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Why the weird 
title?

Passionate about the children 
who fall through the cracks.

Should actually be seven’s too 
late, or even six!
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Reading Readiness

Developmental readiness for 
learning is hugely variable.

If reading readiness is not present 
at 5-6 years of age, we need to 
start creating it!

If a child feels that they are 
failing at seven or eight, we
have already failed them.

Four Tier Model

Traditional Three Tier Model Four Tier Model
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How does this map onto our 60/40 split?

Will succeed with literacy 
regardless of method

60% 40%

Need a more structured 
approach

Four Tier Model

Four Tier Model
5%

15%

20%

Breaking down our 40%

What can go wrong?

“Don’t have time to identify them.”

“They’re not high enough need.”

“He’s made good progress, so…...”

“Thank goodness for them!”

What can go wrong?
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Response to intervention approach

Mistakes we often make with our high-need learners
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Response to intervention approach

What we need to do
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“90% of children with reading difficulties will achieve grade 
level in reading if they receive help in the 1st grade.”

“75% of children whose help is delayed to age 9 or later 
continue to struggle throughout their school career.”

(Vellutino, Scanton, Sipay, Small, Pratt, Chen & Denckla, 1996)

Huge drain on 
our resources!
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Right from the Start!

What do we need in the early stages?
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Key phases of literacy development

Visual recognition 
– tiny number of 
words.

Ability to decode 
and encode 
regular words.
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Right from the Start!

Phonological Awareness
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First gap
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First gap
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Right from the Start!

Phonological Awareness

Structured phonics-based literacy 

approach – for all learners.  Allow every 

learner to progress at their own speed
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Phonological Awareness

Structured phonics-based literacy 

approach – for all learners.  Allow every 

learner to progress at their own speed

Strong emphasis on handwriting

Research evidence

Handwriting Research

Printing, cursive writing and typing on a 

keyboard are all associated with distinct and 

separate brain patterns.

When children were asked to come up with 

ideas for a written task, the ones with better 

handwriting exhibited greater neural activation 

in areas associated with working memory...

…and increased overall activation in the 

reading and writing networks of the brain.

Handwriting Research
Findings from researchers at the University of 

California 

University students show better comprehension 

when they have taken notes by hand, instead of 

typing them.
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Right from the Start!

Phonological Awareness

Structured phonics-based literacy 

approach – for all learners.  Allow every 

learner to progress at their own speed

Strong emphasis on handwriting

Research evidence Automaticity
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Important handwriting 

principles

Teach letter formation in shape families

Ideally, teach the cursive ‘flick’
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principles

Teach letter formation in shape families

Ideally, teach the cursive ‘flick’

Important handwriting 

principles

Teach letter formation in shape families

Ideally, teach the cursive ‘flick’

Don’t allow children to guess and get it 

wrong.  Give them a reference, so they can 

check!
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Right from the Start!

Phonological Awareness

Memory games and activities – teaching 

memory strategies

Structured phonics-based literacy 

approach – for all learners.  Allow every 

learner to progress at their own speed

Strong emphasis on handwriting
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Key aspects of memory

• Visual

• Auditory

• Kinaesthetic (memory for movement)
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Right from the Start!

Phonological Awareness

Oral language – listening to and discussing 

stories – at the right intellectual level

Memory games and activities – teaching 

memory strategies

Structured phonics-based literacy 

approach – for all learners.  Allow every 

learner to progress at their own speed

Strong emphasis on handwriting
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The 
Reading 
Ladder

Reading level

Actual age

Intellectual level
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The 
Reading 
Ladder

Reading level

Actual age
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Right from the Start!

Phonological Awareness

Oral language – listening to and discussing 

stories – at the right intellectual level

Memory games and activities – teaching 

memory strategies

Structured phonics-based literacy 

approach – for all learners.  Allow every 

learner to progress at their own speed

Strong emphasis on handwriting

Activities to specifically develop reading fluency
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Key phases of literacy development

Visual recognition 
– tiny number of 
words.

Ability to decode 
and encode 
regular words.

Visual recognition 
of words without 
conscious 
decoding.
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Second gap
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Left inferior frontal gyrus (Broca’s area) – associated with articulation and 
phonological processing

Temporo-parietal cortex  - involved in grapheme-phoneme conversion

Occipito temporal region – important for visual and orthographic encoding 
(whole word recognition).  Includes the VWFA (Visual Word Form Area)

Left hemisphere 
brain activation 

for reading

Overcoming Dyslexia (2005)
Sally Shaywitz

Broca’s Area
(articulation and decoding)

Parieto-temporal
(decoding)

Visual Word Form 

Area
(Orthographic Mapping)
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Right from the Start!

Phonological Awareness

Oral language – listening to and discussing 

stories – at the right intellectual level

Memory games and activities – teaching 

memory strategies

Structured phonics-based literacy 

approach – for all learners.  Allow every 

learner to progress at their own speed

Strong emphasis on handwriting

Activities to specifically develop reading fluency

Our literacy programme
Structured, phonics-based progression –

right through the school

Systematic coverage of important sight 

vocabulary – make these automatic!

Memory games and activities – teaching 

strategies

Exposure to language at the right 

intellectual level – listening if necessary!

Strong emphasis on handwriting
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Four Tier Model

Ability for each student to move at 

his/her own pace.

Identify struggling learners early.

Correct methodology from the start

- for all students!
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Dyslexic-pattern learners
(Specific Learning Difficulties)

Developmentally immature
(Immature processing and perceptual 
skills)

Global Learning Difficulties

Likely response to effective intervention 

- or appropriate methodology from the start! 

Look like low-ability in the early stages, 

but turn out to be either:

Dyslexic pattern learners with major

difficulties.

Children who simply needed to

progress more slowly.

Time
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What are our 
secrets to 
success?

Understanding where our learners are 
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What are our 
secrets to 
success?

Understanding how to address all of these 

Literacy Development – Eight’s too late!
stepsweb.com

Phonic Skills - Text

Letter Sounds

CVC

Blends

Phonic 

Patterns

Decoding and 

Encoding

Word Families

Rhyme and 

Syllabification

Onset + Rime

Initial and end 

phonemes

Phonemic 

awareness

Oral Skills

Phonological 

Awareness

Reading Fluency

Orthographic 

Mapping

Visual Memory

Sight 

Vocabulary
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What are our 
secrets to 
success?

Motor 

Development
Sequencing

Phonological 

Awareness

Visual 

Perception

Memory

(working)

Understanding what our learners struggle 

with 
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Important questions: 

“How do we do this?” 

“Do all of our struggling children need assessments?” 

“How do we know if they’re dyslexic?” 
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No!   

Observation and experience. 

A literacy progression which does not allow progress 

through guesswork and provides accurate diagnostic 

information.
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No!   

Observation and experience. 

Simple screening tools where necessary. 

A literacy progression which does not allow progress 

through guesswork and provides accurate diagnostic 

information.
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