonemic awareness
*OLC - Oral language comprehension
*HGRT - Hodder Group Reading Test
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