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Abstract
Oral language skills underpin children’s educational success and enhance positive life 
outcomes. Yet, significant numbers of children struggle to develop competence in 
speaking and listening, especially those from areas of high economic deprivation. A 
tiered intervention model, graduating the level of provision in line with levels of need, 
has been posited as most appropriate for supporting children’s language development. 
The first tier, or universal provision, is characterised by high-quality, evidence-informed 
language teaching for all. To date, our understanding of effective universal language 
delivery remains limited, particularly in the primary-school age range. This systematic 
review addresses this gap by identifying and evaluating existing evidence with the aim of 
informing practice and future research. Following PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines, a systematic search protocol 
was used to identify experimental and quasi-experimental studies evaluating universal 
approaches designed to support children’s oracy skills. Thirty-one studies were identified 
for inclusion and their characteristics and findings are reported and their reliability 
evaluated. Studies provide indicative evidence for the effectiveness of interactive book 
reading, structured vocabulary programmes, manualised curricula and approaches 
involving speech and language therapists. The strengths and weaknesses of our current 
knowledge are outlined and implications for practice and research are discussed.
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Introduction

The need for high-quality universal language provision

Well-developed oral language skills are strongly associated with academic achievement 
(Roulstone et al., 2011; Spencer et al., 2017), support literacy development (Snow, 2016) 
and are an important tool for learning across the curriculum (Alexander, 2013). The 
importance of oral language extends beyond academic success, impacting on social, 
emotional, and mental health, both at school (Benner et al., 2002) and during later life 
(Schoon et al., 2010). Oral language is thus a foundation for learning and achievement. 
However, many children struggle to develop oral language skills. At school entry in the 
United Kingdom, an estimated 7.58% of children have clinically significant language 
disorders (Norbury et al., 2016), mirroring levels observed in the United States (Tomblin 
et al., 1997) a decade earlier. In economically deprived areas, 40% of children are 
reported to have delayed language (Law et al., 2011), with the most economically 
deprived experiencing the most marked delays (Law, Todd et al., 2013). Furthermore, 
school closures arising out of the Covid-19 pandemic may have widened the ‘language 
gap’ (Oracy All-Party Parliamentary Group [APPG], 2020).

The number of children requiring support in a context of limited resources has placed 
strain on the traditional models of individualised identification and treatment of children 
with language-learning needs by Speech and Language Therapists/Pathologists (SLTs). 
These high levels of need are reported to outstrip capacity (Bercow, 2008; Law, 2019b; 
Law, Reilly et al., 2013). Many children requiring support are not being identified 
(Norbury et al., 2016; Tomblin et al., 1997) and, in England, inconsistencies in access to 
speech and language services have been identified (Longfield, 2019). These challenges 
have led to a move towards a continuum of speech and language provision, whereby the 
degree of support is graduated in line with the level of need of the particular child 
(Bercow, 2008; Ebbels et al., 2019; Gascoigne, 2006; Lindsay et al., 2012). Tiered 
approaches to support children’s educational needs are well established. For example, in 
the US response to intervention models (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006) or multi-tiered systems 
of support (Burns et al., 2016), where children who do not progress with effective uni-
versal treatment are offered enhanced support, are common. This approach is also used 
in the UK education context to support effective provision for children with special edu-
cational needs and disabilities (SEND; see SEND Code of Practice, Department for 
Education, 2015). In such models, the first tier of provision is offered universally and 
entails high-quality, evidence-based, language-supporting, or ‘quality first’, teaching for 
all children in education settings. Universal provision follows typical pedagogical 
approaches and may occur as whole-class teaching, small-group activities or individual-
ised tasks. Where the first tier of provision is not sufficient to support an individual’s 
language-learning needs, a second tier of ‘targeted’ support is offered, again in an educa-
tion context but more intensively, and often includes withdrawal from regular classroom 
activities. The third and final tier of provision offers the specialist support of SLTs to 
those with the most persistent and complex language problems (Ehren & Nelson, 2005; 
Lindsay et al., 2012).

Tiered approaches are grounded in public health principles (Bercow, 2008; Ehren & 
Nelson, 2005; Greenwood et al., 2017; Law, 2019b) which seek to prevent difficulties in 
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the population. This is arguably an appropriate means of addressing language-learning 
needs given their scale and uneven distribution (Law, 2019a) and the fact that all children 
need strong oracy skills (Oracy APPG, 2020). Implementing a tiered approach could lead 
to a number of positive outcomes, including earlier and more accurate identification of 
those with language-learning needs (Dockrell et al., 2012), more equitable access to 
appropriate support (Law, Reilly et al., 2013) and the more efficient and cost-effective 
allocation of specialist resources (Ebbels et al., 2019; Lindsay et al., 2012).

The move to tiered provision necessitates changes to traditional ways of working for 
both SLTs (Ebbels et al., 2019; Gascoigne, 2006; Lindsay et al., 2012) and teachers, who 
need a secure grasp of evidence-based, language-supporting practice (Dockrell et al., 
2012). However, teachers are reported to lack confidence in supporting oral language 
(The Communication Trust, 2017), a focus on oral language in schools and classrooms 
has not been explicit (Jones, 2017), and there is accumulating evidence that further train-
ing and support is required to implement effective language-supporting practices in 
classrooms (Carter, 2015; Dockrell et al., 2017; Dockrell & Lindsay, 2001). Devising 
effective training is complex as, while there is considerable evidence regarding targeted 
and specialist interventions (Law et al., 2012), understanding of effective universal pro-
vision remains limited to children prior to school entry (see Walker et al., 2020, for a 
systematic review of support for this age group).

Intervention in the primary years

The focus of research in the early years is to be expected given the pace of language 
development in the first 5 years of life (Shiel et al., 2012) and the importance of early 
intervention (Bercow, 2008). Language development is more stable after the age of 5 
(Bornstein et al., 2016) and developments are arguably more subtle, making them more 
difficult to track (Shiel et al., 2012). Accordingly, intervention before primary school 
may be more effective means of addressing need (Bercow, 2008; Walker et al., 2020). 
However, the increased stability of language skills in the school years could arise from 
the more uniform nature of language-learning opportunities in primary schools (Justice 
et al., 2018), a suggestion supported by findings that teachers place less emphasis on 
language-supporting practice in favour of the curriculum as children move into formal 
education (Law et al., 2019). This, combined with the high numbers of children in the 
early school years experiencing language-learning needs (Norbury et al., 2016) and 
beyond (Law et al., 2011), highlights the need for a greater understanding of what works 
in these classroom contexts to support language learning.

The importance of expressive language

Oral language competence is commonly conceptualised as a web of interconnecting skills, 
each of which must be well developed if language proficiency is to be achieved (Moats, 
2010). Interventions are often designed to target component skills and many studies dis-
tinguish between receptive and expressive domains of oral language. Recent studies chal-
lenge the multi-factorial representation of language, instead proposing models with fewer 
factors. Indeed, it has been argued that language is best represented as a unitary construct 



4 First Language 00(0)

in which the dimensions of language develop interdependently, reflecting one common 
factor (Bornstein et al., 2016). By contrast, Lonigan and Milburn (2017) propose a two-
factor model consisting of vocabulary and syntax. While it is likely that language factors 
will vary with development (Tomblin & Zhang, 2006), interventions targeting specific 
domains remain prevalent in both research and practice (Roulstone et al., 2012) and a 
focus on the expressive domain may be particularly important in education contexts.

The development of the ability to use high-quality talk in the classroom is increas-
ingly recognised as a key component of children’s education (Oracy APPG, 2020). 
Children are expected to use expressive language for a wide range of functions in the 
primary classroom (Shiel et al., 2012), where verbal interaction is a key tool for learning 
across the curriculum (Alexander, 2013). Teachers use spoken language to assess learn-
ing (Petersen et al., 2010) and their perceptions of expressive language ability have been 
significantly correlated with their perceptions of a child’s overall development (Vega 
et al., 2018). There is also evidence that teachers adjust the complexity of their language 
in response to the language used by their pupils (Justice et al., 2013), whereby children’s 
expressive language may predict the quality of language provision they receive. When 
considered alongside evidence that expressive language skills, rather than receptive 
skills, have close links with improved literacy outcomes (National Early Literacy Panel, 
2010; Savage et al., 2017), the importance of children developing these skills across the 
primary phase is clear.

In England, the main focus of the spoken-language curriculum is placed on expressive 
skills (see curriculum extracts in supplementary materials). Teachers should therefore be 
familiar with making judgements regarding children’s expressive language and, perhaps 
as a result of this, teachers are more aware when children struggle with expressive lan-
guage skills than with receptive skills (Dockrell & Lindsay, 2001). Accurate assessment 
is key to the effective operation of a tiered system of provision, and teaching approaches 
are more likely to be adopted when they fit with practices already undertaken by teachers 
(Stoiber & Gettinger, 2016). As such, a focus on expressive language skills is, arguably, 
the first step in capturing the strengths and weaknesses of our current understanding of 
universal provision. This approach is further supported by a recent study which found 
that effects of a language intervention only achieved far transfer in relation to expressive 
measures and that effects on receptive measures were hard to achieve (Melby-Lervåg 
et al., 2020). Indeed, these authors argued that their finding supports a focus on develop-
ing expressive rather than receptive skills both in future studies and in the classroom.

Universal oral language support

Quality-first teaching in the early school years needs to embed effective language-learning 
practices and opportunities within classroom activities. Despite an extensive body of 
research concerning targeted language interventions for vulnerable pupils (Goldstein et al., 
2016; Kong et al., 2019; Law et al., 2012, 2017), effective universal approaches have been 
less frequently considered and randomised controlled trials (RCTs) of universal approaches 
in schools are uncommon (Law et al., 2012). Evidence is sparse in relation to children in 
the primary/elementary school age range but some potential strategies emerge from studies 
that have included younger children.
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The efficacy of interactive book reading (IBR) for the development of young chil-
dren’s oral language has been identified in multiple meta-analyses (Blok, 1999). More 
specifically, in respect of expressive vocabulary, Mol et al.’s (2009) review reported a 
moderate effect size (d = 0.62) and Wasik et al. (2016) emphasised that adult–child 
interaction is key for the development of vocabulary. This finding accords with social-
interactionist theories of language development (Hoff, 2006), which also underpin stud-
ies focussing on the quality of interactions between teachers and children. Although no 
meta-analysis has been undertaken in relation to strategies for the development of narra-
tive skills, in line with research linking the quality of language in the home to improved 
language (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015), the conversational responsivity of teachers can have 
a positive impact on the amount and complexity of children’s language (Girolametto 
et al., 2003; Justice et al., 2018; Piasta et al., 2012). Furthermore, a meta-analysis of 
vocabulary interventions suggests such approaches have a strong positive effect on 
expressive language development (g = 0.69; Marulis & Neuman, 2010). However, as 
this meta-analysis included targeted interventions, its conclusions are not directly appli-
cable to universal classroom practice.

Early language development has been conceptualised as progressing along a develop-
mental continuum of increasing complexity with children progressing at different rates 
(Shiel et al., 2012). Such a model indicates that effective universal interventions in the 
primary years are likely to build on the principles established in studies including younger 
children. However, it is important that approaches are evaluated with the age range they 
were intended for and in the context in which they will be employed, given that the effi-
cacy of practices has varied depending on the age of participants (Mol et al., 2009) and 
given the need for ecologically valid interventions (Greenwood et al., 2020). In England, 
the reception year (age 4–5) is part of compulsory schooling but is guided by the early 
years play-based curriculum. For this first year of formal education, language-supporting 
practice may best be guided by the findings of studies focussed on the early years. 
However, the reception year is taught in the primary school and, to support transition into 
the more formal curriculum which commences in Key Stage 1 (age 5–7), the degree of 
formal teaching increases over the course of the year (Aubrey, 2004). Accordingly, effec-
tive strategies may differ from those implemented in pre-schools/nurseries and, as prior 
research has emphasised the importance of embedding oral language work within the 
school curriculum in reception alongside other key stages (Dockrell et al., 2012; Lindsay 
et al., 2012), an understanding of effective language-supporting practice from reception 
through to the end of primary phase (age 11) is key.

Review objectives

To offer effective universal oral language support, it is important to establish principles 
to guide practice. To further our understanding of which approaches are effective, this 
systematic review seeks to address the following research questions:

1. What does current evidence tell us about the efficacy and the utility of universal 
strategies for the development of the expressive language of 4- to 11-year-olds?

2. What are the strengths and limitations of the current evidence base and what are 
the implications for future research?
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Methodology

The PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) 
statement (Moher et al., 2009) guided the methodology of this systematic review.

Selection criteria

The following selection criteria were formulated in order to capture robustly designed 
studies of interventions described by the first research question:

(a) Participants must be aged 4–11 (which corresponds to the age range for children 
attending primary schools in England);

(b) Participants represent the pupils who are educated in mainstream inclusive class-
rooms. Studies which focus exclusively on pupils with SEND or second language 
learners are excluded;

(c) The intervention/strategy/approach must seek to enhance oral language 
development;

(d) The intervention should be intended for universal delivery, which is not condi-
tional on the identification of below-average language scores for participants. 
Delivery of the language programme may occur at class, group or individual 
level;

(e) In line with the Communication Trust’s What Works ‘moderate’ evidence  
grading (see http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/projects/what-works/
description-of-evidence-levels/), studies must be either randomised controlled 
intervention or quasi-experimental intervention studies with a pre-test/post-test 
design, employing either a business-as-usual control or alternative treatment 
comparison group;

(f) At least one outcome measure must include expressive language performance.

Study selection

Following an initial review of the literature, key terminology was collated. Trial searches 
were undertaken to identify the most suitable Boolean search terms. Limiting terms were 
included to ensure specificity while maximising scope. The final search terms are set out 
in Table 1. These were entered into the databases listed in the supplementary materials 
with no date restrictions. Searches returned 44,709 papers in total (see supplementary 
materials for a breakdown of this total by database). Update functions were used for 
searches and the cut-off date for inclusion was 17 August 2018. Reference sections of 
included studies and recent relevant textbooks were screened for relevant studies result-
ing in the identification of five further papers.

Identified studies were collated using EPPI Reviewer 4 (Thomas et al., 2010). 
Duplicates were identified and removed. Two stages of screening were then under-
taken by the first author with selection criteria applied first to titles and abstracts and 
subsequently to full texts. A flow chart detailing the selection process is set out in 
Figure 1.

http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/projects/what-works/description-of-evidence-levels/
http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/projects/what-works/description-of-evidence-levels/
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Table 1. Search terms.

Main 
search

TI (‘oral communication’ OR ‘oral language’ OR ‘spoken language’ OR oracy OR 
‘speaking and listening’ OR vocabulary OR dialog* OR speech OR talk OR ‘verbal 
communication’ OR ‘language use’ OR ‘language usage’ OR ‘language skills’ OR 
‘language development’)
AND AB (school* OR class* OR teach*)
NOT ( aborigin* OR indigenous OR L2 OR EFL OR ‘English as a foreign language’ 
OR bilingual* OR ‘second language’ OR adolescent* OR ‘secondary school’ OR 
‘hearing loss’ OR ‘cochlear implants’ OR deaf OR CLIL)

Subsidiary 
search 1

Dialogic reading OR shared reading OR joint book reading AND teach* OR class* 
OR school*

Subsidiary 
search 2

(communication or language) AND (rich or enhancing or friendly or enabling) 
AND ( classroom* or environment* or setting* or school*) NOT ( aborigin* OR 
indigenous OR L2 OR EFL OR ‘English as a foreign language’ OR bilingual* OR 
‘second language’ OR adolescent* OR ‘secondary school’ OR ‘hearing loss’ OR 
‘cochlear implants’ OR deaf OR CLIL)

Figure 1. PRISMA flow chart detailing selection process adapted from Moher et al. (2009).
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Data extraction

A data extraction form based on the EPPI-Centre (2003) Review Guidelines was used to 
extract key information. Completed data sheets were stored electronically.

Quality appraisal

In line with Cochrane Foundation guidance (Higgins & Green, 2011), a domain-based risk 
assessment was conducted using an adapted version of the Cochrane Collaboration’s tool 
for assessing risk of bias. The domains evaluated are listed in Table 2. Risk in each domain 
was categorised as low when the questions listed in Table 2 could be answered affirma-
tively, high when they could not and unclear when insufficient information was available. 
Treatment fidelity measures were reviewed to establish whether the content of the interven-
tion, the dose of the intervention and factors which could impact on the level of implemen-
tation were considered (Carroll et al., 2007). It was also noted if studies considered levels 
of treatment fidelity when interpreting results (Moncher & Prinz, 1991).

Data analysis

Extracted data were grouped by variable. Numbers of studies which measured each vari-
able were recorded and, in order to quantify the extent of the evidence base, a percentage 
of the total number of participants in the included studies was calculated (TP).

Results

Thirty-one intervention studies reported in 29 papers met the inclusion criteria. Included 
studies are marked * in the reference list. A summary of their characteristics is provided 
in the supplementary materials and a descriptive summary follows.

Study characteristics

Studies originated from six countries and were conducted in five languages, with the 
majority from the United States (n = 22) and conducted in English (n = 25). Sample 

Table 2. Bias assessment tool.

Domain Questions considered

Selection bias Was allocation randomised?
If not, were groups comparable at baseline?

Detection bias Was group allocation/identity concealed from data collectors?
Attrition bias If attrition reported, was impact on baseline comparability addressed?
Reporting bias Were data reported for all participants?

Where data were missing was explanation provided?
Confounding 
variables

Aside from the intervention, was treatment of participants consistent?
Did treatment fidelity checks indicate the intervention was delivered 
consistently?
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sizes ranged from 40 to 1296, with most studies involving between 50 and 100 
participants.

Participant characteristics

Details of participant characteristics reported in each study are provided in the supple-
mentary materials and are summarised below.

Demographic information. The studies included 5097 participants aged between 4 and 7. 
Gender was reported for 73% of participants (n = 24), with male and female participants 
equally represented. Race/ethnicity was reported for 63% of participants (n = 17), 47% 
of whom were African American, 26% White/Caucasian and 17% Hispanic/Latino.

Special educational needs. Twenty studies (40% TP) reported no SEND information, four 
(16% TP) included only typically developing participants and one (2% TP) reported the 
exclusion of participants with severe learning difficulties.

Four studies (40% TP) reported that a total of 162 participants had identified SEND 
requiring additional support, and two studies (2% TP) reported school-level, rather than 
participant-specific, SEND information. The variation in reporting means that no clear 
picture of the range of needs of participants emerges.

Language and literacy learning needs. Levels of language difficulties were reported in two 
studies (3% TP), with nine participants identified as receiving language support, and one 
study (25% TP) reported the exclusion of participants receiving language support.

Three studies (5% TP) reported that some or all participants were at risk of language 
or reading problems based on a range of standardised tests. Two studies (5% TP) reported 
low literacy levels at a school or neighbourhood level.

Home language of participants. Eight studies (35% TP) confirmed that participants 
received the intervention in their first language or a language in which they were profi-
cient, 9% of participants (n = 12) received the intervention in a language other than their 
first language and 11 studies (27% of participants) provided no information on partici-
pants’ language status. One study (5% TP) did not report separately for primary-aged 
children and two (2% TP) reported school-level, rather than participant-specific, lan-
guage status.

Socio-economic status. Table 3 provides a breakdown of the reported socioeconomic sta-
tus of participants, reduced or free school meal eligibility being a marker of economic 
deprivation in both the United States and the United Kingdom. Markers of economic 
deprivation were confirmed for 38% TP and a further 20% TP attended schools in eco-
nomically deprived areas.

Intervention characteristics

Included studies focused on two sets of expressive language skills, namely vocabulary 
and narrative competence, either alone or alongside one another. How studies sought to 



10 First Language 00(0)

embed these skills in classroom practice varied by means of implementation (with inter-
ventions delivered to pairs and individuals, through small group work, whole-class deliv-
ery or combinations thereof), and by the types of activities used. Full details of the 
interventions can be found in the supplemental materials and a descriptive summary 
follows.

Approaches to intervention. A range of activities have been used to deliver the targeted 
skills, some individually and others in combination. Studies of single-strategy approaches 
(n = 18) included play-based teaching (n = 3), vocabulary instruction (n = 2), the use of 
technology (n = 3), conversation-facilitating approaches (n = 4), IBR (n = 5) and nar-
rative instruction (n = 1). The remaining studies (n = 13) employed multiple-strategy 
approaches, including structured IBR programmes incorporating vocabulary instruction 
(n = 6), the use of manualised curricula incorporating various language stimulation 
methods (n = 4), large-scale professional development training (n = 1) and SLT involve-
ment in teaching (n = 2).

Mode of delivery. Most interventions (n = 22, 91%TP) were delivered in a whole class 
context, four (4% TP) to small groups and one (1% TP) through a combination of these 
modes. Three (3% TP) were delivered to individuals and one (1% TP) to pairs of 
participants.

Intervention duration. Intervention periods ranged from 1 week to 18 months, with most 
(n = 18) lasting between 2 and 6 months, three lasting 1 year or longer and the remain-
der (n = 10) less than 2 months. Twenty studies provided exact dosage information, 
with frequency ranging from one to six sessions per week, duration ranging from 
11 minutes to 1 hour per session and total intervention time ranging from 1 hour to 
30 hours (M = 13.6 hours). Dosage information was not provided in the majority of 
studies implementing curriculum-based approaches.

Interventionists. Teachers delivered interventions in 15 studies (80% TP), researchers in 
9 studies (11% TP) and a combination thereof in 2 studies (3% TP). Interventions were 
also provided by SLTs (n = 2, 3%TP) and university students (n = 3, 3% TP). All 

Table 3. Breakdown of participant socioeconomic status information.

No 
socioeconomic 
status information

Reduced or 
free school 
meals

Other 
markers of 
economic 
deprivation

Low maternal 
education

Study in 
school in 
economically 
deprived area

Number of studies 11 5 2 2 11
% total participants 
included in studies

27 33 16 3 21

% total participants 
confirmed as falling 
into category

0 31 5 2 0
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teacher-delivered interventions utilised professional development training and seven of 
these included support from an expert mentor, although just one study evaluated the 
impact of mentoring experimentally (Assel et al., 2007). Training periods ranged from 
1 hour to 5 days.

Study design

Outcome measures. Studies measured the general expressive vocabulary of participants 
using standardised measures (n = 12), the acquisition of specifically targeted vocabulary 
using study-specific, researcher-designed measures (n = 14) and, in some cases, both  
(n = 12). Eleven studies undertook narrative analysis of language samples, three in com-
bination with study-specific vocabulary measures, one alongside standardised vocabu-
lary measures and two in conjunction with teacher ratings of expressive language skills.

Measures of reliability were reported for 83% of standardised tests of expressive 
vocabulary, for 71% of study-specific vocabulary measures and for 82% of narrative 
measures. An assortment of internal consistency, test–retest, inter-rater and split-half 
reliability were reported and ranged from 0.70 to 0.99 for standardised tests, 0.49–0.98 
for study-specific vocabulary measures and 0.63–0.96 for narrative measures. Measures 
of validity were reported for 33% of standardised tests of expressive vocabulary (range 
= 0.59–0.90), 14% of study-specific vocabulary measures (range = 0.69–0.84) and 18% 
of narrative measures (range = 0.61–0.93). Validity was not considered for teacher 
reports.

Twenty-two studies employed measures of receptive vocabulary, which are detailed 
along with their results, in the supplemental materials. However, as receptive language 
was not included in the parameters of this review’s search terms, these results are indica-
tive only.

Control groups. Twenty-four studies (90% TP) compared the intervention to business-
as-usual classroom practice. One compared an intervention to an alternative treatment 
programme (1% TP) and six (9% TP) delivered an intervention to both groups making 
one change to the method used. Three studies (19% TP) carried out observations and 
checks in the control or comparison conditions to facilitate more valid comparison 
between conditions.

Treatment fidelity. Treatment fidelity measures were employed in 15 studies (66% TP), of 
which 13 (63% TP) reported results. All 15 studies utilised study-specific checklists, 14 of 
which were completed during observations (mean number of observations n = 5, range = 
1–18, not reported in two studies) and one of which utilised teacher self-report. Observa-
tions were conducted by more than one person in seven studies and inter-rater reliability 
ranged from 76% to 100% based on between 10% and 25% of overall observations. All 
15 studies considered adherence to the content of intervention and 4 included measures of 
dose or exposure. There was considerable variation in the reporting of factors which may 
have impacted on adherence to the interventions. Four studies evaluated the quality of 
delivery by teachers, one documented levels of disruptive behaviour to assess the experi-
ence of participants, three considered the engagement levels of participants and three 
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described methods used to promote fidelity, that is, feedback following observations. Just 
two studies considered the impact of fidelity on outcome measures in the results section 
(Moncher & Prinz, 1991). Reported intervention fidelity ranged from 30% to 100%, with 
eight studies (16% TP) reporting average levels of intervention fidelity above 85%.

Study outcomes

Study outcomes grouped by intervention method are detailed in the supplementary mate-
rials and are summarised below. Twenty studies reported significant outcomes on all 
expressive measures employed, six reported significant outcomes in relation to at least 
one outcome measure employed and five reported non-significant outcomes or were 
unclear as to findings.

Effect size was reported in 14 studies. For the remaining studies, Cohen’s d effect 
sizes were calculated using control and experimental group post-test means and standard 
deviations where these were provided. Calculated effect sizes are marked c and ‘effect 
size incalculable’ where insufficient information was provided in the original study.

Single strategy approaches
Vocabulary instruction. Evaluations of vocabulary instruction in isolation were scarce. 

One study established that the use of sign language did not enhance the general vocabulary 
of participants (Caron, 2005). Another reported that small-group vocabulary instruction 
had a significantly positive effect on general vocabulary (effect size incalculable; Benson, 
2013), although the comparison group received whole-class instruction so more intensive 
interaction with adults cannot be excluded as an explanatory factor in this finding.

Conversation-based approaches. Three-way conversations between university students 
and pairs of participants had no significant impact on general vocabulary or narrative 
competence (Ruston & Schwanenflugel, 2010), leading the study’s authors to suggest 
that more highly qualified conversation partners may have a greater impact, yet conver-
sations between university students and individual participants significantly improved 
narrative competence (McCabe et al., 2010; effect size incalculable in both). Researcher-
led whole-class decontextualised conversations also had no significant impact on narra-
tive competence nor on specifically targeted vocabulary (Sonmez, 2010).

Play-based teaching. Two studies comparing play-based teaching approaches to ‘tradi-
tional’ teaching approaches reported a positive impact on narrative competence. Baumer 
et al. (2005) reported that joint adult-child pretence resulted in significant differences in 
the length (d = 3.32c) and linguistic coherence (d = 4.4c) of participants’ narratives and 
marginally significant differences in narrative complexity (d = 0.61c) compared with a 
business-as-usual control group, and Stagnitti et al. (2016) reported that the narrative 
retell abilities of participants attending schools using play-based curricula increased sig-
nificantly more than those of participants attending schools employing teacher-directed 
approaches (d = 0.87). A further study comparing vocabulary games to discursive 
follow-up after IBR reported a significant impact on participants’ acquisition of target 
vocabulary (Hassinger-Das et al., 2016; d = 0.54c).
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IBR. IBR was found to have a significant impact on participants’ general vocabulary 
in studies of both small group (Simsek & Erdogan, 2015; d = 1.12c) and whole-class 
delivery (Okyay & Kandir, 2017; d = 0.62c). However, the results from Ergül et al. 
(2016) were less consistent as whole-class delivery led to statistically significant dif-
ferences in participants’ general vocabulary on just one of two standardised vocabulary 
measures employed (d = 0.8c). Furthermore, in a more intensive condition combin-
ing both whole-class and small-group delivery, mean scores in the experimental group 
reduced (d = 0.1c) on one standardised vocabulary measure and significance was not 
reached on the other. The authors reported that this result was likely to have arisen out 
of poor implementation by the teacher in this condition, a factor which could not be 
controlled for due to the small sample size.

Changes in specifically targeted vocabulary were more consistent with significant 
findings reported in studies of whole-class (Opel et al., 2009; d = 2.00) and small group 
IBR (Lever & Sénéchal, 2011; d = 0.66).

One study considered the impact of IBR on participants’ narrative competence (Lever 
& Sénéchal, 2011) and reported a significant positive impact on retelling (d = 0.28) and 
production (d = 0.38) but not on measures of language complexity, anaphora or 
connectives.

Narrative instruction. Spencer et al. (2015) reported that researcher-led whole-class 
narrative instruction had a significant positive effect on participants’ narrative retell 
skills (d = 2.87c), which were sustained through to follow-up at 4 weeks (d = 3.00c). 
Although the intervention had no significant impact on the participants’ ability to gener-
ate their own story, these skills were not taught directly as part of the intervention.

Use of technology. A small group of studies evaluating the use of technology indicated 
that the use of e-books in place of traditional books in the classroom supported the acqui-
sition of specifically targeted words (Ihmeideh, 2014, d = 2.9c), whereas single viewings 
of television programmes did not (Silverman, 2013). Repeated exposure to television 
programmes had a stronger effect on the acquisition of specifically targeted words than 
single viewings (Silverman, 2013, d = 0.58), although, as the author noted, gains were 
minimal.

Multiple strategy approaches
Combined IBR and vocabulary instruction. Four of the six studies evaluating structured 

programmes of IBR and vocabulary instruction reported statistically significant and 
large effects on the acquisition of specifically targeted vocabulary in the experimental 
groups (Coyne et al., 2010, d = 1.71; Gonzalez et al., 2010, g = 1.01; Neuman & Dwyer, 
2011, d = 0.64; Neuman & Kaefer, 2018, d = 0.48).

Silverman’s (2007) comparison of three different types of IBR instruction reported 
that ‘analytical’ instruction, which supported analysis of target words in contexts beyond 
the participants’ own, had a significant and positive impact on specifically targeted 
vocabulary (d = 0.58) compared with ‘contextual’ instruction, which focused on linking 
target words to participants’ own experiences. ‘Anchored’ instruction combined analyti-
cal instruction with phonological and orthographic consideration of target words and had 
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a significant impact (d = 0.94) on specifically targeted vocabulary compared with con-
textual instruction.

The final study evaluating the impact of IBR on specifically targeted words only ana-
lysed significance in combination with receptive language measures and effect size was 
incalculable (Vuattoux et al., 2013).

These structured programmes did not have the same impact on participants’ general 
vocabulary as on specifically targeted vocabulary, with very small (d = 0.03) (Neuman 
& Kaefer, 2018) or non-significant effects (Gonzalez et al., 2010) reported in the two 
studies evaluating this.

Manualised curricula. Two studies of manualised curricula reported significant differ-
ences in respect of participants’ general vocabulary. The first set out a programme of 
daily oral language activities (Kaumans, 1972, d = 0.28c), and the second introduced 
target words using a variety of approaches including explicit vocabulary instruction, IBR 
and adult–child conversations (Goodson et al., 2010, d = 0.14). A further study consid-
ered the impact of two structured curricula focussed on the development of different oral 
language skills across three different forms of early years provision in the United States, 
namely Head Start settings which serve low-income communities, Title 1 settings which 
also serve low-income populations but have higher levels of staff qualification, and Uni-
versal Pre-kindergarten settings serving children from more affluent backgrounds (Assel 
et al., 2007). This study reported significant differences between classrooms using a cur-
riculum versus the controls on their overall growth rates in general expressive vocabu-
lary, but effect size was moderated by site (see differential impact below). These findings 
were not replicated in relation to narrative competence on which a language-focussed 
curriculum encouraging interaction had no significant impact (Justice et al., 2008).

Professional development. An RCT of a professional development programme to 
enhance teachers’ understanding of effective delivery in various language domains 
employed a comprehensive battery of oral language and literacy measures, although only 
the measures of narrative competence are relevant to this review (Snow et al., 2013). 
Findings were mixed, with a significant positive impact on narrative competence of the 
experimental group detected by an omnibus story grammar measure (d = 0.33) but not 
by more in-depth narrative story grammar and syntactic complexity measures.

Involvement of SLTs. Speech and Language Therapist–led whole-class narrative and 
vocabulary instruction had a significant impact on participants’ narrative competence 
(d = 0.82) and specifically targeted vocabulary (d = 1.02) when compared to business-
as-usual provision with equivalent adult support (Gillam et al., 2014), while collabora-
tive teaching by teachers and SLTs significantly improved the general vocabulary of 
the experimental group compared to a business-as-usual control (Hadley et al., 2000; 
d = 0.3c).

Differential impact. Five studies evaluated whether interventions had a different impact 
for participants based upon pre-existing language levels, socioeconomic status or the 
type of setting attended.
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In three studies, participants with higher baseline language levels made greater gains 
on specifically targeted words than those with lower baseline levels. Coyne et al. (2010) 
reported that effect size varied in line with pre-existing scores on the Peabody Picture 
Vocabulary Test (85: d = 1.06; 100: d = 1.75; 115: d = 2.44) and Gillam et al. (2014) 
reported that effect size varied in accordance with the level of risk of language difficul-
ties on the basis of participants’ performance on a narrative test (high risk d = 0.66 and 
low risk d = 2.28). Gonzalez et al. (2010) reported that pre-test scores predicted post-test 
scores in general, as well as in specifically targeted, vocabulary.

However, the opposite effect was observed in two studies employing measures of 
narrative competence. Ruston and Schwanenflugel (2010) reported that participants 
with lower initial vocabulary scores made significant gains in lexical diversity, whereas 
those with higher initial scores did not, and Gillam et al. (2014) reported that effect sizes 
in respect of self-generated narratives were greater for high-risk (d = 1.00) than low-
risk children (d = 0.59). Furthermore, the adoption of a manualised curriculum had a 
significant impact in classrooms serving ‘at-risk’ children staffed by less-qualified prac-
titioners (Head Start, d = 0.68) but not in settings serving economically deprived fami-
lies staffed by more highly qualified practitioners (Title 1, d = 0.04) or settings serving 
more affluent communities (Assel et al., 2007, d = −0.52).

Quality of studies

Studies were assessed for risk of bias in five domains and the full risk of bias assessment 
is provided in the supplementary materials. Randomisation of participants was infre-
quent, and few studies considered baseline comparability, resulting in potential alloca-
tion bias in 24 studies. Risk of detection bias given the lack of blinding was high in 7 and 
unclear in 12 studies. Risk of attrition bias was high in 8 studies and unclear in 11 and 
risk of reporting bias was high in 6 and unclear in 4 studies. All the studies were consid-
ered to be at risk of bias due to the presence of potentially confounding variables although 
the nature and degree of these varied considerably.

Discussion

The purpose of this review was to identify studies evaluating universal strategies for the 
enhancement of expressive language in primary schools. Effective universal approaches 
to enhancing oral language are the first step in developing oracy skills and identifying 
those children who require greater levels of support (Ebbels et al., 2019). Thirty-one 
studies met the inclusion criteria, and most (n = 26) reported a significant, positive 
impact on the expressive language skills of participants on the basis of at least one meas-
ure. Together, these studies indicate that universal-level strategies have the potential to 
support these skills. However, the wide range of strategies used across the studies means 
that it is not possible to recommend a specific approach. Rather, the review highlights 
potential areas for developing practice and further avenues for research.

The most commonly evaluated strategy was IBR, generally with positive outcomes. 
Even after short periods of intervention (studies ranged from 8 days to 8 weeks), and 
across different modes of delivery, studies reported significant positive effects on general 
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(Okyay & Kandir, 2017, d = 0.62c; Simsek & Erdogan, 2015, d = 1.12c, respectively) 
and specifically targeted vocabulary (Lever & Sénéchal, 2011, d = 0.66; Opel et al., 
2009, d = 0.66). However, these were small-scale studies and the mixed findings in 
Ergül et al. (2016) (which were in part attributed to teacher aptitude) highlight the need 
for larger scale, randomised studies if more robust conclusions are to be drawn. 
Furthermore, just one study evaluated the impact of interactive reading on narrative 
skills (Lever & Sénéchal, 2011) with mixed findings, and the inclusion of narrative 
measures in future studies would be informative.

Programmes evaluating IBR and vocabulary instruction in combination (n = 6) were 
generally conducted over longer periods than studies IBR alone (range = 6–24 weeks) 
and, while they reported consistently significant and large effects on children’s knowl-
edge of specifically targeted vocabulary (Coyne et al., 2010; Gonzalez et al., 2010; 
Neuman & Dwyer, 2011; Neuman & Kaefer, 2018) (d = 1.71; g = 1.01; d = 0.64; and 
d = 0.48, respectively), findings were non-significant in respect of general vocabulary 
(Gonzalez et al., 2010; Neuman & Kaefer, 2018). Authors noted that the degree of impact 
on general vocabulary was greater for younger children in the sample, as was the case in 
Mol et al.’s (2009) study. Silverman’s (2007) evaluation of different approaches to IBR 
reported that strategies encouraging abstraction and engagement with the form of target 
words had a greater impact on their acquisition than those drawing links with children’s 
own experiences. These studies emphasise the importance of research across the age 
ranges to establish an understanding of relative efficacy of the intervention for different 
age groups and ability levels and the need for studies to undertake a comparative analysis 
of different approaches. Studies which address these factors would allow for the identi-
fication of the most efficacious methods for different groups of children.

Studies of manualised curricula combining a number of language-supporting strate-
gies reported significant effects on participants’ general expressive vocabulary (Assel 
et al., 2007 (effect size varied by setting as detailed in differential impact above); 
Goodson et al., 2010 (d = 0.14); Kaumans, 1972 (d = 0.14), indicating that focused lan-
guage instruction over extended periods (26, 18 weeks and 90 days, respectively) can 
impact on expressive vocabulary acquisition, yet a language-focused curriculum encour-
aging increased and higher quality interactions reported no significant impact on the 
narrative competence of participants (Justice et al., 2008). Findings in respect of narra-
tive outcomes were similar when the impact of professional development targeting the 
improvement of oral language teaching was evaluated (Snow et al., 2013). There was a 
significant impact on narrative skills when measured by an omnibus story grammar 
measure (d = 0.33) but not when measured by more in-depth narrative story grammar 
and syntactic complexity measures. These findings suggest that narrative skills are more 
resistant to change than expressive vocabulary but, as both Justice et al. (2008) and Snow 
et al. (2013) note, when interpreting these findings careful consideration must be given 
the nature of instruction in the comparison groups. It may be, for example, that instruc-
tion in these classrooms was already supportive of narrative development and that the 
interventions did not add value to the provision already in place. However, it is equally 
plausible that before impacts on narrative are evident children, need good expressive 
skills at word and utterance level. Only two included studies (Gonzalez et al., 2010; 
Neuman & Kaefer, 2018) observed control group practice, and the inclusion of such 
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observations in future studies could increase both our understanding of business-as-usual 
classroom practice and our ability to identify why particular effect sizes are observed.

A further study targeting narrative competence through researcher-led whole-class 
narrative instruction reported a significant effect on participants’ narrative retell skills  
(Spencer et al., 2015; d = 2.87c), which were sustained through to follow-up at 4 weeks 
(d = 3.00c). Although the intervention had no significant impact on the participants’ abil-
ity to generate their own story, these skills were not taught directly as part of the inter-
vention. Overall, the findings provided evidence that whole-group narrative instruction 
can positively impact on some expressive language skills.

Whole-class narrative and vocabulary instruction led by an SLT also significantly 
improved narrative competence (d = 0.82) as well as knowledge of specifically targeted 
vocabulary (d = 1.02) when compared to business-as-usual provision with equivalent 
adult support (Gillam et al., 2014), while collaborative teaching by teachers and SLTs 
significantly improved participants’ knowledge of specifically targeted vocabulary com-
pared to a business-as-usual control (Hadley et al., 2000) (d = 0.3c). These findings 
provide a useful backdrop to the ongoing consideration of the nature of the role of SLTs 
at each tier of provision (Ebbels et al., 2019; Gascoigne, 2006). Larger randomised stud-
ies considering both the efficacy, as well as the viability, of such approaches would be 
beneficial in light of the focus on joint commissioning of services within the tiered 
framework.

The remaining studies in the review were of single interventions, making generalisa-
tion difficult. Similar to findings in respect of a targeted intervention (Kong et al., 2019), 
positive findings in relation to the use of technology were reported (Ihmeideh, 2014; 
Silverman, 2013). Given the increased presence of technology in primary classrooms 
(Levy et al., 2013), this is an important area of development. The mixed findings in 
respect of conversation-based approaches were surprising given the extensive literature 
supporting the utility of social-interactionist theories of language development (Hoff, 
2006) in the early years, and future studies could usefully consider the impact that the use 
of more highly qualified interventionists might have on efficacy, taking into account the 
availability of resources. The positive findings reported by studies evaluating play-based 
teaching approaches indicate some potential utility, although the study design employed 
mean that multiple confounding factors cannot be excluded when interpreting the large 
ES on narrative skills (d = 0.87) reported in Stagnitti et al. (2016) and further research is 
required before clear conclusions can be drawn.

Drawing firm conclusions regarding their relative utility of the studies is not straight-
forward. The diverse means of implementation in terms of group size, dosage, interven-
tion and levels of training and support provided make comparisons challenging. Some 
included studies were of brief duration and cannot be compared with longer-term studies 
as both length and intervention dosage likely impact on efficacy (Goldstein et al., 2016; 
Melby-Lervåg et al., 2020). Furthermore, in keeping with the findings of Wasik et al. 
(2016), a number of studies evaluated strategies in combination, making identification of 
the ‘effective ingredients’ of intervention approaches (Law et al., 2012) difficult. 
Comparability would also have been aided by the use of more consistent approaches to 
reporting intervention fidelity. While all the included studies considered adherence in 
terms of content, less emphasis was placed on recording dosage or on understanding the 
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mechanisms supporting implementation, with just one study considering the impact of 
coaching on outcomes (Assel et al., 2007).

A further challenge to accurate comparison arises from the variety of expressive lan-
guage measures used in the studies. The majority (n = 24) focussed on one domain of 
expressive language, rather than a combination, limiting generalisations, and potentially 
failing to capture the nature of expressive language in primary school settings. 
Furthermore, when testing vocabulary, few studies used a mixture of standardised and 
study-specific vocabulary measures. Study-specific vocabulary measures can be limited 
by their lack of standardisation and potential subjectivity, testing retention of what was 
taught rather than skill development at a general level (Blok, 1999), yet standardised 
vocabulary measures may not always be sensitive enough to detect change (Marulis & 
Neuman, 2010). A more robust understanding of intervention effectiveness could be 
established by using a combination of measures (Goldstein et al., 2016; Wasik et al., 
2016) along with the more consistent of reporting of effect sizes. This would facilitate 
comparison to a range of standardised language benchmarks (Schmitt et al., 2017) deep-
ening our understanding of the educational utility of particular interventions.

When evaluating relative impact, it is also important to consider the longevity of 
positive effects (O’Connor et al., 2009). Just four studies in the review carried out 
delayed follow-up testing (Goodson et al., 2010; Okyay & Kandir, 2017; Silverman, 
2007; T. D. Spencer et al., 2015) limiting our understanding of longer-term effects of 
the interventions.

Given the social gradient of language problems (Law, Todd, et al., 2013), it also crucial 
that we understand how effectiveness varies in line with participants’ socioeconomic sta-
tus and initial language ability. Five studies evaluated whether interventions had a differ-
ential impact for participants based upon pre-existing language levels, socioeconomic 
status or the type of setting attended. In three studies, participants with higher baseline 
language levels made greater gains on study-specific vocabulary measures than those 
with lower baseline levels (Coyne et al., 2010; Gillam et al., 2014; Gonzalez et al., 2010). 
Where these apparent ‘Matthew effects’ (Stanovich, 1986), with the ‘word-rich’ benefit-
ting the most, emerge it is possible that application of strategies at the universal level 
could in fact widen the word gap. The opposite effect was observed in two studies employ-
ing measures of narrative competence (Gillam et al., 2014; Ruston & Schwanenflugel, 
2010), a more promising pattern when considering the public health aims of tiered provi-
sion. A further study (Assel et al., 2007) reported that a manualised curriculum had a 
significant impact in classrooms serving at-risk children staffed by less-qualified practi-
tioners (Head Start, d = 0.68) but not in settings serving economically deprived families 
staffed by more highly qualified practitioners (Title 1, d = 0.04) or settings serving more 
affluent communities (d = −0.52), suggesting that levels of staff qualification could also 
influence outcomes. Further investigation of these differential effects should be a key 
feature of future research as this will increase understanding of the elements of language 
development which can effectively be addressed in whole-class instruction and those for 
whom targeted support is more appropriate. Analysis of responsiveness as undertaken by 
Spencer et al. (2015) would aid these considerations as it provides useful information 
about who universal provision works for and who may require additional support. 
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Furthermore, conducting studies in schools serving economically deprived areas, as was 
the case in 20 included studies, is key (Lindsay et al., 2012) as it increases ecological 
validity, with research findings more likely to be generalisable to settings in areas with the 
highest levels of need (Greenwood et al., 2020).

Another key element in understanding differential impact is the rigorous and consist-
ent reporting of precise demographic information, something which was lacking in many 
of the studies included in this review, and which future studies should seek to ensure 
(Greenwood et al., 2020).

While demonstrating efficacy in research studies is necessary, it is not sufficient to 
guarantee transfer to practice (Bleses et al., 2018; Greenwood et al., 2020; Justice et al., 
2008). Interventions led by researchers, as in Spencer et al.’s (2015) study, do not neces-
sarily have the same impact when transferred into naturalistic classroom practice (Mol 
et al., 2009). A strength of the included studies is that a number of significant and posi-
tive outcomes were achieved by teacher-led interventions (n = 15) and future studies 
should continue to explore effectiveness in natural contexts (Bleses et al., 2018). It is also 
essential that educators are willing and able to incorporate the evidence-based strategies 
into their practice (Dagenais et al., 2012; Law et al., 2019; Lindsay et al., 2012). Stoiber 
and Gettinger (2016) suggest that the gap between research and practice should decrease 
when practitioners can easily incorporate strategies into their normal routines. As noted 
by Law et al. (2019) and Shiel et al. (2012), increased curricula demands, along with a 
greater focus on preparation for standardised assessment in the primary classroom, may 
make the incorporation of language-supporting practices more challenging and an under-
standing of the social validity of interventions (Greenwood et al., 2020) is crucial. Of the 
included studies, Spencer et al. (2015) considered this by way of teacher questionnaire 
and Goodson et al. (2010) sought to understand the impact of the intervention on time 
allocated to other practices in the classroom, but consideration in other studies was 
absent, making this a key area for development in future research.

Furthermore, although the absence of studies in the 7–11 age range is in keeping with 
research supporting the stability of language over time (Bornstein et al., 2016), given the 
persistence of language problems (Law et al., 2011), and the evidence that they are less 
likely to be identified in the later primary years (Meschi et al., 2012), this represents a 
gap in the research which future studies should seek to address.

Limitations

This review is subject to various limitations. Only English language papers were 
included, thereby potentially narrowing its scope. The age-related selection criteria 
potentially created issues with the interpretation of review findings as distinctions 
between early-years and more formal education vary in different regions and countries. 
This impacted on the potential ecological validity of included studies as well as resulting 
in the exclusion of many studies which cut across age ranges. Studies were assessed to 
be at risk of bias in multiple domains potentially limiting the reliability of the review’s 
conclusions. A narrow range of study designs were included and given the move towards 
evidence-informed practice with teachers being encouraged to use a range of evidence 
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alongside their professional judgement to inform their practice (Coldwell et al., 2017), a 
broader remit with less stringent inclusion requirements may have been merited. Finally, 
as with any review, there was a cut-off date for the inclusion of studies and therefore 
some recent studies which may have enriched the analysis (see, for example, Wasik & 
Hindman, 2020) were not included.

Conclusion

The current systematic review identified strengths and limitations in our understanding 
of effective universal intervention in schools. Similar to analyses of preschool interven-
tions (Walker et al., 2020), our current understanding is constrained by gaps in our 
knowledge about the interventions, the age groups targeted and the measures used. While 
there were too few studies to draw firm conclusions, studies indicated that whole-class 
narrative instruction can impact positively on some elements of narrative production, 
structured curricula employed over extended periods can impact positively on general 
expressive vocabulary measured by standardised tests, IBR combined with vocabulary 
instruction can impact positively on specifically targeted vocabulary and the involve-
ment of SLTs in teaching may improve expressive language outcomes across all three 
measures.

Data indicated that the nature of the setting and the competency of the staff impacted 
on outcomes, suggesting that less-skilled professionals were more effective when manu-
alised interventions were provided. By corollary children’s language levels also impacted 
on efficacy. These differences raise important questions about the ways in which univer-
sal interventions should be conceptualised. All children should receive high-quality oral 
language support in classrooms; however, the need for improved provision is higher in 
some areas than others (Lindsay et al., 2012). This may best be reflected in more fine-
grained representation of the tiered system which distinguishes between selective uni-
versal provision for those at risk on the basis of demographic characteristics and targeted 
support linked to particular children’s skills or outcomes (Greenberg & Abenavoli, 2017; 
Law, 2019a; Law et al., 2017).

However provision is conceptualised, it must be based on what we know about effec-
tive practice and this review highlights that, as yet, data are lacking. If the recommenda-
tions of the recent Oracy APPG (2020) report are to be implemented, and teachers are to 
be well equipped to support the development of the expressive language of their pupils, 
then future studies should seek to refine and extend our understanding of universal 
approaches. These studies should employ robust study design and a more ‘joined up’ 
approach to facilitate clearer comparisons of utility, while also giving due consideration 
to how such approaches can be effectively incorporated into practice in schools in the 
context of available resources in the wider tiered system (Greenwood et al., 2020; 
Lindsay et al., 2012).
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