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Abstract 

Poor adolescent reading comprehension is a persistent problem which is 

difficult to solve because of its complexity.  The contribution made by the word level 

skills of decoding and spelling to skilled reading has been under-researched in New 

Zealand.  Relationships between word level abilities and reading comprehension were 

investigated in an exploratory study of 301 adolescents aged from 12 to 14 from six 

secondary schools in the lower North Island of New Zealand. Word level knowledge 

was assessed through pseudoword and real word spelling tasks whilst vocabulary 

knowledge was assessed using a standardised reading vocabulary assessment and a 

morphological awareness task.   Results demonstrated that spelling was more difficult 

than reading comprehension, and that whilst most adolescents in the sample had a 

grasp of the alphabetic principle, many had weak knowledge of English orthography 

and morphology.  Regression analysis showed that vocabulary knowledge made the 

greatest contribution to reading comprehension.  The contribution of spelling, although 

quite small, was significant.  This finding suggested that an intervention focused on 

developing orthographical and morphological knowledge might have a beneficial 

influence on reading comprehension abilities. 

An intervention focused on developing orthographic and morphological 

awareness, delivered by classroom teachers, consisted of bi-weekly word study 

sessions over 21 weeks.  The intervention aimed to improve spelling and decoding 

skills for weaker students and vocabulary knowledge and word consciousness for all 

students.  Moreover, the intervention also aimed to increase teachers’ word level 

literacy knowledge by exposing them to interactive word study activities intended to 

engage students’ interest.  Post intervention assessments results showed no 

intervention effects for standardised spelling, vocabulary or reading comprehension. 

However, gains were found in pseudoword spelling and morphology tasks.  

Qualitative evidence supported the role of the intervention in developing word 

consciousness for a number of participants.  There was evidence from a word level 
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knowledge task that most intervention teachers improved their word level knowledge 

when compared with control teachers’ results.  

The study has added to the existing body of knowledge relating to adolescent 

literacy because of the dearth of research into New Zealand adolescents’ decoding and 

spelling skills.  Furthermore, the study has contributed to a better understanding of 

secondary teacher’s knowledge of word level literacy skills.  

 

 

 

  



iv 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

It is with a sense of great relief that I have reached this stage and can write the 

acknowledgments I have been mentally rehearsing for the past few years.  I was 

fortunate to have three supervisors and I would like to thank all of them for the 

support and encouragement they gave me during this long endeavour.  Dr Alison 

Arrow, my main supervisor, kept me honest by asking searching questions which I had 

to learn how to answer.  Her clear thinking, her wisdom, and her commitment to 

learning even more about the development of children’s literacy skills have been an 

inspiration to me.  I am grateful to Dr Keith Greaney, my second supervisor, who cast a 

vigilant eye over my writing to make sure that I made sense and who was always very 

quick to answer my questions and pleas for assistance.  I was particularly privileged to 

have Distinguished Professor Bill Tunmer as my third supervisor.  His knowledge and 

experience have guided me throughout this project.  I would not have begun without 

his encouragement; his approval of my initial idea gave me the courage to take up the 

challenge.  My gratitude to all three supervisors is heartfelt. 

I met Joy Allcock when we worked in the same secondary school some years 

ago, she as an external Literacy Adviser and I as the English HoD, implementing a 

literacy intervention.  She encouraged me to take up further study because I wanted to 

find out how to support secondary students who struggle with literacy.  She started 

out as my guru and became my friend.  She has had an enormous influence on my 

thinking.  Both her persistent optimism and her work continue to spur me on to find 

better ways to teach older students.  Thank you Joy. 

The whole project would not have been possible without the participants.  

Firstly I would like to thank the six principals of the schools involved who trusted me 

with access to staff and students.  Each school had a lead teacher who became my 

contact person, a conduit for test instructions and test materials and who organised 

assessment schedules and answered my questions and requests for help.  I could not 

have done this without your uncomplaining, and often warm, support for the project.  



v 

 

 

To the teachers who were willing to submit to the indignity of being tested and who 

took the results with such good cheer, and to those who implemented what was an 

unexpectedly complex intervention, a very sincere thanks.  I really do appreciate what 

you have given to me.  A special thanks to the students, parents and caregivers who 

agreed to take part in the project.  I have copied one student’s sad remark, when he 

could not remember what a word meant, and posted it on my in-tray.  This has been a 

poignant reminder to me that being tested and being reminded of all the things you do 

not know can be painful.  He wrote: “Illiterate is something I forgot.” Thank you to all 

the students who put up with being tested. 

Work colleagues supported me in numerous ways.  Several colleagues 

transported tests and returned completed test scripts to me from remote parts of the 

greater Wellington region.  Others listened patiently when they asked me how I was 

going, and yet others gave me thoughtful advice and encouragement. In addition, I 

had some useful advice on qualitative research from Philippa Butler of Massey 

University.  I want to thank Anita Titter for sharing her own research trials and 

tribulations, along with her discoveries, with me. I cannot name all the friends, many 

of whom are in my book club, who helped me along the way.  I thoroughly 

appreciated regular cups of tea and sympathy which kept me going when it seemed as 

if this project would never come to completion.  Thank you to all of you. 

Family are the glue.  They keep you from coming apart at difficult times and 

mine have been wonderful.  All of them have been interested and kind.  My son 

Andrew, daughter Ruth and daughter-in law Stacey helped with data entry, managing 

long documents, cross-referencing tables and figures.  A special thanks to Ruth who 

agreed to proofread my penultimate draft. Any remaining mistakes are my own. My 

last, but not least, thanks are for my husband Barry who has had mixed feelings about 

the process but swallowed his misgivings and supported me throughout this venture 

in many ways.   

 



vi 

 

 

Table of Contents  

Abstract........................................................................................................................................ ii 

Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................. iv 

List of Tables ............................................................................................................................... x 

List of Figures ........................................................................................................................... xii 

Chapter 1 : Introduction ............................................................................................................ 1 

The Problem ........................................................................................................................... 1 

Background to the Problem ................................................................................................. 3 

Interventions to Support Adolescent Reading Development......................................... 8 

The Significance of the Study ............................................................................................ 10 

Response to the Problem .................................................................................................... 10 

The Structure of this Thesis ............................................................................................... 11 

Chapter 2 : Literature Review ................................................................................................ 13 

The Simple View of Reading ............................................................................................. 13 

Theories of Reading Development ................................................................................... 15 

Adolescent Word Level Reading Skills............................................................................ 26 

Word Level Interventions .................................................................................................. 41 

Teachers’ Knowledge of Word Level Literacy Skills ..................................................... 54 



vii 

 

 

Summary .............................................................................................................................. 61 

Chapter 3 : Methods................................................................................................................. 64 

The Research Design .......................................................................................................... 64 

Participants .......................................................................................................................... 73 

Materials and Procedures .................................................................................................. 77 

Professional Development ................................................................................................. 86 

Intervention ......................................................................................................................... 88 

Interviews to Explore the Impact of the Project on Teachers and Students ............... 90 

Summary .............................................................................................................................. 95 

Chapter 4 : Results of Quantitative Analyses ....................................................................... 97 

Literacy Skills for the Whole Sample at Time One ......................................................... 98 

Spelling and Decoding Skills of the Sub-Sample ......................................................... 106 

The Relationships between the Literacy Variables at Time One ................................ 108 

Results of Spelling and Vocabulary Intervention ......................................................... 114 

Teachers’ Knowledge of Word Level Literacy Skills ................................................... 122 

Intervention Programme Implementation .................................................................... 126 

Summary ............................................................................................................................ 131 

Chapter 5 : The Impact of the Intervention ........................................................................ 133 

Protection of Anonymity and Method of Data Analysis ............................................. 134 



viii 

 

 

The Challenges of Implementing an Intervention ....................................................... 135 

The Influence of Teacher Knowledge and Beliefs ........................................................ 147 

Successful Students’ Experience of the Study ............................................................... 154 

Word Consciousness ........................................................................................................ 157 

Teachers’ and Students’ Perceptions of Achievement ................................................. 165 

Longer Term Impact of the Intervention ....................................................................... 169 

Summary ............................................................................................................................ 171 

Chapter 6 : Discussion and Conclusion .............................................................................. 174 

Findings from Assessment of Word Level Literacy Skills .......................................... 175 

Findings from the Word Study Intervention ................................................................ 179 

Teachers’ Word Level Knowledge ................................................................................. 189 

Limitations of the Study ................................................................................................... 192 

Contributions Made to Adolescent Literacy Research ................................................ 195 

Suggestions for Future Research .................................................................................... 198 

Implications of the Findings for Educational Practice and Policy ............................. 199 

Conclusions ........................................................................................................................ 201 

References ............................................................................................................................... 204 

Appendices ............................................................................................................................. 226 

Appendix One: Pseudoword Spelling Tests and Mark Sheets ................................... 226 



ix 

 

 

Appendix Two: Task to Assess Understanding of Morphemes ................................ 233 

Appendix Three: Language Terminology Quizzes for Students ............................... 242 

Appendix Four: Language Terminology Tasks for Teachers ..................................... 245 

Appendix Five: Explanations for Student Assessment Headings ............................. 249 

Appendix Six: Notes for Intervention Teachers ........................................................... 250 

Appendix Seven: Example of email to Intervention Teachers ................................... 254 

Appendix Eight:  Examples of Spelling Tasks .............................................................. 255 

Appendix Nine: Interview Questions ............................................................................ 265 

Appendix Ten: Simplified Marking of Pseudoword Tests ......................................... 270 

Appendix Eleven: Observation Sheet ............................................................................ 271 

 



x 

 

 

List of Tables 

 

Table 3.1  Teachers’ Gender and Years of Experience at the Beginning of the Study ............... 74 

Table 3.2  Student Participants' Gender and Ethnicity for Intervention and Control Schools at 

Time One ............................................................................................................................ 75 

Table 3.3  Gender and Ethnicity for Decoding Sub-sample ...................................................... 76 

Table 4.1   Results of Time 1 Testing ....................................................................................... 100 

Table 4.2  Results of Word Level Assessments for Poor Readers and Good Readers .............. 104 

Table 4.3  Means and Standard Deviations on Measures for Decoding Sub-sample .............. 107 

Table 4.4 Correlations between Measures at Time One for Whole Sample ............................. 108 

Table 4.5 Correlations between Spelling and Decoding Scores for Decoding Sub-sample. ..... 110 

Table 4.6   Regression Analysis Using Reading Scores at Time One as the Independent 

Variable for the Whole Sample (N=227) ........................................................................... 111 

Table 4.7  Regression Analysis Using Reading Scores at Time Two as the Independent Variable 

for the Whole Sample (N=227) .......................................................................................... 112 

Table 4.8   Regression Analysis to show the Contribution of Decoding and Spelling when Time 

One Reading Comprehension is the Independent Variable in the Decoding Sub-sample 

(N=61) ............................................................................................................................... 113 

Table 4.9  Regression Analysis with Time 2 Reading Comprehension as Independent Variable 

in Decoding Sub-sample (N=61) ...................................................................................... 113 

Table 4.10  ANOVA to Show Difference in Means between Intervention and Control Schools 

at Time One. ..................................................................................................................... 115 

Table 4.11  Means and Standard Deviations of Time One and Time Two Assessments to Show 

Differences Between Intervention and Control School Gains .......................................... 116 

Table 4.12   Means and Standard Deviations of Low, Middle and High Reading groups for 

asTTle gains for Intervention and Control schools ........................................................... 118 

Table 4.13  ANOVA for the Language Terminology Quiz at Time Two to Compare Gains 

Means of Students in Intervention schools and Control schools ...................................... 119 



xi 

 

 

Table 4.14 Descriptive statistics for PAT Reading Comprehension scores for Time Two when 

Students were Grouped According to Teacher Professional Development Levels ............ 120 

Table 4.15  Means and SDs of e-asTTle Reading Gains by School ......................................... 121 

Table 4.16 ANOVA to compare gains for intervention and control schools when 2 schools with 

extra professional development are excluded .................................................................... 122 

Table 4.17  ANOVA to Compare Gains' Means for Sub-tests in Time One and Time Two for 

Intervention and Control Teachers ................................................................................... 125 

Table 4.18 Regression Analysis to show the Influence of Teacher Knowledge on Reading 

Comprehension with Reading scores at Time Two as the Independent Variable (N=227) 126 

Table 4.19  Features of Methods Observed in the Teaching of Word Study Skills .................. 129 

Table 4.20   Results of Teacher Self-review Survey on Implementation of the Intervention ... 130 



xii 

 

 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 3-1.  A diagram of the sequential mixed methods model of data collection used 

in the study ....................................................................................................................... 72 

Figure 4-1 The distribution of curriculum levels in the e-asTTle reading test in Time 

One ................................................................................................................................... 101 

Figure 4-2 Raw scores from the Diagnostic Spelling test in Time One ........................... 103 

Figure 4-3  'Struggling’ students grouped by word level skills ....................................... 106 

Figure 4-4 A scatter plot to show the relationship between  e-asTTle reading 

comprehension scores and the  Diagnostic Spelling test scores at Time One. ...... 109 

 

 




