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Reading for meaning:
the importance of oral
language skills

Part 2
In Part 2 of Kate Cain’s article, the inter-relationship of critical reading
skills is further explored leading to a consideration of the challenges
faced by young readers. Kate ends with conclusions and
recommendations for the classroom.
In the first part of this review on reading for meaning, we
examined the language skills that support our ability to extract
meaning from text. Critical for comprehension success were
the foundational skills and knowledge of vocabulary and
grammar, and also the higher-level skills of inference and
integration, comprehension monitoring, and knowledge and
use of text structure. These higher-level skills aid readers to
integrate information across individual sentences in a text and
with the text and their general knowledge. In this second part,
I review these critical skills and how they are inter-related, and
then consider the challenges and opportunities for young
readers that arise from print.
Inter-Relations between Language Skills and their
Prediction of Reading Comprehension
Although standardised language batteries, textbooks, and
teaching curricula typically differentiate vocabulary, grammar,
and higher-level language skills, these skills are closely
associated such that performance on a measure of one
language skill will be predictive of performance on another.
Theoretical accounts of language development provide
explanation for these co-relations, some of which are
illustrated in Figure 1 (to include all would make the diagram
too busy) which shows the relations between the different
language skills that support reading comprehension (adapted
from Oakhill, Cain, & Elbro, 2015).

Vocabulary & background knowledge
support comprehension in general and
inference in particular;
both are learned from text

Grammar and cohesive ties
enable integration of meaning between clauses
and sentences; key words signal text structure
and invite inference making

Inference and integration
enables integration of information to construct
the mental model of a text’s meaning; essential
for filling in missing details; support vocabulary
and knowledge acquisition

Knowledge of text structure
provides a framework for constructing the
mental model; can support inference making,
learning from text, and
evaluating comprehension

Comprehension monitoring
enables the reader to identify when
comprehension has failed, for example unknown
vocabulary, an unresolved pronoun, or the
need for an inference

Figure 1
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For example, specific words or phrases such as ‘once
upon a time’, ‘compare’, ‘contrast’ and ‘consequently’
signal specific narrative and expository text structures; as
a result, reading comprehension improves when
instruction makes explicit these words and their relation
to structure. Co-relations between vocabulary and
inference making are also theorized. Some inferences are
dependent on appropriate vocabulary knowledge, for
example inferring the setting of Ruby’s Day Out, or that
the new pet in a story that mentions a ‘waggy tail’, ‘furry
coat’ and a ‘kennel’ is most probably a dog. In support of
this, independent measures of vocabulary, in particular
depth of vocabulary knowledge, are related to inference
making ability. In addition, the ability to derive the
meanings of unfamiliar words from context is considered
a key means for vocabulary growth in independent
readers.
Vocabulary and grammatical knowledge and higherlevel language skills are all evident in pre-readers. We
can measure these skills in the aural modality using
listening and picture-based tasks and examine how well
they explain listening comprehension in young children,
as well as later reading comprehension. Reading and
listening comprehension draw on the same language
skills and processes, and scores on measures of reading
and listening comprehension are strongly related. Across
time, performance on measures of listening
comprehension taken in preschoolers and beginner
readers predict later reading comprehension across the
primary school years.
Use of listening comprehension and language tasks in
the oral modality removes the challenge of word
decoding and enables the assessment of text
comprehension and knowledge in non-readers and those
with poor word reading skills (such as readers with
dyslexia). It also means that, regardless of word reading
ability, children can access content and ideas that are
appropriate to their age and interests through listening to
text. There is also a strong association between an
individual’s ability to understand a text presented by ear
or by eye, as well as their comprehension of static and
animated picture sequences across the lifespan. Thus, a
range of activities can be used to develop skills and
knowledge that are critical for extracting meaning
from text.

The Challenges and Opportunities of Print
We have seen that, before children begin formal literacy
instruction, they have developed spoken language skills
that will support their reading development. However,
printed text is not simply ‘speech written down’. A key
difference between written and spoken language is that
they are used for different purposes. Spoken language is
usually interactive, and the speaker can adapt their
language to the knowledge and experience of their
audience (e.g. young child, friend, colleague). In contrast,
for written language, the flow of information is from
author to reader; writers select the topic in advance, they
are not present to explain their intention or any
ambiguities of meaning, and they have time to consider,
review, and revise their choice of language. As a result,
written text presents comprehension challenges for the
young reader, as well as opportunities for further
language development.
Challenges of print
Written language tends to be richer and more varied
than spoken language in terms of the vocabulary. Even
children’s books contain a greater proportion of less
common and less familiar words than adult conversation,
as well as fewer colloquialisms for familiar objects –
child rather than kid, bicycle rather than bike. To illustrate
the differences in the statistical distributions of words in
print and speech look at Table 1, which lists words that
have appreciable frequencies of occurrence in large
corpora of written text, but which are not found in widely
used corpora of spoken language.
Table 1 Examples of words found in corpora of written
language, but which do not feature in corpora of spoken
language (adapted from Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998)
display

infinite

portray

exposure

literal

provoke

gravity

luxury

reluctantly

Critically, the rare and less frequent vocabulary that is
found in books is largely made up of content words—
words that carry meaning. A UK study of the words
found in books written specifically for beginner readers,
including reading scheme books, demonstrates the
variety of vocabulary in print. The researchers identified
nearly 10,000 different words in their corpus which
totalled 268,000 words, with 51% of the individual words
appearing just once or twice. Few readers achieve
adequate comprehension even when just 1 in 20 words
are not known. The intention behind presenting these
statistics is not to advocate a regime of restricted reading
vocabulary containing mainly common core words; that
would be boring and would take away the opportunity to
expand one’s vocabulary knowledge through reading.
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Instead, these statistics serve to remind us of the lexical
diversity and richness in books, but also of the need to
support the young reader.
Another comprehension challenge in written text comes
from sentence structure. Writing is typically more formal
than spoken language and the length and complexity of
sentences differs. Conversation consists of turn-taking,
and when speakers do talk at length they are more likely
to chain clauses together with ‘and’ than with other
conjunctions. On the other hand, writers use more
elaborate or complex devices to link clauses resulting in
longer sentences. Whereas the most frequent length of a
spoken utterance is a single word (perhaps a lot of yeses
and okays), written sentences are on average over 20
words in length. Writers and speakers tend to use
different types of syntactic construction to those common
in speech. Comparison of written and spoken language
samples shows that object and passive relative clauses
(e.g. The basket that the fox carried.; The basket that was
carried by the fox.) are far more common in children’s
literature than in child-directed speech. Thus, for young
readers, meaning may be conveyed using sentence
structures than are not familiar in their spoken
environment.
A third challenge is that readers often have to integrate
information over extended sections of text—sentences,
paragraphs, pages, and chapters. Even though readers can
re-read to check details, they have to keep track of
several protagonists, across multiple episodes, over many
pages of text in a book that may be read over several
days. Consider a book such as Harry Potter and the
Deathly Hallows, accessible to good word readers at the
end of the primary school years. In just the first chapter,
there are six characters who speak, an additional twelve
who are either referred to as
To maintain
present in the scene or as the
topic of conversation. There
adequate
are 36 chapters in all plus an
comprehension,
epilogue: approximately 600
readers must
pages of text in total. Books
aimed at younger children are
continually
not necessarily simpler in
integrate the
structure. In the first chapter
meaning of each
of The House at Pooh Corner,
there are four characters who
new clause or
speak (three others are
sentence into their mentioned) and both the
unfolding
characters and location change
between
episodes: the first two
representation of
episodes
concern
Pooh
the text’s meaning, visiting Piglet and their
and actively
journey to see Eeyore, and the
third episode switches to focus
monitor or check
on Eeyore and Christopher
on their
Robin before Pooh and
understanding.
Piglet’s arrival.
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To maintain adequate comprehension, readers must
continually integrate the meaning of each new clause or
sentence into their unfolding representation of the text’s
meaning, and actively monitor or check on their
understanding. There will always be debate about the
‘reading age’ of different books because so many
different factors can influence this. In addition to the
‘decodability’ of the words, we should consider other
characteristics of books such as language, structure, as
well as content, when recommending new books and
supporting young readers.

Opportunities from print
The challenges for the young comprehender also bring
learning opportunities through the richness of the
language chosen by authors and the novelty of ideas and
expression that we encounter in print. As noted, the
vocabulary, sentence and text structure of books is more
diverse than that found in speech. A study of the
language used in popular children’s picture books
estimated that preschoolers who are read just a single
book each day are exposed to approximately 78,000
words each year. The same is true of sentence structure;
passive sentences are rare in child-directed speech and
twelve times more likely to feature in picture books for
preschoolers. It has been calculated that just a single
picture book a day will boost exposure to passive
sentences by 50%. These differences in exposure to
varied and complex language through books mean that
children who are read to more in the home enter school
with stronger language skills that will support
comprehension of text as they learn to read.
The relationship between books and language skills is
not one-way. There is strong evidence of a reciprocal
relationship: good language skills support early reading
development and reading experience drives further
growth in language and other skills. From text, good
readers can derive the meanings of new and unfamiliar
words through morphological analysis and inference
from context, gain familiarity with different sentence
structures and expressions, and practise integrating and
updating their understanding of the relations between
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Children who simply read less than their peers
are at risk of slower language development
across the primary school years and beyond;
and weaker language skills will impact on
their ability to extract meaning from text.
events as the text unfolds. The cumulative effects of
regular print exposure are evident across the lifespan:
measures of children’s and adults’ leisure time reading
are related to reading-related skills and knowledge that is
critical to reading comprehension, such as vocabulary,
sentence comprehension, and general knowledge, in
addition to reading comprehension itself. Indeed, once
children become independent readers, print is considered
the critical vehicle for developing new vocabulary
knowledge. Thus, children who simply read less than
their peers are at risk of slower language development
across the primary school years and beyond; and weaker
language skills will impact on their ability to extract
meaning from text.
We should also consider the opportunities provided by
print beyond basic language. Books (like movies) allow
us to engage with worlds different to our own in terms of
time, culture and experience, providing access to
knowledge outside of our own personal experience.
Regardless of general cognitive ability, an individual’s
reading habits explain variety in children’s and adults’
cultural knowledge about literature, history, and the
social sciences. In addition, there is growing interest in
the idea that through narrative we gain insight into our
social worlds; research studies find an association
between children’s and adults’ reading of fiction and
their empathy and understanding of others’ mental states.
This enhancement of social understanding through
narrative is proposed to arise because we simulate, and
therefore practise, social experiences in the narrative
world, enabling us to take the perspective of different
characters, sometimes described as ‘stepping into a
character’s shoes’.
Conclusions and Recommendations for the Classroom
This review of the language bases of reading
comprehension and its development demonstrates that
reading comprehension draws on a range of language
skills and knowledge that develop before formal literacy
instruction. These language skills are further developed
through exposure to print in the primary school years and
beyond. The ability to read the words on the page must
be taught for children to access meaning from print, but
we should also support the development of language and
processing skills that enable reading for meaning. This
will promote rewarding and motivating reading
experiences, which will help to foster good reading
habits.
A first recommendation is that the language skills and
knowledge that are critical for good reading

comprehension should be supported early in
development. This can occur through rich and
meaningful interactions with print during shared book
reading and similar activities in the home, preschool, and
the classroom, even before reading instruction begins.
This requires that children engage with a range of written
material that includes rich vocabulary, varied syntactic
structures, and which promotes active use of the higherlevel language skills that support the extraction of
meaning from text. Because of the strong relations
between oral language skills, listening comprehension,
and reading comprehension, even non-readers, beginner
readers, and poor word readers can experience a range of
rich written material through the aural modality to
develop these skills before they develop word reading
fluency.
Second, because of the strong evidence for the language
bases of reading comprehension, we can use oral
language assessment to identify children at risk of
reading comprehension failure and intervene early, rather
than waiting until reading comprehension itself has failed
to develop. Third, research shows that the activity of
reading promotes the development of stronger language
and text processing skills across the lifespan, and that this
can benefit even poor readers. Thus, we should foster
children’s enjoyment of reading to motivate a lifelong
habit to support the further development of the language
bases of reading comprehension.

Many of these ideas are
discussed in more detail in
Understanding and Teaching
Reading Comprehension – A
Handbook Oakhill, J., Cain,
K., & Elbro, C. (2015)
Routledge

Good resources to support reading skills can be found via
the National Literacy Trust website:
www.literacytrust.org.uk
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the different cognitive and language-related
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of narrative structure, interpretation of
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