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Why is reading so important? 
Teaching of the new GCSE and A-level syllabuses is now well established but these 
new courses are assessed very differently to the old system.  

• Coursework in most subjects now no longer exists 

• There is no modular assessment, and all courses are assessed at the end of 
Year 11 

• The content of courses has increased so there is more to cover 

• Students may now have a significant number of exams to sit and need to 
retain the knowledge and skills they have learned over the whole course 

• The new grading system is designed to differentiate much more between 
students at the higher grades.  

• These exams assume a reading level equal to the students’ chronological 
age – 15+ 

• Students who struggle to read effectively and accurately are at a significant 
disadvantage under the new system 

Secure, age-related reading skills are an essential component of exam success.  
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How reading skills develop 
To assist us in understand how to help students develop their reading skills, we can roughly 
put them into three groups. These groups have different needs.  

Group 1 - Emerging readers 

Primary schools are generally very successful in teaching the initial stages of learning to 
read. In Reception and Year 1, most children learn to decode - match the letters and sounds 
using a phonics system, and then work their way through a series of books on a levelled 
reading system. This matches the books they are reading to the phonics, spellings and 
vocabulary they are learning in class. These children are emerging readers.  

At the end of this stage, children move on to reading to learn. This is where books are not 
levelled, and students use them both to read for pleasure, and to find things out about 
particular topics. Lots of children are ready for this and become confident independent 
readers. Others can find this stage very challenging and become dependent readers. Some 
need further help before they can move on, and they remain emerging readers.  

Group 2 - Dependent readers 

Dependent readers are often very good at decoding texts. They know all their phonics 
sounds and are able to read aloud most texts that are put in front of them. However, they 
don’t always understand what they read, and don’t always know what strategies to use 
when they don’t understand. Over time, dependent readers can give up reading altogether, 
and develop a whole series of avoidance strategies. 

Group 3 – Independent readers 

Independent readers have good vocabularies and a variety of skills already. However, we 
still need to push them to develop further. Two areas where they can develop their skills: 

Experience a range of genres and text types 

Boys and girls sometimes behave in stereotypical ways when it comes to reading. A lot of 
research has been done into girls’ and boys’ reading habits, and it suggests the following: 

Girls often read more often, but what they read is typically less challenging. They read 
romances and family dramas with a bit of horror thrown in. They are unconfident about 
reading more challenging books and different genres as well as non-fiction. 

Boys typically believe they have ‘done’ reading by the end of primary school and be 
reluctant to read at all, especially when they begin to go through puberty and start to decide 
what kind of man they want to be.  For some boys, reading is a very feminine activity – it 
appears to be passive and is often performed at home by the females in the family. 
However, those who do read tend to read much more challenging material – harder books, 
non-fiction, and journalism.  

Develop higher level reading skills 

Students who are already more confident readers also need to learn to perform higher level 
reading skills such as analysis, synthesis, evaluation, and inference. These will ensure success 
at GCSE and A-levels. 
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Reasons why students become dependent readers 
• A lack of knowledge about a topic. The more we know about something, the easier it is 

to learn more. This is to do with how we chunk information in our memories. Equally, if 
we don’t know much, we need to start with very simple information and vocabulary 
otherwise we end up trying to learn and remember too much at a time for our brains to 
cope with.   

• Limited vocabularies.  

o Active vocabularies - The majority of people have good vocabularies of everyday 
spoken English (around 10,000 words). This is called an active vocabulary because 
they are words we use often and are confident in their meaning. Dependent 
readers usually have good active vocabularies 

o Passive vocabularies - Readers develop an additional passive vocabulary of 
between 10,000 and 40,000 words! These are words that are mainly used in 
writing. We don’t need them for our everyday activities, however, without them 
we find it difficult to read more challenging texts, including the kinds of texts we 
get in exams! For dependent readers, a limited passive vocabulary can make 
reading difficult. 

o Academic vocabularies – These are the subject-specific words we learn in schools, 
colleges and universities. These are usually explicitly taught in schools.  

• A lack of knowledge about what independent readers to do make sense of texts. The 
trouble with reading is it goes on entirely in someone’s head. Unless reading skills are 
taught explicitly, its hard for children who are dependent readers to understand what 
independent readers are doing. These are things independent readers do when they 
read: 

o Notice when they don’t understand. They then go back, re-read, decide whether 
that bit is important to understand and go and look it up/ask someone; or decide 
that it is safe to ignore or guess at that bit.  

o Have a ‘conversation’ with the text. This might involve: 

▪ Predicting – thinking about what will happen next, using their knowledge 
of other, similar books/stories to help them. 

▪ Visualising – create a picture in their mind of what the book is telling 
them. This helps them understand things like mood and atmosphere, and 
have an emotional reaction to a story.  

▪ Questioning and clarifying – ask the book questions and then actively look 
for the answers as they read. 

▪ Making links and connections – they notice when there are patterns in 
within the book, and between this book and others. 

▪ Summarising – They can work out what the important bits are that they 
need to remember.  

To help dependent readers become independent we need to develop their topic knowledge and 
vocabularies, and teach them the skills that independent readers use.  
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Student attitudes towards reading 

Lots of students are very keen and motivated readers, especially at the beginning 
of secondary school. However, there are a number of factors that can put students 
off reading as they get older: 

• Technology – students have easy access to technology in the forms of tv, 
smart phones, laptops, games consoles and tablets; and it can be hard for 
books to compete with the excitement of the media. These technologies are 
attractive and addictive, but there is some research that suggests that 
overuse of technology can reduce people’s attention spans. Reading 
requires an active role so can seem less attractive than engaging with the 
media which requires much less effort! Schools also have reduced the 
amount of reading students need to do because of technology. Its much 
easier and more engaging to show a slide show or video clip instead of using 
a text book. 

• Challenge – reading requirements become much harder as students get 
older, even for those who are good readers at primary school. Students 
have to move beyond decoding and comprehending the text to being able 
to predict, question, visualise, summarise, analyse, synthesise and evaluate. 
Students who are not explicitly taught how to do these things find them 
particularly difficult and this can turn them off reading if they feel they are 
not good at it.  

• Role models – research suggests that students are much more likely to read 
if they see family members reading around them. For boys in particular, 
seeing men they respect reading is really powerful in encouraging them to 
read.  

• Peer pressure – sadly, working hard in school is not particularly ‘cool’ in 
today’s teenage world! Reading is an essential skill for success in school and 
requires practice over time. Students who get little personal pleasure from 
it often choose to rebel against it rather than be seen to try and fail or be 
seen as a ‘boffin’ or ‘geek’, or ‘swot’ etc…  
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Developing Reading skills at the Bushey Academy 

The Academy promotes and develops reading skills in a variety of ways: 

• All students are tested for their reading proficiency in the first few weeks of 
Year 7. This gives them a score, a reading age, and a starting level for the 
Accelerated Reader programme. 

• Students are encouraged to have a book with them at all times.  

• All students in KS3 have regular library lessons where they can choose 
books and enjoy reading them. Accelerated Reader is used in library lessons 
to help students choose books and then test them on their understanding 
of it through a quiz. Students get points and prizes for passing the quizzes. 
Dependent readers often read in small groups with their teacher and have 
the opportunity to develop their reading skills. The library is well-stocked 
with a professional librarian to guide students. They also have access to 
audiobooks and kindles.  

• Students who have a reading age that is a long way below their 
chronological age are given the opportunity to join a Literacy group and to 
do a catch-up reading programme in a small group.  

• The Academy operates the ‘Drop Everything and Read’ programme where 
students stop their lessons for 20 minutes per week and read their own 
books with their class and teacher.  

• Students are explicitly taught reading skills in English lessons. 
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What parents can do 
• Ensure your child has a library card and is able to visit the library regularly. The 

school has a well-stocked library and there are excellent council-run libraries in 
Watford Central, Bushey and South Oxhey. 

• Reinforce how important reading is as a life skill and present it in a positive and 
encouraging way. 

• Check that students are reading at the right level, using the Accelerated Reading 
levels to help them choose books that are not too easy or difficult. 

• Ensure they bring books home and change them regularly. They will have a 
reading log from school that they can fill in.  

• Promote the idea that everyone can get better at reading with regular practice. 

• Model enjoyment in reading for them – seeing family members reading anything 
and talking about it is all positive.  

• Reward them for their reading and give books as presents. 

• Encourage them to get involved in reading groups and activities at school. 

• https://www.lovereading4kids.co.uk/ is a fantastic website for finding out about 
books and reading activities.  

Parents of Emerging readers 

• Ask your child to read to you, as you did in Primary school. Even a couple of pages 
here and there can help! 

• Help them sound out words, discuss what they mean and look them up together 

• Talk about what the text means – what is happening, how they feel about the 
events and characters. 

Parents of Dependent readers 

• Talk to your child about their reading and ask them to tell you about their book. 
What is their opinion about it and why? Ask as many questions as they’ll put up 
with!  

• Encourage them to do half an hour’s reading a night, especially just before 
bedtime. Time away from screens in the hour before bedtime helps students 
sleep better.  

Parents of independent readers 

• All of the above, plus encourage your child to read a range of texts, including 
those that are more challenging – encourage them to step outside of their 
comfort zone.  

 

https://www.lovereading4kids.co.uk/

