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RUNNING HEAD: Dealing with reading difficulties

Learning to read is an expectation rather than an exception in society today. Despite this
some children experience reading difficulties. The purpose of this article is to review recent
and seminal research on reading difficulties through the lenses of three perspectives;
cognitive, social and cultural and interactive. The three perspectives are reviewed and the
contribution they make to our understandings of how to support children with reading
difficulties are considered. The implication of these perspectives on instruction is explored by
examining one contentious contemporary debate in the field of reading instruction; choice of
texts to support reading development. To conclude, an argument for a more holistic approach

to reading difficulties is provided with reference to two contemporary assessment tools.

6967 running words
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Perspectives on Dealing with Reading Difficulties

Learning to read is a fundamental skill. In 1820, only 12% of the world’s population
could read, whereas today only approximately 14% of the population are unable to read
(Roser and Ortiz-Ospina, 2013). Learning to read, therefore, is an expectation rather than an
exception and standards of literacy across the world have risen exponentially in the last two
centuries. Despite this, some children do experience difficulties learning to read and these

difficulties can persist into adulthood (Every Child a Chance Trust, 2009).

Given that reading is an expectation, difficulties in reading can have profound effects
that span social, emotional, and economic spheres. Childhood reading is linked to later
cognitive progress in teenage years (Sullivan and Brown, 2013). Early difficulties in reading
are also associated with risks for mental health illnesses in adulthood (Boyes, Leitao et al.,
2016). There is, however, substantial evidence that early literacy intervention can reduce the
incidences of reading difficulties and improve later life circumstances (Brooks, 2016; Mathes

and Denton, 2002; Stanovich, 1986; Vellutino et al., 2004).

In this article, | provide an argument as to why it is important to consider the
theoretical foundations of perspectives about reading difficulties. | then review why children
might have reading difficulties through the lens of three different theoretical perspectives. To

do this I:

e Provide a summary of the perspective, discussing how difficulties might be
framed

e Review some seminal and contemporary pieces of research about reading and
reading difficulties by researchers from each respective perspective.

e Critique the affordances and limitations of each perspective.
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e Consider the implications adopting each perspective has for instruction of

children experiencing reading difficulties.

| explore the implications diverse perspectives have on policy and practice through an
exploration of the case of choice of texts to support reading development; a key
contemporary and contentious issue in the field of reading, particularly in England. To
conclude, an argument for a more holistic approach to reading difficulties is provided with

reference to two contemporary assessment tools.

Perspectives on Reading Difficulties: Controversy and Consensus

Why might some children have difficulty learning to read? This is a complex issue as
answers will always be framed, consciously or unconsciously, by the theories of reading held
by literacy researchers or teachers (Alexander and Fox, 2013). This shapes the foci of studies,

how findings are interpreted and, ultimately, has implications for how children are taught.

While the field of literacy research has come far in terms of understanding why
children might have difficulty learning to read, the field also remains divided in terms of
what factors are thought to underlie reading difficulties and how best to ameliorate these
difficulties through intervention and instruction. Few would be unfamiliar with the notion of
the ‘Reading Wars’, which persists in the popular press with headlines like ‘Reading Taught
the Wrong Way’ (Hanford, 2018) and ‘An old and contested solution to boost reading scores’
(Goldstein, 2020) and in even in peer reviewed journals with titles like ‘Ending the Reading

Wars: Reading Acquisition from Novice to Expert’ (Castles et al., 2018).

The recent to and fro between the International Literacy Association (ILA) and the
International Dyslexia Association (IDA) on the subject of dyslexia is a good example of the

lack of agreement in the field. In 2016, the expert panel of the International Literacy
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Association issued a research brief on dyslexia. The panel concluded that when instruction is
responsive to students’ individual needs, the percentage of children with persistent
difficulties is small (below 2%) (cf. Vellutino et al., 2004). They suggested that while
genetics and neurology ‘played a role in reading difficulties.....environment and instruction
moderate that role’ (p.2). They stated that dyslexia is not a result of visual difficulties (for
example, letter reversals), agreed that the analysis and manipulation of sounds is a key factor
in dyslexia and severe reading difficulties but that there was no empirically proven preferred
method to teach children with dyslexia. The key focus of the ILA recommendation was on

the instructional experiences of the learner.

The International Dyslexia Association (2016a) issued a position statement in
response to the ILA research brief that refuted some of the conclusions of the ILA, in
particular the conclusion that there was no preferred way to teach children with reading
difficulties. Rather the IDA suggested that interventions must have a clear focus on
phonological coding. The IDA, in contrast to the ILA, focused on the cognitive factors
underpinning reading difficulties and set foci for instruction. In response the ILA (2016b)

published an addendum refuting and discussing the IDA response in more detail.

While debate is important, lack of consensus creates confusion for those who teach
children. It follows, therefore, that answering the question ‘why might some children have
difficulty learning to read’ is not straightforward. Instead of looking for consensus, | propose
to address the issues at stake by considering how researchers operating from different

perspectives answer this question.
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Cognitive Perspectives

| begin by considering research into reading framed by cognitive perspectives.
Theories, models, and frameworks of reading like the Simple View of Reading (Gough and
Tunmer, 1986; Hoover and Gough, 1990), the interactive model of reading (Rumelhart,
1985), dual route model of reading (see Coltheart, 2005), literacy processing theory (Clay,
2001), and the phase theory of sight word reading (Ehri, 2005) all consider what occurs ‘in

the head’ of the reader as they process written text.

Taken together, these theories establish that there are a range of cognitive skills that,
in early childhood, are either precursors to later reading ability, underlie reading ability in
later schooling, or are used or orchestrated as a reader extracts meaning from text. How
development occurs or proceeds is described differently within these models. Some focus
exclusively on the development of word reading (Ehri, 2005), the processing of visual,
semantic, and syntactic information (Doyle, 2013; Rumelhart, 2013), how the processes of
decoding and listening comprehension result in reading comprehension (Gough and Tunmer,
1986), or how text is comprehended (Kintsch, 2013). Some describe development as stage
like (cf. Ehri, 2005), whereas others describe the interactive nature of development (Clay in
Doyle, 2013) as it changes over time. Others point to the factors involved in skilled reading
or deficient in those with reading difficulties (Gough and Tunmer, 1986). Taken together, the
main areas of consensus from this perspective are the importance of phonological awareness,

decoding, and reading comprehension

Phonological awareness. Phonological awareness is defined as ‘an awareness of
sounds in spoken (not written) words’ (Stahl and Murray, 1994, p.221) and treated as a key
underlying cognitive skill in the development of skilled reading. Research shows it to both be

a prerequisite to and consequence of becoming literate (Snowling and Hulme, 2012; Duff and
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Clarke, 2010). Al Otaiba and Fuchs (2002) in a review of research that investigated children
who did not respond to literacy intervention, found that in 70% of the studies, the children

had difficulties in phonological awareness.

Decoding. In an alphabetic system, learning how to map sounds to print is essential if
children are to decode successfully and derive meaning from print. In English, children need
to map phonemes to graphemes (sounds to individual letters) as well as a groups of letters
(see Castles et al., 2018 for a full discussion). Difficulties in word identification are
associated with more basic difficulties in alphabetic coding which underlie most reading
difficulties (Vellutino et al., 2004). Word identification constitutes a reader’s ability to access
knowledge of the orthographic, phonological, semantic, and morpho-syntactic properties of
the word and is also essential. For example, Murphy et al. (2016) found in a recent
longitudinal study, children’s ability to access these sources of knowledge was related to later

reading difficulties.

Language and Reading Comprehension. Text is language in written form.
Language skills, and the ability to comprehend and understand written language, in addition
to the code related skills described above are an essential part of skilled reading (Oakhill et
al., 2014; Perfetti et al., 2005). Oral language skills, working memory, vocabulary knowledge
and comprehension monitoring and meaning-making skills like inference are all related to
reading ability (Castles et al., 2018). Research suggests that children with difficulties in
reading comprehension demonstrate unique profiles (Cain and Oakhill, 2006, p.694) rather
than having a single cause. In a study examining the profiles of children with poor
comprehension but accurate word reading, Cain and Oakhill (ibid) concluded that difficulties
in reading comprehension are complex but that, in general poor vocabulary and cognitive

ability are closely related to poor word reading and reading comprehension respectively. In
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sum, this body of research suggests that typical reading development depends upon a range of
cognitive skills that are both code-related and language related (Storch and Whitehurst,
2002). Difficulties in reading development may stem from difficulties in any one of these

areas and these are, in many ways, related and dependent upon each other.

Implications of this perspective. Framing reading difficulties from this perspective
identifies the different cognitive processes that underlie reading development and difficulties.
Such attention, provides invaluable information for teachers on the foci for literacy
assessment, instruction, and intervention. Given the importance of decoding, phonological
awareness, vocabulary, alphabet knowledge and language it is essential that any early literacy

curriculum or reading intervention addresses these areas (Foorman et al., 2016).

How are these best taught? The National Reading Panel (National Institute of Child
Health and Development [NICHD]) (2000), The National Early Literacy Panel (National
Institute for Literacy, 2009) and, more recently the expert panel of the What Works
Clearinghouse (Foorman et al., 2016) all recommended that children need to be taught how to
listen for, identify, and segment individual sounds in speech. Indeed, in a recent meta-
analysis, Suggate (2016) found that pure phonemic awareness interventions (as opposed to

phonics and phonemic awareness) demonstrated greater effect sizes at follow-up.

Teaching children how to decode and link letter-sound knowledge is also essential
and is best taught via systematic phonics instruction (Brooks, 2016; Education Endowment
Foundation, 2017; NICHD, 2000; Torgerson et al., 2017). What is less clear, however, is the
best way to teach phonics. While many advocate for systematic synthetic phonics (see Rose,
2006) empirical evidence identifying a ‘best method’ (see Torgerson et al., 2017 for a full
discussion) is mixed. As Castles et al. (2018) concluded, ‘the evidence is not yet sufficient

that a synthetic phonics approach should be preferred over an analytic one’ (p.13). This



DEALING WITH READING DIFFICULTIES 7

stands in contrast to the OFSTED (2017) assertion that ‘systematic synthetic phonics is the

route to reading’ (p. 7).

Understanding text read is a complex process and some with reading difficulties
struggle to gain meaning from text read (Duff and Clarke, 2010). While decoding is
necessary it is not sufficient and the development of language (Education Endowment
Foundation, 2017; Hulme et al., 2020) and comprehension skills, particularly in academic
language and talk that supports use of inferential language (Foorman et al., 2016) must be
encouraged (EEF, 2017). Readers need to be able to make inferences, monitor their
understanding of text read, apply background knowledge, and develop coherence between
words and ideas at sentence, paragraph, and text level (Cain, 2010). Instruction, therefore,
must also maintain a focus on making meaning. Brooks (2016) concluded that there is

evidence that the comprehension skills of struggling readers can be improved if targeted.

Framing reading difficulties from a cognitive perspective permits teachers to consider
what needs to be assessed and taught to support reading development. However, attending to
cognitive factors only neglects the factors that lie outside the child. Research on the cognitive
factors involved in reading difficulties foregrounds what goes on in the head of readers as
they interact with text. This foreshadows the emotional, cultural, and instructional factors that

are involved in the reading process.

Social and Cultural Perspectives

While it may be more typical to frame reading in terms of the cognitive factors that
underlie the difficulties children may have in reading, there is a body of research that frames
reading in terms of the social and cultural factors that can also contribute to our knowledge

about reading difficulties. A range of researchers study reading as both a social practice
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(Heath, 1982) and a cultural event (Dyson, 1993; Freebody and Luke, 1990; Kress, 2003;
Rowe, 2009). In terms of reading difficulties, researchers operating from this perspective
propose that literacy teachers should focus less on skill development and instead consider
whether school culture and teaching practices may limit the opportunities students have to
develop as readers (Alvermann, 2001). For example, Freebody and Luke (1990), argue that
reading is more than decoding and that readers need to learn to become active text
participants, users, and analysts. Readers bring cultural and social backgrounds to the
interpretation of any text. What they comprehend and infer will be influenced by readers
active participation in the negotiation of meaning, their use of knowledge gained from

elsewhere as well as prior reading and their critical analysis of the text.

The negotiation of meaning is dependent on culture and culture is reflected in
language use bound by culture and history (Lee, 2013). Differences in language can act as
barriers to participation in literacy for both second language learners and those who speak
non-mainstream dialects of English (Cazden, 1988; Lee, 2006). This was clearly illustrated
by Heath’s (1982) seminal ethnographic study of the development of language and literacy in
three communities (middle class, a white Appalachian community, and a black rural
community) and the dichotomies she found between ways of using language at home and at
preschool for some of these communities. As Kress (2003) argued, ‘the more pronounced
the cultural differences, the greater are the differences in the resources of representations and
in the practices of their use’ (p. 27). In other words, how readers access text (traditional
written text or multimodal texts) is mediated by the differences between the cultural

background of the meaning maker and the author.

Reading difficulties influence student identity (Hall, 2012). In a recent case study,

(Kabuto and Harmey, 2020) a student defined by his teacher as struggling with reading and
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writing defined himself in the same terms. This impacted his ability to engage with text. The
levels and labels assigned by the teacher acted as gatekeepers to whether he would attempt to
read a book, regardless of whether he could read it accurately. Our findings echoed those of

Kontovourki (2012) who found that the level assigned to children often became internalised,

limiting what they thought they could do. Equally, Morgan et al. (2008) found that early

reading failure co-varied with lack of motivation and student ‘avoidance of reading’ (p.387).

Implications. Rather than looking at what a child cannot do, framing literacy from a
social and cultural perspective challenges educators to consider what is happening outside of
the child to create or exacerbate reading difficulties. Focusing on education in the USA

Gutierrez et al (2009) argued:

From this perspective, attention shifts to how the social organization of American
classrooms first arranges for children to look like failures and then attributes their lack

of success to racial, gender, language, or community membership. (p.223)

This perspective tests the idea of best practices for children with literacy difficulties.
Smagorinsky argued that ‘best practices’ cannot be applied universally without attention to
‘contexts, cultures, and worldviews’ (p. 299). This is a useful reminder. It draws attention to
the need to think about the pupil in the round and the opportunities the curriculum offers
those who appear to struggle the most to remedy their difficulties. However, in and of itself
such advice may not be enough. For those that work directly with children with literacy
difficulties it provides little specific guidance on instruction or assessment. Given that we
know that certain cognitive factors are known to both predict and underlie difficulties can we

afford to focus less on them?
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An Interactive Perspective

An interactive perspective of reading difficulties is one that acknowledges that
reading difficulties emanate from a range of different interacting factors — cognitive, social,
and instructional — all of which may influence the outcomes of the learning process
(Wilkinson and Anderson, 1994 ). While some factors may be easier to ameliorate than
others, all need to be accounted for.

Ruddell and Unrau (2013) have developed a socio-cognitive model that exemplifies
this perspective which they call ‘reading as a motivated meaning-construction process’
(p.1015). Within their model of reading the negotiation of meaning is dependent on multiple
factors including but not limited to the reader and his or her use or employment of cognitive
conditions and executive functions but also taking into account the interaction between these
factors, the text, and the teacher within an instructional context. Without looking at these
range of interacting factors, as McNaughton et al., (2003) stated, one can be misled to think
that ‘a dose of instruction in a component is guaranteed immunity against low-progress’
(p.705). Rather, from this perspective, as Foorman (2007) summarised achievement is a
product of the interaction between the child and instruction.

A recent study that clearly demonstrates that gains in reading could be explained by
instructional practices was a study on scaffolding by Rodgers et al., (2016) in the context of
Reading Recovery (RR), an early literacy intervention that has clearly established positive
effects on early literacy achievement (see D’ Agostino & Harmey, 2016). In this study, my
co-authors and | examined the differences between the language used during instructional
interactions between RR teachers and struggling readers. We found that teachers of children
who achieved higher outcomes in the intervention were more likely to be able to prompt
children to use information (meaning, structure, or visual information) that they neglected. In

sum, we found that variation in outcomes was related to teaching.
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Instruction and teacher professional development matters. Egert et al., (2018), in a
recent meta-analysis examining links between professional development and child outcomes,
found that there was a medium effect related to the effect of teacher in-service training on
child outcomes at classroom level but a small effect at child level in terms of outcomes like
language, literacy, and cognition. Markussen-Brown et al. (2017) conducted a best-evidence
review of the effects of language and literacy-focused professional development (PD) on both
educators and children. They had mixed results and found that while PD had the potential to
improve language and literacy that effects were related to intensity and duration.

Implications. This perspective demands an exploration of reading difficulties in the
instructional context that they occur in and thus, shifts priority from focusing solely on either
cognitive factors or context to the interaction between the both in an instructional context.
Access to a teacher, therefore, with sound knowledge of the reading process is an essential
factor in both the prevention and intervention of reading difficulties.

While the extent to which quality teaching impacts literacy development is unclear it
is clear that content knowledge and access to intense sustained PD is essential. Reid and
Weiser (2009) asserted that it is not enough for teachers to understand about the components
of reading like phonics and comprehension — they must also know how these components
interact and develop over time towards skilled reading and that ‘knowledge of content and
pedagogy must be melded with engaging, vibrant materials and meaningful, instructional
interactions (p.477).

Perspectives Influence Policy and Practice: The Case of Beginning Texts.

In the three sections above, | contrasted views of reading difficulties which place the
‘locus’ of the difficulty inside the child, outside the child or as an interaction between both.
In this section | exemplify how these perspectives in practice influence practice by examining

the case of beginning reading texts. Many research syntheses have demonstrated the necessity
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to orchestrate reading connected text (cf. Foorman et al., 2016). A key tenet of quality early
literacy instruction is the provision of high-quality texts as beginning reading material. Ata
basic level these texts provide the opportunity to practice the cognitive act of reading but also

create opportunities for social and cultural engagement with story.

The premise of most types of beginning reading books is the control of vocabulary
within the books although how vocabulary is controlled differs according to the metric used
and the theory of reading that informs the approach (Price-Mohr and Price, 2020). One type
of beginning reading book is a decodable text. Mesmer (2000) defined decodable text as one
that has ‘a proportion of words with phonically regular relationships between letters and
sounds’ (p. 122) and only matches what readers have been taught. These types of texts are
theoretically influenced by perspectives that attend to the cognitive skills that need to be

developed while reading; namely decoding.

Authentic texts or whole language texts, in contrast adhere to natural language
patterns and there is no control of vocabulary or text features to simplify the text for the
beginning reader. As Goodman and Goodman (1981) stated in advocating for them, these
reading books should have all the features of real language. Such books privilege a
perspective in which meaning is privileged over cognitive skills. Other types of books like
banded or levelled books contain text features which control a range of factors but also try to
adhere to general principles in terms of features of print (e.g. line placement), content,
syntactical structures, number of decodable words, and length (Mesmer et al., 2012). These

books therefore, reflect an approach that attends to language and decoding skills.

So which types of texts are most supportive of young readers? This is a contentious
issue, which has links to theoretical orientations to reading which are beyond the scope of

this article. What is clear is that the use of decodable texts alone is not empirically
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proven. And yet, in England, recent guidelines from OFSTED (2019) stated that it was
important that ‘reading books connect closely to the phonics knowledge pupils are taught
when they are learning to read’ (p.51). Indeed, in a recent document, Bold Beginnings
(OFSTED, 2017), a report which examined provision in reception in successful schools, the
inspectorate stated that while story time was important, that children’s reading should match
phonic knowledge and that reading books should ‘match the code’ (p.21) that children had

been taught.

Price-Mohr and Price (2020) suggest that numerous studies have failed to find
evidence of positive effects from decodable texts. Mesmer (2000) in a review of research on
decodable texts asserted that while there may be a developmental window when decodable
texts may be useful there is a need for much more research on the efficacy of decodable texts
which needs to focus on how much decodability is needed and when it is useful. This was
reiterated by Castles at al., (2018) who stated that decodable texts have a limited window of
usefulness but limit children’s exposure to vocabulary and complex sentence structure. This
fitted with a study by Frey (2012) who found that between groups of high, middle, and low
achieving first grade readers that decodable texts seemed to only benefit the middle
group. Jenkins, Peyton, Sanders, and Vadasy (2004) found no difference between groups of
at-risk beginning readers who had received supplemental tutoring with more or less
decodable texts. Indeed, Mohr and Price, found in a study comparing the use of low and high
phonically decodable texts that there was a large effect in terms of comprehension in terms of
low-phonically decodable texts. Mesmer (2009) found in a study that compared reading
accuracy on decodable versus levelled texts, similar to those used in Reading Recovery
(Clay, 2016), levelled texts provided favourable results in terms of reading rates in terms of
fluency. She concluded that levelled texts had a ‘pronounced fluency advantage... due to the

similarity of the language of books and the language of children (p.35)
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Mesmer et al., (2012), argued that the debate needs to move beyond the false
dichotomy of beginning reading focusing on word and parts (decodable texts) and ‘texts as
wholes’ (authentic or levelled texts). Indeed, they argued that focusing on word recognition
alone is short-sighted, and a confusion of ‘means with ends’ (p.252). They suggest that over
simplified texts fail students long term, not least when they encounter the demands of
complex texts in later school years that depend upon higher level comprehension
skills. Indeed, Cheatham and Allor (2012) argued that decodability should be seen as a key
feature of a text (amongst others) but not a type of text alone. This clearly is a challenge in
the English education system where despite the now sustained focus on systematic synthetic

phonics and use of decodable texts.

What of the social and cultural influence of and relevance of these texts? While the
issues described previously relate to the utility of decodable texts for the use and employment
of cognitive processes, the social and cultural relevance and effects of these beginning of
texts as the reader interacts with the text is often neglected. In terms of reader identity,
Kontovourki (2012), found that levelled texts began to frame reader’s identities or how
students framed their ability. This was echoed in the previously described case study by
Kabuto and Harmey (2020) of a young reader so bound by the level he restricted his reading

to what was deemed ‘easy’ enough for him.

Few studies have looked at how the cultural and linguistic features of text impact
reading comprehension (Shephard-Carey, 2019). In an exploration of the inference-making of
primary multi-lingual student, Shepard-Carey found that ability to make inferences were
highly contextual and depended on language and background knowledge. If reading is
perceived as a social practice texts must also in some way reflect the life, language, and

community of the child (Rushton, 2007). Buescher et al., (2016) argued that children develop
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concepts about culture, race, and gender from schooling and this must include the beginning

reading texts.

Taking an interactive perspectives, texts provide opportunities to rehearse the skills of
decoding and comprehension monitoring. One cannot neglect, however, that reading is
essentially a meaning construction activity (Ruddell and Unrau, 2013) and that texts can also
act to constrain the development they are intended to support. In addition, from a social and
cultural perspective, development as reader requires development of identity as reader and to

see themselves reflected back in that which they read (Bishop, 1990)

Conclusion

Rather than engaging in ‘wars’ over the best ways to deal with reading difficulties
perhaps a merging of different perspectives is warranted. A more holistic perspective would
demand attention to the cognitive factors involved in skilled reading with great attention to
the interactions between teacher and student and an acknowledgement that instructional

practices cannot be applied without attention to social and cultural contexts.

Two examples of a holistic perspective put into practice are the Three Knowledge
Domains literacy assessment tool proposed by Ellis and Smith (2017) and the Biographic
Literacy Profile 2.0 (Kabuto and Harmey, 2020). Ellis and Smith’s tool was used by student
teachers working in a literacy clinic. The tool, a Venn diagram of three knowledge domains,
was used to draw teachers attention to three domains of reading during assessment; the
reader’s cognitive knowledge and skills, his or her personal-social identity as a reader, and
the cultural and social capital the reader brought to the task. Kabuto and Harmey (2020)
proposed the Biographic Literacy Profile 2.0 as a tool for teachers to document a learner’s

skills and knowledge as well as their histories and identities as readers based on their work
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with a reluctant reader. In this tool, we provided questions as prompts to guide teachers to
document observable behaviours of inferred cognitive problem-solving during the act of
reading and writing. We proposed, however, that any such assessment must first start with a
biography of the child as a learner that must be constantly re-evaluated as children move
through different instructional contexts. Positioning the teacher as a biographer who
documents a child’s history of literacy learning (including but not limited to their likes and
dislikes) permits a more nuanced co-construction of instruction with the student. Both tools
fits with Unrau and Alvermann’s (2013) description of work which may stimulate more
‘creative resolutions, stir new insights, and spawn new understandings to explain’ (p.85) how

to deal with reading difficulties.

Learning to read, for most, is as complex cognitive process that when orchestrated
with ease is used to enter social and cultural worlds through literacies. Difficulties in literacy
development can occur for a range of reasons, it’s incumbent on teachers to consider the

multiple aspects that may cause or exacerbate reading difficulties.
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