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Abstract

Whilst reading is emphasised as being the key to education (OFSTED, 2005),
and important to the development of a child’s self-concept, research into
effective reading instruction for pupils with severe learning difficulties (SLD) is
lacking. The aim of the study was to examine the applicability of a structured
“mainstream” approach to the teaching of reading for pupils with SLD, and to
explore the impact this may have upon their self-concept and self-esteem. A
necessary prerequisite to the research was an appropriate measure of self-concept
and self-esteem for pupils with SLD; in the absence of such, one was developed
specifically for the study. The sample comprised a total of 45 pupils with SLD
assigned to a reading intervention (RI) group (where a structured reading
approach was followed), an extra attention (EA) group (where a non-literacy
based programme was followed) or a non-intervention (NI) group (where pupils
continued with their daily routine). Pre- and post-tests which assessed pupils’
core reading skills, self-concept and self-esteem were conducted. Significant
increases in post-intervention core reading skills for the RI group were found, as
well as positive gains in self-concept and self-esteem. There were no significant
differences post-intervention in the self-concept and self-esteem scores for the
EA and NI group. The conclusions reached are that pupils with SLD can learn to
read using a structured mainstream approach and that this impacts positively on
their self-concept and self-esteem. Within the constraints of this research the
measure developed was considered reliable and valid. Further longitudinal
research is required, to ascertain the durability and generalisability of the
findings and measure used. Finally, implications of the findings for a specialist

pedagogy for pupils with SLD are discussed.
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Introduction
The Effect of Reading Instruction on the Self-concept and

Self-esteem of Pupils with Severe Learning Disabilities

The focus of the present thesis is the teaching of reading to pupils with severe

learning disabilities (SLD). The principle research question is:

e Can pupils with SLD be taught to read using a structured “mainstream”

approach?

Also of interest is the impact that the structured reading approach may have upon
the self-concept and self-esteem of pupils with SLD. The secondary research

question is:

e If pupils with SLD can learn to read using a structured mainstream

approach, will this impact upon their self-concept and self-esteem?

Why focus on reading?

The focus on the teaching of reading arises from a combination of an interest in
the area, reinforced by personal experience and positive research findings arising
from an earlier small-scale study (Moseley, 2002). It is also due to the ongoing
shift in educational polices and practices which have put literacy at the forefront
of every school’s curriculum. Research has emphasised that the development of
literacy is the “foundation for life long learning” (Snowling, 1991, p.49), through
the creation of self-generated learning opportunities (Wigfield & Guthrie, 1997).
In the last 15 years, educational practitioners have seen an increase in the
expectation of achievements for all children in terms of literacy, as part of a
national strategy (DfES, 2002b). Special schools throughout the country have
been called upon to provide structured literacy teaching on a regular or daily
basis, it is hoped this may bring about an increase in the achievements of pupils
(DfEE, 2000a). This has evolved within a climate of inclusion, where the
preferred placement of pupils with special educational needs (SEN) is within the

mainstream classroom.
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The inclusion of pupils with SLD into the National Curriculum (NC) is a shift in
national policy that has been implemented throughout the UK (Farrell, 2001).
The revised NC (DfEE, 1989) required teachers to plan meaningful learning
objectives for all pupils (Colwill & Peacey, 2001). The National Literacy
Strategy (NLS) introduced in 1998, emphasised the importance of teachers
providing effective and meaningful literacy learning objectives for all pupils
(Byers, 1999). The recommendation for the introduction of the NLS to special
education, advocated the use of mainstream strategies, adapted to suit the needs

of the special school population (Byers, 1999).

Why investigate the impact of the teaching of reading upon the self?
Quantitative findings from the small-scale research study (previously referred to)
indicated that pupils with SLD could be taught to read using structured
mainstream approaches (Moseley, 2002). Although not measured systematically,
the impression of the author and professionals working with these pupils was that
learning to read appeared to have a positive impact on pupils’ self-concept and
self-esteem. It appeared that pupils perceived themselves positively as readers.
This links with research in this area focusing on the importance of possible
selves (Marcus & Nurius, 1986). Could it be that the self had acted as a mediator
to facilitate this change in perception and therefore behaviour, resulting in further
changes in perception? Research focusing on the importance of self-concept and
self-esteem supports the significance of both these questions to the education of
all pupils, in particular, the influence upon pupils’ motivation to learn and on

their academic achievement.

A necessary prerequisite to the investigation of any change in the self-concept
and self-esteem of pupils with SLD is an appropriate assessment measure. In the
absence of such a measure one was developed specifically for the present

research. A description of the development of this measure is given in Chapter 3.
Before proceeding further the term SLD will be discussed and definitions

offered. A working definition applicable to the United Kingdom (UK) will then

be adopted and used to describe the participants in the present research.
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