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ABSTRACT
This paper maps the field of teaching and interventions for children with reading difficulties through a systematic tertiary 
review, qualitative meta-synthesis, and a national survey. The study has two main aims: (1) to provide an up-to-date review of 
systematic reviews and longitudinal experimental trials of effective interventions for children with reading difficulties; and (2) to 
report the findings from a national survey that addressed approaches to teaching children with reading difficulties in England. 
The synthesis of systematic reviews and longitudinal trials indicates that multicomponent interventions show promise in im-
proving outcomes for children with reading difficulties. Reflections are offered on specific components with evidence of effec-
tiveness, which may inform the design of future multicomponent trials. A main finding from the national survey responses was 
that even if the synthetic phonics approach was not working, some teachers and teaching assistants continued with the approach. 
Other teachers adopted different approaches including multiple-component interventions. Some survey respondents perceived 
that England's policy on synthetic phonics was resulting in tensions with the aim of motivating children to read. It is argued that 
reading motivation, and the nature of texts used in instruction, require greater attention as components of effective interventions. 
The paper concludes with some recommendations for components to be included in new interventions, some future directions for 
research, and reflections on curriculum policies for the teaching of reading.

1   |   Introduction

One of the most pressing problems for education systems 
worldwide is how to reduce the number of children who have 
difficulties in learning to read and write. In low-income and 
middle-income regions, the proportion of 10-year-old chil-
dren who cannot read a simple text was estimated to have 
increased from 57% to 70% between 2019 and 2022 (United 
Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF)  2023), and the impacts of 
the COVID-19 pandemic affected many pupils in high-income 

regions as well (Mullis et al. 2023). Learning to read in English 
is particularly challenging as it has an opaque orthography 
and the mapping of graphemes (letters) to phonemes (sounds) 
is complex (Seymour et al. 2003). Figure 1 shows the outcomes 
from the Progress in International Student Assessment (PISA) 
studies in relation to the number of children struggling with 
reading in six high-income regions where English is a key lan-
guage in schools and society. Data from the United States and 
from England are included in Figures 1 and 2. The PISA reading 
test focuses on 15-year-old pupils' ability to read and understand 
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texts, and students are scored from below level 1c (the lowest) 
to level 6 (the highest). The PISA 2022 outcomes reflect some of 
the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on schooling and hence 
the need to treat these 2022 data with caution due to the difficul-
ties for data collection caused by the pandemic. However, prior 
to the 2022 outcomes, in general, the trend of the numbers of 
children in proficiency level 1a or below had risen since the first 
PISA assessments for all regions featured in Figure 1. Ireland 
and Canada had been notable for their relatively low numbers 
of children in proficiency level 1a or below for nearly all PISA 
assessments.

Trends in the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS), which assesses 10-year-old pupils (who in England 
are in primary schools), are more mixed (Figure 2). Similar to 

the 2022 outcomes for PISA, the 2021 PIRLS results should be 
treated with some caution due to the impact of COVID-19. The 
score of 17.8% of pupils in the USA in the 5th percentile is unique 
across all PIRLS assessments, as is this sudden increase. If this 
is not due to a sampling or measurement issue, and is accurate, it 
is a concern. Prior to the 2021 assessment, there is a trend of very 
little change since the first PIRLS assessment, although the USA 
and Canada have a lower proportion of students performing in 
the 5th percentile in 2016 than in the first PIRLS assessment 
in 2001.

In general, politicians' reactions to each new round of data from 
international comparisons tend to be influenced by the politi-
cal agendas for education in a given jurisdiction and its socio-
cultural context (e.g., in relation to PISA see Carvalho and 

FIGURE 1    |    Trends in numbers of students with reading difficulties shown in PISA outcomes.
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Costa 2015). In England, from 2023 onwards, the conservative 
government claimed that England was “the best in the West” on 
the basis of the 2021 PIRLS outcomes (Clarence-Smith 2023); a 
view that was challenged in a variety of ways (e.g., Wyse 2023). 
England's Department for Education's own funded report about 
the PIRLS 2021 release was more cautious, including noting 
the problems with data collection during the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the fall in the numbers of pupils who enjoyed reading 
(Lindorff et al. 2023). However, this report did not have a main 
focus on children with reading difficulties. The full reports from 
international comparative studies such as PIRLS and PISA offer 
a much more nuanced picture of the implications of the head-
line scores and trends than political and media interpretations 
typically address. The headlines and reports are also subject to 
a great deal of independent critical scrutiny, both internal to the 
research teams and externally. For example, methodological cri-
tiques include reflections on sampling (Anders et al. 2020) and 
on other fundamental challenges for the methods of such studies 
(Schnepf et al. 2025). What is more, establishing the point in time 
at which policies on teaching reading in any jurisdiction start to 
influence children's experiences of education, and potentially 
PISA and PIRLS outcomes, is a vital and not straightforward 
consideration; hence it has also been argued that systematic re-
views (SRs) and peer-reviewed randomized control trials (RCTs) 
with longitudinal designs, particularly if undertaken in the 
region of interest, are a more reliable source of evidence about 

effective teaching than claims made about a single reporting 
point for PISA or PIRLS (Wyse and Bradbury 2022).

In addition to international comparative studies showing 
the proportions of children below the expected standard and 
those struggling with reading, some nations, states, and prov-
inces also monitor standards of reading. England has become 
an interesting case internationally as a result of its national 
approach to mandating “systematic synthetic phonics” in all 
government-funded primary1 schools, particularly since 2012, 
and its subsequent influence in some of the other regions se-
lected for comparison in this paper. For example, the influence 
in Australia, building on an invitation to England's Minister 
for Schools of the day (Robinson and Armitage  2017), and in 
Ontario, Canada, through reference to England's Rose Report 
and subsequent policies that recommended discrete phonics 
teaching (Ontario Human Rights Commission 2022).

In England, primary schools have been required to assess all 
children at various points in their primary education since the 
inception of statutory assessment in 1988. These assessments 
now include a phonics screening check (PSC) taken by all chil-
dren aged six, and again at age seven if they do not meet the 
required standard in the test. The PSC requires children to de-
code 20 real words and 20 pseudowords. The statutory national 
curriculum assessments when children are aged 10 to 11 (at the 

FIGURE 2    |    Trends of numbers of students with reading difficulties shown in PIRLS outcomes.
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end of their primary schooling) include the test of English gram-
mar, punctuation, and spelling, and the test of English reading. 
The reading test is designed to assess children's reading com-
prehension by requiring them to answer a series of questions 
about three texts of increasing complexity, during a 60-min test 
period that includes time for reading and answering the ques-
tions. Table 1 shows the percentages and numbers of children 
not meeting the expected standard in reading since 2010, when 
assessed on statutory tests at age 10 to 11 at the end of primary 
school.

From 2016 onwards (the point at which expected standards 
were changed), the number of children in England not achiev-
ing the expected standard was at least 25% of the population of 
10-year-old children, which is approximately 175,000 children 
out of 700,000. For those children with significant reading diffi-
culties, large numbers of children have been assessed each year 
as either at the lowest possible scale score of 80, which means 
significantly below the expected level for their age, or below that 
score and therefore not deemed to be scorable. It is notable that 
this trend in data has taken place in the context of a strong and 
increasing focus on synthetic phonics in England since 2010. 
These national and international data highlight the need to in-
vestigate approaches to teaching reading, particularly for those 
children struggling to respond to typical instruction.

1.1   |   Theorizing Teaching to Support Children 
With Reading Difficulties

The simple view of reading (SVR; Gough and Tunmer 1986) has 
been an influential framework, including in the context of some 
policies on the teaching of reading (Savage et al. 2015). The SVR 
consists of two dimensions: decoding (word recognition) and lan-
guage comprehension, underpinned by evidence from studies of 
children with reading difficulties. Since the first publication of the 
SVR, the idea that becoming a skilled reader draws on a wider 
range of skills, knowledge, and understanding that may need to be 
integrated during teaching has been developed. For example, the 
component model of reading (CMR) identified cognitive, psycho-
logical, and ecological components/domains (Aaron et al. 2008)—
all of which influence reading development and thus may have a 
place in teaching reading. The CMR (Aaron et al. 2008) also high-
lighted the importance of supporting motivation for reading.

The Direct and Indirect Effects Model of Reading (DIER) 
(Kim 2023) also includes additional components that were not 
part of the SVR, such as “Socio-Emotion,” which is described 
as readers' motivation, beliefs and attitude. The DIER also 
accounts for the relations between components by quantify-
ing direct and indirect effects; for example, word reading and 

listening comprehension as upper-level skills that are built on 
multiple language and cognitive component skills. A new theory 
of teaching,  that draws on these prior models of reading (The 
Double Helix of Reading and Writing: Wyse and Hacking 2024a) 
presents a case for contextualized teaching of phonics and other 
components, but also that reading and writing should be taught 
together for better outcomes in both. Such models may be useful 
when reflecting on supporting children and young people who 
have reading difficulties.

The types of texts that are used as resources for teaching have 
rarely been an explicit part of research aiming to understand how 
children learn to read. Texts have, however, been part of the de-
bates about how best to teach reading. Historically, the debate 
about top-down approaches versus bottom-up approaches, cap-
tured memorably by Jean Chall (1983), was in part a debate about 
a teaching emphasis on whole texts versus an emphasis on decod-
ing the alphabetic code. Coming from a different perspective to the 
researchers cited so far in this paper, scholars of children's litera-
ture have highlighted the merits of particular selections of books 
written for children, published in the “trade press,” sometimes 
noting the lack of literary merit of books specially produced to en-
able the teaching of reading and phonics, these days known as “de-
codable books” (Arizpe et al. 2023; Meek 1988; Nikolajeva 2009). 
Research using data from birth cohort studies has found a distinct 
long-term advantage in vocabulary development for children who 
read for pleasure (Sullivan and Brown 2013). Research has further 
shown the importance of reading fiction and nonfiction books for 
exposure to new vocabulary (Green and Keogh 2024). And Pugh 
and Kearns (2023) found that both decodable and real texts can 
be effective as part of teaching reading, while Wyse and Hacking 
(2024a, 2024b) highlighted the efficacy of using real books as part 
of the teaching of phonics and other aspects of reading.

Although the authors of the original paper to describe the SVR 
were clear that, “We begin by noting that the issue we wish to 
discuss is not that of the place of decoding in reading instruc-
tion[/teaching]” (Gough and Tunmer  1986, 6), the framework 
has been used to inform approaches to teaching at a national 
scale. For example, in England, the influential “Rose Report” 
(Rose 2006) resulted in a new emphasis in England's national 
curriculum on systematic synthetic phonics (SSP) taught “dis-
cretely,” which was linked with the SVR. The Rose Report in-
cluded an appendix written by researchers Morag Stuart and 
Rhona Stainthorp that made its academic case based on an in-
terpretation of the SVR, although the Rose Report's final recom-
mendations about the discreet teaching of phonics went beyond 
the interpretation in the appendix. Other approaches, such as 
more contextualized phonics teaching, for example, informed 
by the “phonological linkage hypothesis” which supports teach-
ing phonology and other aspects of reading together (Hatcher 

TABLE 1    |    Percentages and numbers of pupils aged 10–11 in England not reaching expected standards in reading.

Year 2000+ 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25

% RNAES 20 20 21 25 26 11 26 25 27 27 nd nd 27 27 26 25

≤SS 80 5508 nd nd 5374 2363 4366 4751

Note: Data from reports from the Department for Education and UK government statistics. Assessment taking place when pupils are aged 10–11. nd refers to no 
government data available due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Abbreviations: RNAES, reading not at expected standard; SS, scaled score.
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et al. 1994), were not advocated to inform policy on the teaching 
of reading at the time.

One of the authors of the appendix in the Rose Report (Stuart) 
later concluded in a research paper that the largest gains in word-
level reading for “at-risk” children were found when “structured 
phonics instruction is embedded within a broader literacy cur-
riculum (Swanson, 2000) with word-level and text reading and 
writing exercises … to put new knowledge to use when reading 
or writing new words” (Griffiths and Stuart  2013, 99). The ex-
tent to which phonics teaching should be discrete as opposed to 
contextualized has remained a point of debate in England and 
increasingly in a range of other countries, including in the USA 
(Reinking et  al.  2023; Wyse and Bradbury 2022). In Ontario, 
Canada, the SVR and the Rose Report were cited in an influen-
tial report that resulted in changes to curricula in Ontario and 
ultimately other Canadian provinces (Ontario Human Rights 
Commission 2022).

The international PISA and PIRLS data described at the begin-
ning of this paper show a picture of persistent problems with 
primary/elementary education systems helping children learn 
to read. As part of the relatively high numbers of children who 
struggle with reading there are within-child factors that result in 
reading challenges: for example children with dyslexia but also 
readers struggling with understanding the alphabetic code and/
or struggling to comprehend texts sufficiently for their stage of 
schooling. Sufficient development of oral language is also criti-
cal for all children learning to read (Hjetland et al. 2020). Strong 
arguments have been made that the teaching of phonics is the 
most important element in helping children with reading diffi-
culties, and this has in some countries and state contexts domi-
nated the teaching of early reading (Wyse and Hacking 2024b), 
but for children who do not meet expected standards, in spite of 
systematic phonics instruction, questions remain as to what the 
best approaches in practice and policy are.

The high proportion of children not achieving expected stan-
dards in reading, coupled with the range of more specific read-
ing difficulties, underpins the need to explore possible directions 
for new approaches to teaching, hence our decision to undertake 
an examination of approaches to teaching children with reading 
difficulties. The aim of this paper is to map the field of effective 
teaching interventions for children with reading difficulties. It 
makes a new contribution in three ways. First, it provides a com-
prehensive account of findings from all SRs explicitly address-
ing the effectiveness of teaching approaches for children with 
reading difficulties. Second, it presents the outcomes of an anal-
ysis of experimental trials with longitudinal measures. Finally, 
it presents the outcomes of a national survey of how teachers in 
England teach children with reading difficulties.

2   |   Research Methods

The research reported in this paper addresses two main research 
questions: (1) What does the evidence from SRs and studies with 
longitudinal measurements reveal about effective ways to teach 
reading for children with reading difficulties, where the target 
language for acquisition is English? and (2) What kinds of prac-
tices are being used in primary schools in England for teaching 

children with reading difficulties? The research consisted of two 
linked studies: Study 1. A tertiary review (TR) of SRs and meta-
analyses (MAs), and a systematic qualitative meta-synthesis 
(SQMS) of experimental trials with longitudinal measurements; 
Study 2. A national survey of teachers' reported practices for 
teaching reading in England.

2.1   |   Study 1. Systematic Tertiary Review 
and Systematic Qualitative Meta-Synthesis

The primary aim of the TR was to map the field of effective 
teaching of children with reading difficulties by identifying all 
relevant published SRs and MAs, and to identify key compo-
nents relevant to improving teaching in the future from these. 
The decision to search for SRs was taken because SRs them-
selves use systematic methods to retrieve all relevant studies. 
They also tend to focus on experimental trials, which are an 
appropriate methodology when considering the effectiveness of 
teaching interventions.

The aim of the SQMS was to analyze key features of the teach-
ing practices of interventions that had been effective according 
to longitudinal outcomes and, similar to the TR, focus on new 
teaching approaches for the future. It was deemed that teach-
ing approaches and interventions that showed positive effects 
for children's reading gains on longitudinal measurements were 
an important source because a goal of teaching is to ensure last-
ing gains in children's reading development. The papers identi-
fied for the TR were located through rapid evidence assessment 
(REA) methods (Higgins et al. 2023) building on the methods 
undertaken in previous REAs carried out by team members 
(e.g., Ranken et al. 2024).

The first phase of the REA involved scoping SRs whose main 
focus was effective teaching of children with reading difficul-
ties, beginning with identifying SRs and MAs already known 
about by the team. This list was extended by scanning key 
journals, internet searches including Google Scholar and MS 
Co-Pilot, checking reference lists of the most recent SRs, and 
checking gray literature such as government reports. A spread-
sheet was established to record the following: reference infor-
mation, the type of SR, the age range of pupils identified for the 
SR, and key notes of outcomes of the SRs. Subsequent analysis 
noted whether the SRs included pupils aged six to seven, were 
focused on dyslexia only, included multiple components, and/or 
included explicit attention to reading motivation.

In order to ensure comprehensive retrieval of SRs, the next steps 
involved systematic searching. The inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria for this search are in Table 2 which were developed as a re-
sult of analyzing the publications that had already been located.

The information sources and search strategy are shown in 
Table B1 in Appendix B. Results from searches were added to 
the spreadsheet, and duplicates were removed. Reports/publica-
tions identified from the search were first screened for relevance 
using title and abstract before retrieving the full text to deter-
mine which studies fulfilled the eligibility criteria. Figure  3 
summarizes the screening process for the studies that were 
identified through the REA.
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The screening was carried out by Ranken and reviewed  by 
Wyse. As a result of the initial search and the REA, 42 SRs in 
total were identified for more detailed analysis. The analysis 
focused on the main findings of SRs, in particular in relation 
to the implications for teaching approaches for children in pri-
mary/elementary with reading difficulties, including those with 
dyslexia.

A final phase of the TR was to locate SRs for which longitudinal fol-
low-up measures were an inclusion criterion for the selection of re-
search studies, in order to inform the SQMS. Following the search 
for SRs and MAs one SR was found that included a criterion of 
studies that had measures of reading undertaken at least 11 months 
after the end of the intervention: the SR by (Suggate 2016).

2.2   |   The Systematic Qualitative Meta-Synthesis

The aim of the SQMS was to qualitatively synthesize findings 
from experimental trials that included longitudinal measures in 
order to learn from interventions for pupils with reading difficul-
ties that had shown longer-term positive impact. The first part of 
the SQMS was to rerun the search strategy used in Suggate (2016) 
to identify studies with longitudinal measures published after 
Suggate's search, in the period 2014–2024. The eligibility criteria 
are shown in Table 3; Information sources and search strategy in 
Table B2 in Appendix B (the keywords used for the search were 
those used by Suggate); and the selection process in Figure 4.

Results from searches were recorded in an Excel spreadsheet. 
Titles and abstracts were screened for relevance before retriev-
ing the full texts to determine which studies fulfilled the eligi-
bility criteria.

Full papers for the 57 publications identified in Suggate's (2016) 
SR and MA, plus the seven papers identified in the new search, 
gave 64 publications in total. The following inclusion criteria 
were used to further select research studies from the 64 publi-
cations as part of the focus on the interventions trialed in the 
publications:

•	 Pupils with reading difficulties were an explicit emphasis in 
the analysis and conclusions of the publication.

•	 The age range of the pupils was from 3 to 12 (so as not to ex-
clude studies with age ranges that overlapped with primary 
age children).

•	 The English language was the target language of the 
intervention.

•	 The research design included measures of reading compre-
hension (as a measure of comprehension was deemed essen-
tial to determining if children's reading had improved).

•	 The interventions were effective in comparison to control 
groups.

This selection resulted in 18 experimental trials with longitu-
dinal measures that were analyzed particularly in relation to 
the characteristics of the teaching approaches used in effective 
interventions. The analytic themes for the SQMS were derived 
inductively (Atkinson and Delamont 2005) through a focus on 
components of effective interventions for children with reading 
difficulties. This analysis resulted in the following themes for 
interventions that had been effective with children with reading 
difficulties:

•	 Whether the interventions mainly emphasized a single 
component or multiple components (e.g., a main focus on 
phonics teaching or combining phonics teaching with other 
components such as comprehension).

•	 The types of texts that were used as part of the teaching 
approach.

•	 Whether pupil's motivation was an explicit part of the in-
terventions, and if so, the nature of the impacts on pupils' 
reading.

•	 The nature of any emphasis on writing to support reading.

The TR and SQMS in our research were intended to scope the field, 
so a formal appraisal of the quality of studies was not conducted 
beyond those that had already been undertaken in the published 
SRs and studies with longitudinal measures. However, key indica-
tors of quality such as sample and sampling, study design, random 
allocation of sample, presence of and nature of counterfactual, 
clarity of inclusion/exclusion criteria, measures of implementa-
tion fidelity, how the outcomes were measured, and the details 

TABLE 2    |    Inclusion and exclusion criteria for the TR.

Inclusion criteria: •	 Publications of SRs with an explicit focus on teaching approaches for children with reading difficulties
•	 Pupils with reading difficulties were defined as samples of pupils whose reading was below age-related 

expectations according to standardized reading tests, or equivalent measures, used in studies included 
in the SRs. Samples could be children with dyslexia

•	 Publications reporting the outcomes of SRs and MAs
•	 Publications published in the English language between 2001 and 2025

Exclusion criteria: •	 Publications that were a literature review without sufficient detail on a systematic search
•	 Publications that did not explicitly focus on children with reading difficulties, or studies where these 

children were not the main focus
•	 Publications where the intervention described was not a reading intervention
•	 Publications focusing on an age group outside of ages 4–11
•	 Publications in a language other than English
•	 Publications published before 2001
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regarding analysis influenced the emphases given to studies that 
we report in the findings of our research.

2.3   |   Study 2. The National Survey

A survey was designed with the aim of learning about the types 
of teaching approaches that were being used in primary/elemen-
tary schools in England for children with reading difficulties. 
Primary/elementary teachers, specialist teachers, special edu-
cational needs coordinators (SENCOs), and senior leaders were 
targeted. The survey was administered online using Qualtrics. 
Questions were organized in three sections:

1.	 Demographic information and teaching background. 
Respondents were asked questions related to their age, gen-
der, and ethnicity, as well as their teaching experience. This 
identified their qualifications and teacher training, how 
long they had been teaching for, and their current role.

2.	 School context. To be able to describe the sample, ques-
tions were asked about the school that the respondents 

were based in. This included questions about the type 
of school (e.g., local authority maintained, academy, in-
dependent, etc.), size of school, geographical region, as 
well as information about the pupils attending the school 
(e.g., proportion of children with English as an additional 
language (EAL) and those receiving free school meals 
(FSM)).

3.	 Approach to teaching reading. The final section comprised 
questions that required respondents to detail how they 
currently approach the teaching of reading (e.g., approach, 
resources used, frequency), with a specific section on sup-
porting children with reading difficulties (e.g., approaches 
to identifying and supporting students, frequency, texts 
used). A mixture of both closed-response items and open 
text boxes was used, the latter allowing respondents to pro-
vide more detail about their practice.

Raising awareness of the survey included using the team's con-
tacts/mailing lists, and asking teaching-related course providers 
and reading-related charity organizations, to distribute informa-
tion about the survey, and advertising the study on the social media 

FIGURE 3    |    Flowchart of the screening process for the TR.

Records identified from*:
Databases (n = 156)

Records removed before 
screening:

Duplicate records removed  
(n = 31)

Reports sought for retrieval
(n = 127)

Reports not retrieved (full paper 
not available)
(n = 1)

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n = 126)

Reports excluded:
Not a relevant reading 
intervention (n = 48)
Focus was not on pupils with 
reading difficulties (n = 16)
Age range not 4-11 (n = 6)
Not an MA or SR (n = 23)
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channel Twitter/X. The survey was open from June 1st, 2023, to 
October 23rd, 2023. This approach elicited 343 responses.

Ethics approval for the research was obtained from The UCL 
Institute of Education (IOE) research ethics committee. Once a 
full draft of the survey was developed, the questions were pi-
loted with teachers, specialist teachers, and SENCOs who were 
teaching in primary schools in England, who were to be the 
expected kinds of respondents to the survey. The pilot process 
allowed the team to reflect on the clarity and scope of the sur-
vey. Once the survey was live, respondents received information 
about the purpose of the study and were required to give consent 
to take part in the study before proceeding to the survey ques-
tions. Responses were collected anonymously.

The initial questions in the survey asked respondents to provide 
informed consent and to confirm that they were currently work-
ing in a primary school setting. A total of 128 respondents did not 
confirm these points and are excluded from further reporting. A 
further 61 respondents were excluded from the final reporting 
due to either partially completing the background questions, or 
completing the questions about their teaching experience and/
or their school context, but not progressing to the subsequent 
section, which focused on their approach to teaching reading. 
The final sample comprised 154 respondents who accessed all 
sections of the survey. There were 133 respondents who reported 
that they worked in England.

Data analysis of quantifiable responses was done using descrip-
tive statistics via pivot tables. In addition to the frequencies for 
demographic information, frequencies were analyzed for years 
of teaching experience, school year groups that respondents had 
experience in, overall approach to teaching reading, and further 
details about teaching children with reading difficulties, includ-
ing teaching resources that were used.

Qualitative data analysis themes for questions that generated 
more extended written answers were generated inductively from 

the data. The themes were: (i) how writing was used as part of 
interventions to teach reading (categorized according to the ex-
tent to which the respondents described an emphasis on letters, 
words, sentences, and/or on texts); (ii) the most frequently men-
tioned teaching strategies; (iii) links made to pupils' motivation 
as part of interventions; and (iv) England's policy emphasis on 
phonics in relation to pupils' motivation for reading. These anal-
yses included quantifying the frequency with which the themes 
appeared in the responses.

3   |   Findings—Tertiary Review of SRs and MAs

A main finding from our analysis of SRs and MAs was the 
growth of evidence that multicomponent interventions are 
likely to be effective for teaching children with reading dif-
ficulties (Donegan and Wanzek 2021; all references and sum-
mary notes for the set of SRs are in Appendix  A). Wanzek 
et al. (2018) found that struggling readers aged from seven to 
nine may have benefited from multicomponent interventions 
that included explicit comprehension and vocabulary com-
ponents in addition to word recognition. However, Wanzek 
et  al.  (2016) found that for struggling readers aged between 
five and nine, there may have been no differences in immedi-
ate effects related to whether students received intervention 
in foundational reading skills instruction only, such as phono-
logical awareness, phonics, and word recognition, or whether 
they received a multiple-component intervention. Learning 
to read words is an essential component of learning to read: 
positive effects on pupils' word reading or pseudo-word read-
ing have been found as a result of the use of multicomponent 
interventions that have included both word-level and text-level 
instruction, and which have produced small but statistically 
significant mean effects, usually at immediate posttest and 
in comparison with business-as-usual controls (Al Otaiba 
et al. 2023; Scammacca et al. 2015). Although there is good ev-
idence that multiple-component interventions can be effective, 
it has also been argued that the quality of studies, including 

TABLE 3    |    SQMS criteria for identifying longitudinal studies.

Inclusion criteria: •	 Focused on a reading intervention with a phonetic, decoding, comprehension, or fluency focus for 
children with reading difficulties

•	 Included a follow-up assessment at least 11 months after the intervention
•	 Contained at least one control or comparison group
•	 Participants were preschool or elementary school students
•	 Published in English
•	 Study type included journal articles, conference papers, speeches/meetings, reports, dissertation 

theses, doctoral theses, books, collected works, and proceedings
•	 Peer reviewed
•	 Published since 2013

Exclusion criteria: •	 Studies did not have a posttest with follow-up design
•	 Did not contain a matched or randomly assigned control group
•	 Did not qualify as a reading intervention as here defined
•	 Participants were not aged 4–11
•	 Were published in a language other than English
•	 There was insufficient statistical information
•	 The data analysis was conducted at a classroom level instead of at the individual student level
•	 Contained self-selected assignment to groups without reporting pretest scores
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in relation to application to older primary age children in the 
UK, necessitates further research (Üstün-Yavuz et  al.  2024; 
Wanzek et al. 2018, 2016, 2010).

For pupils with dyslexia or at risk of dyslexia, there is also evi-
dence that multicomponent interventions can be effective, but 
the need to include an emphasis on motivation for reading is 
recognized too. Specifically, an MA by Cho et al. (2023) found 
that when motivational strategies were part of interventions, for 
example, game-like activities or peer collaboration, there was 
evidence of positive outcomes for word reading and for reading 
comprehension outcomes (Cho et al. 2023).

A TR that included an MA of SRs focused on reading motiva-
tion found that all approaches to motivation in the interven-
tions had a significant effect on both pupil achievement and 
motivation outcomes (McBreen and Savage 2021). It was also 
found that multiple approaches to motivation were effective 
and that addressing both motivational and skills-based com-
ponents of reading during instruction is more effective than 
only targeting reading skills. However, it was also noted that 
the inclusion of motivational strategies, for example, the op-
portunity for students to read texts aligned with their personal 
interests or the opportunities for the students to make choices 
over their learning (op cit), was rarely part of interventions. 

FIGURE 4    |    Flow chart for identification of longitudinal studies for SQMS.

Records identified from
Databases (n = 1508)

Records removed before
screening:

Duplicate records removed
(n = 207)

Records screened
(n = 1301)

Records excluded on title and
abstract
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Reports sought for retrieval
(n = 574)

Reports not retrieved
(n = 7)

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n = 567)

Reports excluded:
Not a relevant reading
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Did not contain a control
group (n = 31)
No random allocation to
control group (n = 67)
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Published before 2014 (n =
25)
No follow up at least 11
months later (n = 189)

Identification of studies via databases and registers

Id
en

tif
ic

at
io

n
Sc

re
en

in
g

In
cl

ud
ed Studies included in review

(n = 7)

 19362722, 2026, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://ila.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/rrq.70075 by L

IV
E

R
PO

O
L

 JO
H

N
 M

O
O

R
E

S U
N

IV
, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [12/12/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



10 of 24 Reading Research Quarterly, 2026

The growth of evidence on the positive impact of teaching to 
enhance pupils' motivation for reading is an important devel-
opment in the field.

Reading comprehension has been found to be improved 
through a focus on interventions that help pupils appreciate the 
main ideas of text and summarize these main ideas. Stevens 
et al. (2019) found a large effect for main idea and summarizing 
interventions; however, the effect size (0.97) was a result of the 
use of unstandardized measures. The positive effects in these 
more proximal measures were not consistent with results on 
more distal measures of reading comprehension, which demon-
strated very small effect sizes, some positive and some negative. 
The SR by Hall (2016) focused on inference instruction. It was 
found that inference instruction interventions can be effective 
both when they target prior knowledge activation and when 
they focus only on integrating information in text. The practice 
of teaching pupils to identify keywords and use these to answer 
inferential questions was also effective.

Reading comprehension has also been found to be improved 
through a focus on reading fluency interventions. Gains in pu-
pils' reading as a result of repeated reading (RpR) procedures 
were found by Hudson et al. (2020). Their SR showed that read-
ing fluency interventions resulted in positive impacts on reading 
comprehension and on reading fluency. The gains were greater 
for reading comprehension than fluency, a finding that provided 
useful confirmatory evidence of the importance of focusing on 
reading comprehension as part of interventions to support chil-
dren with reading difficulties. Reading fluency was found to be 
improved by the approach of RR. Lee and Yoon's (2017) SR and 
MA found the importance of RR instruction to reading fluency 
through opportunities to become familiar with texts. “Listening 
passage review” in combination with RR appeared to be the 
most effective method for improving reading fluency. Morgan 
et al.  (2011) further found that encouraging students' goal set-
ting, for example, to set goals for the amount of time to read a 
passage, was more effective for improving reading fluency than 
word-level or phonological training.

In what was a unique focus for SRs and MAs, an analysis of 
what might be optimal amounts of teaching, sometimes called 
“dosage,” found that 40 h for students aged five to nine was op-
timal unless the intervention was then changed in a meaning-
ful way (Roberts et al. 2021). This maximal effect was found for 
both foundational skills emphases and for multicomponent in-
terventions. The importance of either changing the intervention 
or changing to a different intervention when an approach is not 
working sufficiently well is underlined by these findings.

Although studies with pupils who struggle with word reading 
have shown multiple-component interventions that effectively 
improve scores on pseudo-word reading, there has been much 
less success with real word reading in context, text reading flu-
ency, and reading comprehension (Boucher et al. 2024). This sug-
gests the need for new multicomponent interventions tested with 
measures that might show impact on real-world reading, com-
prehension, and on fluency in the context of passages or whole 
texts. The more systematic inclusion in interventions of the 
teaching of writing to support the teaching of reading is another 

important new area for research (Otaiba et  al.  2022). Gersten 
et al.  (2020) found that the inclusion of encoding (spelling) or 
writing as part of the reading interventions yielded significantly 
higher effect sizes compared to business-as-usual controls.

The challenges for designing multiple-component interventions 
include the issue that individual children with reading difficul-
ties are likely to differ in the interventions that could be ben-
eficial for them. In addition to the need to better understand 
different kinds of emphases in multicomponent interventions, 
there is an important question for the field in relation to any 
aspects that may be universally beneficial, such as practice in 
reading texts which therefore probably should be included in all 
interventions, and bespoke aspects that are needed based on as-
sessment of individual pupils' needs.

Some of the challenges of understanding the research data in re-
lation to multicomponent or single-component interventions in-
clude the need to take account of pupils' stages of development. 
For example, the MA of studies with longitudinal measures 
found that although multicomponent interventions appeared to 
be effective in grades one and two (age six to eight), it was also 
concluded that for preschool and kindergarten phonemic aware-
ness programmes, and for grade three onwards comprehension 
interventions, appeared to be most effective (Suggate  2016). 
When considering stages of development it is also important 
to note that there is not a straightforward link between school 
grade/year group, a pupil's age, and the most appropriate teach-
ing needed, because age-related or school year groups are not 
homogenous in relation to pupils' needs within groups.

3.1   |   Findings—SQMS of Individual Longitudinal 
Studies

The majority of the interventions in the SQMS review of studies 
with longitudinal measures that showed positive gains for pupils' 
reading compared with control groups included emphasis on 
multiple components often contextualized in the reading of texts. 
Morris et al. (2012, 11) argued that “interventions that incorpo-
rate multiple components of language and that target a range 
of core deficits consistently produce superior effects to control 
programs that emphasize predominantly phonologically based 
reading instruction.” Hatcher et al. (1994) built on Marie Clay's 
multiple-component reading recovery approach with the addi-
tion of a wide range of activities focused on phonological develop-
ment. Cirino et al.'s (2009) intervention “Proactive Reading” was 
designed to be a comprehensive, integrated intervention curricu-
lum. The intervention by Loeb et al. (2009), called Individualized 
Language Intervention (ILI), was based on tenets from social in-
teractionist theory, and targeted goals in the areas of semantics, 
syntax (morphosyntax and clause structure), narration, and pho-
nological awareness. Blachman et al.  (2004) combined phonics 
teaching with many opportunities for pupils to read texts that 
were phonetically controlled and texts that were not phonetically 
controlled. The intervention by Vaughn et al. (2008) was a com-
prehensive, integrated intervention curriculum. The interven-
tion in Burns et al. (2008) was a broader curriculum programme 
that supplemented the curriculum being delivered in classrooms 
through a web-based learning system.
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Although a component or components focused on teaching the 
alphabetic code was common in many interventions, only one 
of the interventions kept the systematic phonics input separate 
from its application in reading whole texts, and separate from 
other components. The study by Ryder et  al.  (2008) restricted 
practice in reading, through the use of phonetically controlled 
storybooks, until lesson 28 of the phonemic awareness pro-
gramme. Although the results showed a statistically significant 
impact on measures of phonemic awareness and word reading, 
there was no significant impact on reading comprehension, per-
haps reflecting the separation of these components.

The most basic contextualization of systematic phonics with 
other components is the application of phonics learning 
through practice in the reading of texts in the same lesson as 
the phonics input. The effective interventions in the studies 
by Mantzicopoulos et  al.  (1992), Vadasy et  al.  (2006), Vadasy 
and Sanders (2010), and Gunn et al. (2005) used this approach. 
Beyond describing that there was a combination of phonics and 
practice in reading decodable texts, the extent to which multiple 
components of reading were addressed as part of the 10 min of 
“reading aloud” (Mantzicopoulos et al. 1992), “practice reading 
decodable texts” (Gunn et  al.  2005) or “assisted oral reading 
practice” undertaken in the last 10 min of each intervention les-
son (Vadasy and Sanders 2010; Vadasy et al. 2006) is not clear in 
the papers. Future intervention studies should include greater 
details about the nature of the pupils' engagement with the texts 
and the nature of the discussions that take place with teachers, 
or other educators, who are supporting the pupils in the inter-
vention lessons. These discussions may include a more informal 
focus on a range of components that require attention in order 
to learn to read.

Only two of the studies with longitudinal measures explicitly 
mentioned reading motivation, but did not specify in detail the 
strategies that were used. In view of the impact on reading of 
strategies to enhance pupils' motivation (Cho et al. 2023), this is 
an area for further exploration in future intervention research 
and development. A component that is important generally in 
terms of teaching and interventions, and that can have an im-
pact on motivation, is the texts that are used to support teaching. 
Most of the longitudinal interventions made at least some use 
of decodable texts specially designed to use words that included 
phonemes taught as part of the phonics teaching. Interventions 
that used “real books” included the intervention by Hatcher 
et  al.  (1994), which used a set of 73 books split into 20 levels. 
Loeb et  al.  (2009) used picture books that had topics and il-
lustrations that were interesting to school-age children. Burns 
et al. (2008) was a holistic programme that used texts that were 
naturally available in the classrooms. The study by Blachman 
et al. (2004) was unusual in that, in addition to the use of decod-
able texts, many opportunities were provided to read texts that 
were not phonetically controlled (both narrative and expository 
texts) to develop fluency, build comprehension strategies, and, 
unlike most other studies, foster reading for pleasure.

In view of the evidence that the teaching of writing can sup-
port the teaching of reading (Gersten et al. 2020; Graham and 
Hebert 2011), it was surprising that most interventions did not 
include a writing component, and even if writing was included, 
it tended to be limited in scope; for example, it focused only on 

letter recognition and formation. Hatcher et al. (2004) included 
writing and reading in context, including the pupils writing 
stories. Torgesen et al.'s (2010) computer-based intervention in-
cluded writing, and training in touch-typing on keyboards, de-
scribed as the use of colorful animation, digitized speech, and 
engaging story lines, although the study did not find statistically 
significant gains in pupils' reading. Blachman et al.  (2004) in-
cluded the requirement for pupils to write dictated words and 
sentences.

4   |   Findings—National Survey of Teachers in 
England

4.1   |   The Respondents

The focus of the analysis of survey data was on respondents work-
ing in primary schools in England, of which there were 133 out 
of 154 in the final usable sample of responses (86%). Respondents 
noted that they worked in the following regions of England: East, 
n = 17 (13%); West, n = 4 (3%); North, n = 15 (11%); South (excluding 
London), n = 33 (25%); and London, n = 61 (46%) (all percentages 
in this findings section are rounded to the nearest whole number).

Demographic data about the respondents and their work settings 
are provided in Table 4. The sample is similar to the statistics 
for the population of teachers in England with respect to their 
gender and ethnicity. The national statistics for primary school 
teachers in England at the time of the survey were 87% female, 
89% White, and 10% Black, Asian, or mixed (GOV.UK 2024b). 
The majority of our sample were primary school teachers, al-
though senior leaders, specialist roles (e.g., SENCOs and special-
ist teachers), and responses from teaching assistants were also 
noted. The sample represents a group of educators who were 
very experienced (the majority with 11+ years of teaching ex-
perience). More than three-quarters of the sample (85%) worked 
in the state sector (state-maintained and academies), although 
representation was also recorded from specialist and indepen-
dent schools.

Further describing the sample in comparison with the national 
average, the sample was over-represented by educators working 
in schools with high levels of pupils who spoke EAL, and in re-
lation to the number of pupils entitled to FSM, a means-tested 
indicator of family poverty.

Sixty (45%) respondents worked in schools where the numbers 
of pupils with EAL were above the national average of 22.8% of 
all pupils in England (GOV.UK 2024a); 33 (25%) of respondents 
worked in schools where the number of EAL pupils was below 
the national average; 40 (30%) in line with the national average.

Sixty-seven (50%) respondents worked in schools where the 
number of pupils who were entitled to FSM was above the na-
tional average of 24% of all pupils in England (Gov.uk 2023), and 
26 (20%) respondents worked in a school where the number of 
pupils was below the national average; 40 (30%) in line with the 
national average.

As can be seen in Table 5, the sample included relatively high 
percentages of respondents who had experience of teaching 
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Reception, Year 1 (age five to six) and/or Year 2 (age six to seven), 
the year groups for which the national curriculum in England 
requires SSP teaching for all pupils. In general, the age groups 
taught by respondents were distributed well across all typical 
year groups in primary schools in England.

4.2   |   General Aspects of Teaching Reading

When asked “How would you describe your main approach to 
the teaching of phonics and reading?” the most frequent re-
sponse (69, 52%) was that synthetic phonics was emphasized 
first and foremost (Table  6). Twenty-five (19%) respondents 
described what could be called a balanced approach that com-
bined phonics teaching with other emphases such as reading 

comprehension. Eight respondents (6%) said that whole texts 
were the main emphasis of their phonics teaching.

The most common response to the frequency of phonics lessons 
was daily lessons (102, 77%; Table 7).

A total of 18 different commercially produced synthetic phonics 
schemes were mentioned in responses to the question about re-
sources used as part of the general approach to teaching reading. 
The two most used commercially produced resources were Read 
Write Inc. (33 respondents) and Little Wandle (27 respondents).

With regard to the types of texts that were used to support pho-
nics teaching, 61 (46%) respondents said that they used a mix-
ture of “decodable books” (books published as part of phonics 
schemes) and “real books” (books published in the trade press). 
55 (41%) respondents said they used decodable books only. Three 
(2%) respondents said that they used real books only. Two (2%) 
respondents said that they did not use texts to support phonics 
teaching.

4.3   |   Delivering Interventions for Children With 
Reading Difficulties

In response to the question about whether schools used inter-
vention programmes, 96 (72%) respondents confirmed that they 
did use an intervention programme. Twenty-eight different 
commercially produced resources for interventions were men-
tioned: the most frequently mentioned resources were Little 
Wandle (10), Reading Recovery (9), and Read Write Inc. (8). 
Seventeen respondents said that they used a bespoke approach 
to interventions for children with reading difficulties. The most 
frequent answer for how often children were taken out of their 
normal classes to receive an intervention as part of a small group 
was daily sessions (Table 8). Three to four times per week was 
also a frequent response.

TABLE 4    |    Demographic information relating to the respondents.

n %

Gender

Female 118 89

Male 11 8

Prefer not to say 3 2

Nonbinary 1 1

Ethnicity

White 110 83

Asian, Black, or mixed 18 13

Preferred not to say 5 4

Role

Class teacher 57 43

Head or deputy head teacher 15 11

Special educational needs coordinator 26 20

Specialist literacy teacher 20 15

Teaching assistant 10 8

Other roles 5 4

Teaching experience

1–10 years 39 29

11–20 years 48 36

21–30 years 30 23

30+ years 13 10

School type

Government-funded state school 75 56

Government-funded academy school 38 29

Special school 8 6

Independent school 7 5

Other 5 3

Note: Responses to other roles included advisor, researcher; examiner, and 
an ex-teacher. Responses to other school types included tutor, freelance, and 
international school.

TABLE 5    |    Experience of teaching year groups and age of pupils 
taught.

Experience of teaching year 
groups

Age of pupils 
taught n %

All from nursery/preschool to 
Year 6

3–4 to 10–11 10 8

All from reception to Year 6 4–5 to 10–11 13 10

Nursery/preschool 3–4 19 14

Reception 4–5 50 38

Year 1 5–6 65 49

Year 2 6–7 66 50

Year 3 7–8 57 43

Year 4 8–9 42 32

Year 5 9–10 54 41

Year 6 10–11 45 34

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to response rates to a particular 
question, or rounding.
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The variation and lack of similarity of approach across the 
schools is underlined when comparing with the answers to the 
question about what schools did if children did not respond to 
the general synthetic phonics programme. In answer to this 
question, 64 (48%) respondents selected the answer that they 
would assess the child's individual difficulties and devise an indi-
vidualized programme. On the other hand, 28 (21%) respondents 
said that they would continue with the phonics programme even 
if the children did not respond to this teaching (Table 9).

In response to the question about which people delivered the 
interventions for children with reading difficulties, respondents 
often noted multiple and different types of people including 
teachers, SENCOs, and teaching assistants. The most commonly 
recorded people delivering the interventions were teaching as-
sistants and teachers. Fifty-eight (44%) respondents ticked a re-
sponse that included teaching assistants delivering interventions 
without training for the specific reading intervention. Sixty (45%) 
respondents ticked a response for teaching assistants with spe-
cific reading intervention training. Sixty respondents ticked the 
response that indicated that teachers delivered interventions.

Teaching writing was reported as being incorporated into 
reading interventions by 71 respondents (53%), while 27 (20%) 
respondents said that they did not teach writing to support 
reading. Twelve (9%) respondents said that they did not work 
directly with struggling readers. The reported strategies to 
teach writing and support reading varied widely. An analysis 
of the respondents' additional comments about teaching writ-
ing to support reading showed that 38 out of 71 responses em-
phasized the teaching of writing at word level or letter(s) level. 
For example, one respondent said that “we focus on writing one 
sound a day”; another respondent said, “teaching how to trace 

letters, teaching cursive letters, using assistant technology and 
apps for handwriting.” An emphasis on words was also a com-
mon response (19 comments out of 71). For example, a respon-
dent wrote,

Get them to write words as well as speak them to 
concrete [sic] their understanding of the structure of 
the word and its elements. This enables understanding 
of its parts and what the word means to allow use of 
the word later on in their understanding of a text.

There were only two explicit comments made about a sentence-
level emphasis as part of using writing to support reading. One 

TABLE 6    |    Survey responses to the question asking about respondents' main approach to teaching reading.

Approach to teaching reading n %

Synthetic phonics is emphasized first and foremost in my approach to the teaching of reading and is taught separately 
from other reading or English lessons

69 52

My phonics teaching is systematically combined, in the same lesson, with other emphases, including reading 
comprehension

25 19

Other [no further clarifications possible] 10 8

I do not teach phonics, but I focus on reading comprehension 9 7

Whole texts, such as picture books, are the main emphasis of my teaching of reading. Phonics teaching is derived 
from examples in the whole texts

8 6

I do not directly teach reading 1 1

TABLE 7    |    Frequency of phonics lessons.

Phonics lessons n %

Daily 102 77

3–4 times a week 23 17

1–2 times a week 5 4

Not at all 3 2

TABLE 8    |    Frequency of intervention lessons.

Intervention lessons n %

Daily 49 37

3–4 times a week 39 29

1–2 times a week 29 22

I do not know 4 3

Not at all 9 7

Note: For the sums of counts in the columns, if n < 133 or % < 100 this is due to 
some respondents not answering a particular survey question.

TABLE 9    |    Response to the question about what teachers would do if 
pupils did not respond to the synthetic phonics programme.

Approach if pupils did not respond to 
synthetic phonics n %

Assess the child's individual difficulties and 
devise an individualized programme

64 48

Continue with phonics programmes 28 21

Try an approach with less emphasis on phonics 17 13

Focus first on reading motivation and enjoyment 7 5

Other (please specify) 6 5

I do not know 5 4
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respondent said, “Using phonics mats and clicker to scaffold sen-
tences,” the other respondent said, “Word and sentence building 
with phonics underpinning phoneme/grapheme correspondence.”

Comments in relation to an emphasis on text-level teaching 
of writing to support reading included, “We explore language, 
reading fluently, use of punctuation, etc. We also look at struc-
ture of texts to help readers, reinforcing the use of phonemes 
when spelling.” Another respondent wrote, “Shared reading 
sessions as a class enable children who are struggling to use col-
laborative tasks that involve note-taking and free writing about 
books with support from their peers.” Six respondents said that 
they based their teaching on the reading recovery approach, 
which has whole text and word-level emphases and includes 
some writing.

When the respondents offered comments about the ways in 
which they combined the teaching of writing with the teaching 
of reading, these did not typically happen as a systemic con-
nection between teaching reading and writing as part of pho-
nics lessons, because they often happened outside of phonics 
lessons. On the rare occasion that a connection of this kind 
was mentioned, the emphasis was not at text level. For exam-
ple, two respondents made the following comments about how 
teaching writing was used: “Decoding words to write them, 
thus supporting decoding and blending sounds”; “Word and 
sentence building with phonics underpinning phoneme/graph-
eme correspondence.” In addition to the general evidence that 
supporting writing can help reading, there may be a need for 
new research on the potential for sentence-level focuses (Wyse 
et al. in press).

4.4   |   General Comments

The final question of the survey invited respondents to add any 
further comments that they wished: 55 (41%) people did so. Two 
types of responses were often linked by respondents: a critique of 
England's policy emphasis on synthetic phonics (22 out of these 
24 respondents regarded it as inappropriate), linked with state-
ments about the need for more emphasis on motivating children 
to read (19 responses). The following quotes from respondents 
are indicative:

Currently there is almost 100% emphasis upon 
synthetic phonics, which I know from long personal 
experience is not effective with every child.

Typically, those children who struggle with reading 
require something additional and or alternative to a 
phonics approach. Providing more and more phonics 
often does not result in great gains for struggling 
readers (if it did they would no longer be struggling). 
They need alternative approaches based on close 
observation of their strengths so that those strengths 
can be utilised.

Two respondents explicitly supported the policy of phonics in 
England, for example:

The explicit teaching of phonics is evidenced based 
to help all readers, struggling or excelling. However, 
explicit instruction programs only work when staff 
are trained, and the program is delivered consistently.

24 of the general comment responses described strategies that 
they felt were useful to help children with reading difficul-
ties. The following list summarizes some examples from the 
comments:

•	 Reading aloud texts and parts of texts

•	 Use of a range of resources aimed to stimulate visual 
recognition

•	 Focus on how words are spoken to link with exploration of 
how they are written

•	 Using reading recovery techniques

•	 Matching books to children's interests

•	 ‘Dyslexia friendly’ approaches

•	 Personalized approaches for individual children

•	 More time to learn and consolidate learning of challenging 
concepts.

5   |   Discussion and Conclusions

The context for the research reported in this paper was in-
ternational and national evidence showing that persistently 
high numbers of children continue to struggle with reading. 
These international and national contexts of reading standards 
were one of the stimuli for the research reported in this paper, 
which mapped research evidence about interventions for chil-
dren with reading difficulties reported in SRs and MAs, and 
highlighted some findings from a selection of research studies 
with longitudinal designs. The outcomes of our analyses of SRs 
and longitudinal trials have relevance to many regions where 
English is a medium of instruction and a target language in 
primary education. The paper also reports the findings from 
what, as far as we know, was the first national survey of teach-
ers in England to focus on teaching children with reading 
difficulties. The survey data prompt reflection, and hopefully 
future research, on the extent to which the views of teachers in 
England might be replicated in jurisdictions that adopt a sim-
ilar approach to synthetic phonics for teaching early reading. 
Changes to national and state curriculum policies toward more 
emphasis on phonics since 2023, for example in Australia, the 
USA, New Zealand, and Canada, in some cases influenced by 
developments in England, underline the need for greater un-
derstanding of the effects on teachers and pupils.

The evidence from SRs and from single experimental trials of 
teaching reading using longitudinal measures shows growing ev-
idence that interventions with multiple components are effective. 
Our analyses have also shown promising evidence that linking 
the teaching of reading and the teaching of writing could be an 
important area for development for new interventions. A focus on 
pupils' motivation for reading, and on reading fluency and read-
ing comprehension, for example, through inference instruction, 
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were also components that showed promise and therefore could 
be suitable for new multiple-component interventions. More re-
search is needed on the ways in which different types of text, 
for example, books that are part of phonics and other reading 
schemes versus “real” books, impact children's reading.

The findings from the survey of teachers in England demon-
strated three points for consideration. First, a wide variation 
in teaching practices was reported, in terms of the focus of in-
terventions for children with difficulties and the programmes 
used; the intensity of interventions; the use of materials (e.g., 
real books vs. decodable books); and who delivered these inter-
ventions. Similar points related to variation have been raised in 
national surveys considering the teaching of spelling (Esposito 
et al. 2022) and writing (Dockrell et al. 2015). Second, in terms 
of their overall approach to teaching reading, 69% of respon-
dents emphasized SSP first and foremost, and said that this was 
taught separately from other aspects of reading. Other surveys 
have similar findings, but with a focus on typically developing 
readers (Teachertapp 2022; Wyse and Bradbury 2022). This is 
perhaps unsurprising in light of the policy context in England, 
which has a heavy emphasis on SSP for teaching reading. Third, 
although 21% of our respondents would continue with phonics 
even if it was not working for pupils with reading difficulties, 
almost half of the sample reported that they would devise an 
individualized programme, and the remaining sample would 
employ other non-phonics approaches. showing some recogni-
tion that teaching methods other than SSP may be appropriate 
for supporting children with reading difficulties. The research 
basis, if any, that the resondents used for such individualized 
programmes is unknown.

The inclusion of writing as part of a reading intervention was 
noted by 53% of the sample. This was encouraging, in relation 
to the research evidence that teaching reading and writing in an 
integrated way is effective. This finding could be a reflection of 
the inclusion of more specialist roles in the sample (e.g., special-
ist teachers and SENCOs) who might have more confidence to 
innovate their approach.

22 respondents wrote comments that were critical of England's 
emphasis on SSP, and what some saw as the reason for children's 
decline in motivation for reading. The 2021 PIRLS data showed 
that in relation to pupils' motivation for reading, expressed 
as liking or very much liking reading, England was 42nd out 
of 57 countries/regions whose pupils were surveyed (Mullis 
et al. 2023). Pupils in Alberta, Canada (a benchmark region) re-
ported liking reading the most; the USA was 48th out of the 57 
regions.

5.1   |   Limitations of the Research

The research based its mapping of the field on SRs, MAs, and 
experimental trials. This decision excluded SR of qualitative 
research due to constraints of time. Qualitative research may 
include some important findings relevant to the concerns of 
the research reported in this paper. As the intention of the 
research was to map the diversity of a research field, all SRs 
commensurate with the inclusion and exclusion criteria were 
analyzed and included for consideration for the findings. 

Further scrutiny based on a formal review of the method-
ological quality of the SRs may have produced some different 
outcomes. Studies included in the TR were identified through 
a combination of hand-searching and the REA methodol-
ogy. Full SR methodology was not employed due to time and 
funding constraints. As the TR was designed to map the field 
rather than give a fully exhaustive account of the literature, 
these methods in combination were determined to provide a 
rigorous overview of SRs on teaching children with reading 
difficulties. The decision to focus on individual research stud-
ies with longitudinal designs excluded a range of other exper-
imental trials that would provide further relevant evidence, 
although by design they would not be generalizable on the 
basis of longitudinal impacts. The use of qualitative data anal-
ysis methods to analyze the findings of SRs and of studies with 
longitudinal designs means that we cannot rule out biases 
based on the authors' a priori experience and knowledge of the 
field of teaching reading even though strenuous attempts were 
made to avoid biases through the systematic approaches that 
were taken to analyses including through the collaborations of 
the authors and agreements about findings that were made as 
part of the research process.

The survey design was not a probability sample, so it is pos-
sible that there are biases due to the approach of an open call 
for responses. The number of respondents to the survey means 
that findings are necessarily tentative, but they do suggest fu-
ture directions for large-scale research on teachers' practices. 
The sample of respondents included a majority of very expe-
rienced educators. It would have been interesting to capture 
more newly qualified teachers to understand whether experi-
ence was related to the reported approaches. Linked to this, the 
number of respondents in each role and working with specific 
year groups limited the approach to statistically analyzing the 
data. With a larger sample size, it may have been possible to 
examine characteristics of the sample alongside approaches 
to teaching children with reading difficulties. For instance, 
comparing approaches reported for younger versus older chil-
dren, or approaches reported by respondents in different roles 
(teacher versus specialist). It is also conceivable that specialist 
teachers may employ a more bespoke, individualized approach 
given their training, so we cannot rule out the possibility that 
there may be proportionally higher numbers of less specialist 
teachers who are not using bespoke methods and who are in-
stead maintaining a continuous emphasis on synthetic phonics. 
Further research that unpacks knowledge, training, and expe-
rience in relation to teaching approaches would be of interest.

5.2   |   Conclusions

The evidence reviewed and presented in this paper suggests 
that more flexible multicomponent interventions matched 
more carefully to pupils' identified needs could be a promising 
area for new work, not least because of the uncertainties that 
still exist in relation to which interventions are likely to be 
most effective for pupils at different ages and stages, and in 
relation to the different characteristics of reading difficulties 
that individual students have. Some commercially produced 
SSP programmes may not be the most appropriate approach 
to teaching children with reading difficulties if they are not 
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able to support a differentiated approach well matched to 
the breadth of pupils' assessed needs. Indeed, there is some 
evidence from a large-scale randomized controlled trial 
in England, carried out by a research team from the USA 
(Molotsky et  al.  2022), that raises some questions about the 
effectiveness of the SSP programme that our survey found to 
be most commonly used (Read Write Inc.), particularly about 
the impact on children with reading difficulties.

It is important that, in addition to any data on pupils' reading 
attainment, there is research evidence of the ways in which 
policies are being implemented in schools by teachers. Data of 
this kind at a nationally representative scale through probability 
sampling, combined with evidence of teacher practices as ob-
served in lessons, is not available in England. Although studies 
such as PISA and PIRLS include surveys of teachers and princi-
pals, these do not cover the details of practices of teaching that 
our survey covers. Limitations of evidence about the practices of 
teaching are also the case in the USA, although there has been 
evidence from surveys (e.g., EdWeek Research Centre  2020) 
and, historically, larger-scale surveys combined with experi-
mental trial work (US Department of Education 2011).

Although more research is needed on which combinations of com-
ponents can be effective for pupils with different kinds of reading 
difficulties, the research reviewed in this paper suggests that the 
following components may be effective, not least for primary-aged 
pupils for whom systematic phonics has not been successful:

•	 Assessment of children's individual needs and conse-
quent selection of components and emphases on different 
components.

•	 Attention to contextualized teaching of the alphabetic code.

•	 Due account taken of children's age in relation to the nature 
of teaching, including texts selected as teaching resources.

•	 Explicit assessment of, and development of, children's moti-
vation for reading.

•	 Selections of real texts based on children's actual and po-
tential interests to be used in interventions to enhance 
motivation and to support practices of reading in realistic 
contexts.

•	 Use of high-quality real books and other texts, including 
digital, as resources for interventions in order to practice 
reading in context.

•	 Integration of emphasis on learning to read letters and 
words with other aspects such as reading comprehension.

•	 Systematic teaching of reading comprehension through 
focus on: pupils' prior knowledge; main ideas and summa-
rization; reading fluency including goal setting for speed of 
reading.

•	 Teaching writing to support reading and teaching reading 
to support writing.

•	 Practicing components learned about during intervention 
lessons through reading texts, with discussions between 
pupils and teachers about these and other components.

Most of the experimental trial evidence of effective systematic 
phonics interventions has been conducted with interventions 
that use decodable texts. However, it has long been theorized 
that the use of “real” texts as the basis for teaching is likely to 
have many benefits. The challenge of ensuring that children 
are fully able to read real texts, of the kinds that they will en-
counter and engage with in their lives, and not only showing 
success in reading decodable books and/or standardized tests 
of reading, remains a challenge in need of new interventions, 
new standardized measures, and new research designs. The dif-
ferential effects of the use of different kinds of texts (real texts 
versus “decodable texts,” and different types of texts such as po-
etry, nonfiction, etc.), and connected to this the nature of pupils' 
motivations for different texts and topics within texts, and in 
relation to different kinds of interventions, are areas in need of 
further experimental trial research.

In some of the countries that are a focus for this paper, signifi-
cant changes to curriculum policies on the teaching of reading 
have been made; some of these changes reflect quite radical pol-
icy shifts undertaken at considerable speed. England was the 
first country to mandate at a national scale a heavy focus on 
SSP, through the national curriculum and related policies that 
apply to nearly all primary schools, particularly as a result of the 
influence of the nationally mandated assessment, the phonics 
screening check. Englands national assessment data, reviewed 
at the beginning of this paper, shows that the proportion of pu-
pils at the end of their primary education assessed as having 
a range of reading difficulties has shown very little change in 
more than a decade of SSP. More recently, other countries have 
moved toward a heavier focus on the teaching of the alphabetic 
code in comparison with the prior policies. This is evident in 
states in the USA (Reinking et al. 2023) and in Canada, where 
Ontario was the first province to radically change its curriculum 
policies on the teaching of reading in part as the result of an 
influential report on children's rights (Ontario Human Rights 
Commission  2022). A key question for all nations concerned 
about helping children learn to read is whether policy changes 
sufficiently align with the evidence of what is effective in the 
teaching of reading, particularly for children with reading diffi-
culties. If multiple-component programmes increasingly appear 
to be more effective than a main emphasis on a single compo-
nent, then policies may well be more effective if teachers and 
teaching assistants are supported to deliver evidence-informed 
interventions that feature a range of components consistent with 
individual pupils' assessed needs.
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Endnotes

	1	Pupils in primary schools in England are most commonly aged 4–11. 
Some primary schools include a nursery class setting in which children 
are typically aged three to four, but some nursery settings include pro-
vision for children aged two and younger. When we refer to primary 
education or primary schools in this paper, we refer to pupils aged 4–11.
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Appendix B

Databases Searched and Keywords for Searches

TABLE B2    |    Searches using Suggate (2016) keywords to identify longitudinal studies for the SQMS.

Date Databases Search string

15/10/23 ERIC
APA Psycinfo

(“reading” OR “reading ability” OR “reading fluency” OR “reading strategies” OR “reading achievement” 
OR “oral reading” OR “reading development” OR “reading intervention” OR “reading education” OR 

“school-based intervention” OR “phonics” OR “phonemic awareness” OR “reading comprehension” OR 
“repeated reading” OR “remedial reading” OR “peer tutoring” OR “peer assisted” OR “phonics” OR 

“strategy instruction” OR “phonological awareness” OR “early reading” OR “supplemental instruction” 
OR “fluency”) AND (“control group” OR “reading-matched control” OR “experimental” OR “quasi-

experimental” OR “between-subjects” OR “between-groups” OR “randomized” OR “randomized-control” 
OR “design” OR “random assignment” OR “treatment” OR “computer assisted” OR “computer” OR 

“instructional support”) AND (“reading measures” OR “reading skills” OR “reading speed” OR “reading 
accuracy” OR “effect size” OR “academic achievement” OR “vocabulary” OR “grammar” OR “syntax” OR 

“language” OR “word reading” OR “decoding” OR “phonemic awareness” OR “spelling”) AND (“long-
term” OR “medium-term” OR “follow-up” OR “posttest” OR “longitudinal” OR “period” OR “maintained”)

TABLE B1    |    Searches to identify SRs for the TR.

Date Databases Search string

14/05/25 Web of Science, ERIC, Education Abstracts, British Education Index, Teacher 
Reference Center, and APA Psycinfo

(“primary school” or “elementary school” or 
“primary education” or “elementary education”) 

AND (“reading difficulties” or “reading difficulty” 
or “reading disability” or “reading disabilities” 
or “reading problems” or dyslexia or dyslexic 
or “poor readers” or “poor comprehenders”) 

AND (“systematic review” or “meta-analysis” or 
“meta-analysis” or “literature review” or “tertiary 

review”)
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