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Context

• Limited vocabulary knowledge is a barrier to learning 
(Oxford Language Report, 2018, 2020). 

– Can reading can be harnessed to promote vocabulary 
knowledge?

• Academic decline as students move from primary to 
secondary school (Deignan, 2022). 

– Does growth in reading and vocabulary slow during 
transition?



Why Reading and Vocabulary?

• Leisure reading: access to rich and diverse vocabulary 
through “book language” (Nation et al., 2022)

• Reading Proficiency: helps you process and recall new 
words (Cunningham et al., 2020)

Cunningham, Witton, Talcott, Burgess & Shapiro (2020). Developmental Science



Objectives

• Objective 1. The triad: Reading proficiency, leisure reading and vocabulary. 

• Objective 2. Harnessing leisure reading. 

• Objective 3. Transition and socioeconomic status (SES).



Methods: O1 and O3



More proficient readers 
read more books

More able readers are better at learning new words

Which enhances vocabulary

Objective 1: key findings

van der Kleij, Burgess, Ricketts & Shapiro (2022): Scientific Studies of Reading



Objective 2: Method



Objective 2: key findings

• When adolescents read real books because they choose to, in their own time, the 
quantity of leisure-reading is linked to vocabulary growth.

• BUT Despite developing an attractive tool with input from experts and teenagers, 
few participants completed the diary consistently. 

van der Kleij, Groenhoej, Vousden, Burgess, Shapiro & Ricketts. Stage 1 Registered Report accepted in Scientific Studies of Reading.

…tempest….tempest…. …….tempest….
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Objective 3: Key Findings
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Objective 3: Key Findings
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Objective 3: Key Findings
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Implications (1/3): Reading Proficiency

• Word reading proficiency is a key driver of vocabulary knowledge. Children who read 
below expected levels will struggle to learn at secondary school.

• Recommended actions: screening and diagnostic assessments to identify reading 
needs in secondary school students (word reading proficiency, reading comprehension 
or both). Targeted support and interventions carefully aligned with reading needs. 



Implications (2/3): Leisure Reading

• Leisure-reading promotes vocabulary knowledge.

• Recommended actions: focus on increasing reading motivation and activity, as well as 

improving reading skills. 

• We also highlighted the challenges in developing accessible ways to increase reading-

need co-designed programmes developed with teenagers and teachers. 



Implications (3/3): Jump, not Slump

• Transition to secondary school brings new challenges.

• Recommended actions: Monitoring and targeted support are key to creating a smooth 

transition – good vocabulary knowledge and reading are needed to access curriculum.

• Transition to secondary school is about adapting to a new environment, with a jump 

in demands, not a slump in students’ knowledge and skills. 



Thank you

All teachers, participants and families

Jessie Ricketts, Sanne van der Kleij, Adrian Burgess

Many research assistants!

https://bit.ly/AstonLiteracyProjectTeam
https://lara.psychologyresearch.co.uk
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