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A Balanced Approach to Literacy 
Development in the Early Years  

 

 
 

NEPS Good Practice Guide  

 
 
This NEPS Good Practice Guide was developed by educational psychologists. 
It is based on current knowledge in this area. It is intended as a guide only. Not 
all the suggestions here will apply to any one student or situation.  
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Section 1 Introduction  
 

 

 

1.1 Who is this Guide for?  

This Good Practice Guide is intended for use mainly by teachers working with 

children in Junior and Senior Infants and may also be relevant to teachers of 

First Class children.  It has been developed by psychologists from NEPS and 

is intended to support the National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy, 2011. The 

aim of the pack is to help teachers plan and deliver a balanced approach to 

literacy in the early years, by sharing information about evidence-based 

approaches and best practices. The research literature is supplemented by 

short video clips, filmed in Irish schools, which demonstrate good practice in 

action.  

 

It is also intended to support the work of principals, deputy principals and 

literacy co-ordinators in primary schools. The National Strategy outlines 

objectives in relation to school self-evaluation, effective approaches to literacy 

teaching and the use of assessment in supporting literacy. It is hoped that this 

resource pack will inform and support that work. 

 

Click here to see Mary Nugent, (Educational 

Psychologist, NEPS) talking about this resource.  

 

 

 

http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Media-Library/Balanced-Approach-to-Literacy-Development-in-the-Early-Years/?id=id73615
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Media-Library/Balanced-Approach-to-Literacy-Development-in-the-Early-Years/?id=id73615
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Media-Library/Balanced-Approach-to-Literacy-Development-in-the-Early-Years/?id=id73615
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The guide is divided into the following sections: 

 

Section 1 - Introduction  

 

Section 2 - The Need for a Balanced Approach  

Preventing reading failure, evidence-based practice, introducing the balanced 

approach, framework of the balanced approach, time for reading 

Section 3 - Essentials for Reading  

Access to books, oral language experiences, reading at home, motivation 

Section 4 - Learning to Recognise Words  

Phonological awareness, phonics (alphabetic knowledge), sight words, word 

reading strategies 

Section 5 - Meaningful Reading  

Vocabulary, comprehension, fluency 

Section 6 - Written Communication  

Handwriting, spelling and meaningful writing 

Section 7 - Assessment for Teaching and Learning  

The assessment plan, assessment for learning, assessment of learning 

Section 8- Rich Reading Experiences  

The gradual release of responsibility, interactive read aloud, shared reading, 

guided reading, oral reading from just-right texts, independent reading 

Section 9 - Teacher Development  

Quality of teaching, professional development for teachers 

 

 

1.2 What sources of evidence were used?  

The synthesis of research findings reported in this guide, is drawn from a range 

of publications and seminal texts, with a focus on material published in the last 

15 years. The key texts used are listed in the References section.  
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Section 2 - The Need for a Balanced Approach  

 

 

It is possible today to help our youngest readers learn to read more successfully 

than ever before, particularly by taking advantage of what many years of 

conclusive evidence from research assures us about the effectiveness of a 

balanced approach to reading instruction. 

 Cowen, 2005, xiii 

 

2.1 Preventing Reading Failure  

In Ireland, approximately 20% of children in first and second class are offered 

learning support in literacy, as they are considered to be under-achieving. Data 

from 2013 indicated that 11% of children attending disadvantaged schools in 

Ireland were reading at or below the 10th percentile in second class (and an 

additional 8% were not tested, due to absence or exemption from testing) and 

this rose to 20% by sixth class (Weir and Denner, 2013).  

 

However, there is also evidence that schools which provide quality instruction 

in the early years find that the vast majority of their pupils can achieve at age 

appropriate levels. Look at the data below, taken from end of year testing in a 

DEIS school in 2012.    

 

Table 1. Mean 1 st class scores , Woodcock Johnson Test of Achievement   

Area Tested Percentile Standard Score 

Word Reading  82nd  114 

Reading comprehension 64th  105 

Reading fluency 75th  110 

Spelling 55th  102 

 

This data shows us that quality teaching can bring about above average 

outcomes for children, including children in disadvantaged communities and 

children for whom English is not their first language.  
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There is a view that dyslexia is often misdiagnosed as an explanation for 

reading failure. Vellutino, Snowling and Scanlon, 2004, in a comprehensive 

review of dyslexia research, concluded that, órecent intervention studies have 

clearly demonstrated that reading difficulties in most beginning readers are not 

invariably caused by basic cognitive deficits or biological originô,  and therefore 

ócurrent estimates of the incidence of true reading disabilities are greatly 

inflatedô. They suggest that some struggling readers are óinstructional 

casualtiesô.   This view is supported by Pressley, 2006, who points out that 

biological dyslexia is rare compared with reading failure due to inappropriate 

instruction. He suggests that for many poor readers, their problem may be that 

they never received systematic, intensive instruction in decoding or have had it 

in a watered-down fashion.   

 

Another explanation for reading failure, is that some readers have English as a 

second language. However, óthe vast majority of children and adults with poor 

literacy skills were born and raised in the country they live in and speak its 

language of instruction as their mother tongue.ô (EU Final Report, 2012).  

 

 

Every child can, in principle, learn to read and write. 

        EU Final Report, 2012 

 

 

 

2.2 Evidence Based Practice  

Teachers need to have a comprehensive knowledge of literacy development, 

informed by evidence-based best practice (Morrow and Gambrell, 2011). This 

practice is informed by research and the methods used to teach literacy should 

be rigorously tested in real world situations. There is converging evidence from 

multiple sources about effective teaching in the early years. The following ten 

evidence based best practices for comprehensive literacy instruction are taken 

from Gambrell, Malloy and Mazzoni, 2011; 
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1. Create a classroom culture that fosters literacy motivation. 

2. Teach reading for authentic meaning-making purposes: for pleasure, to 

be informed, and to perform a task. 

3. Provide children with scaffolded instruction in phonemic awareness, 

phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension to promote 

independent reading. 

4. Give children time for self-selected reading. 

5. Provide children with high quality literature across a wide range of 

genres. 

6. Use multiple texts that build on prior knowledge, link concepts and 

expand vocabulary. 

7. Build a whole-class context that emphasises community and 

collaboration. 

8. Balance teacher and child led discussion of texts. 

9. Integrate technologies that link and expand concepts. 

10. Differentiate instruction using a variety of instructionally relevant 

assessments. 

 

While placing emphasis on evidence-based practice, the importance of 

professional wisdom is also acknowledged. As Gambrell et al, 2011, p29, point 

out: No matter how well a particular practice is shown to be effective by 

research, optimal literacy teaching and learning can only be achieved when 

skilful, knowledgeable and dedicated teachers are given the freedom and 

latitude to use their professional judgement to make instructional decisions that 

enable students to achieve their full literacy potential.   

 

2.3 Introducing a Balanced Approach  

There is a consensus emerging that childrenôs early literacy experiences need 

to involve a balance of varied activities and experiences (Cowen, 2005, Morrow 

and Gambrell, 2011, Pressely, 2006). Effective literacy instruction requires a 

combination of skills-based and whole language teaching in a motivating and 

supportive environment (Pressley, 2006).   
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2.4 Defining a Balanced Approach  

There is no absolute, agreed definition of a balanced approach to literacy, 

although there is reasonable consensus as to the main elements. Different 

models tend to emphasise different elements or use different headings. A broad 

description is offered by Cowen, 2005, see below.  

 

 

A Balanced Approach  

 

A balanced reading approach is research-based, assessment-based, 

comprehensive, integrated, and dynamic, in that it empowers teachers and 

specialists to respond to the individual assessed literacy needs of children as 

they relate to their appropriate instructional developmental levels of decoding, 

vocabulary, reading comprehension, motivation and socio-cultural acquisition, 

with the purpose of learning to read for meaning, understanding and joy.  

        Cowen, 2005, p10 

 

 

 

2.5 A Framework for the Balanced Approach - Introducing the Literacy 

Tree 

 

The framework presented here, draws on various models. Our model of reading 

uses the analogy of a tree- an organic, developmental and flourishing organism. 
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The Literacy Tree  
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Click here to hear Siobhan OôDonoghue, 

Reading Recovery Specialist (PDST) 

talking about the structure of the Literacy 

Tree.  

 
 
 
 

Broadly, we see language as being at the core of reading - it is the trunk of the 

tree. Reading and literacy are essentially language skills. The language skills 

of speaking, listening, reading and writing are in a reciprocal relationship.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In order for the tree to grow well, it needs healthy roots. These roots need to be 

present before reading begins, and to continue to develop and grow as reading 

develops. These are the Essentials for Reading  and they are represented as 

the roots of the tree: 

http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Media-Library/Balanced-Approach-to-Literacy-Development-in-the-Early-Years/?id=id73620
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Media-Library/Balanced-Approach-to-Literacy-Development-in-the-Early-Years/?id=id73620
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Media-Library/Balanced-Approach-to-Literacy-Development-in-the-Early-Years/?id=id73620
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Media-Library/Balanced-Approach-to-Literacy-Development-in-the-Early-Years/?id=id73620
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Media-Library/Balanced-Approach-to-Literacy-Development-in-the-Early-Years/Siobhan-O’Donoghue-talking-about-the-structure-of-the-Literacy-Tree.mp4
http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Media-Library/Balanced-Approach-to-Literacy-Development-in-the-Early-Years/?id=id73620
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Essentials for Reading  

¶ Access to books 

¶ Oral language experiences 

¶ Reading at home 

¶ Motivation 

 

 

 

 

Growing from this language trunk are three strong branches, which represent 

the skills of reading: 

 

 

 

Recognising Words  

 

 

 

    Writ ten communication  

 

 

 

 

 

Meaningful Reading  
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Each branch has many leaves or subskills- the Recognising W ords  branch 

has the following leaves: 

 

¶ Phonological awareness 

¶ Phonics 

¶ Sight words 

¶ Word reading strategies   

 

 

 

The Meaningful Reading  Branch has the following leaves: 

 

 

 

¶ Vocabulary 

¶ Fluency (repeated and guided 

reading)  

¶ Comprehension 

 

 

 

 

The Written Communication  branch has the following leaves: 

 

 

¶ Handwriting  

¶ Spelling 

¶ Meaningful writing 

 

 

 

 



NEPS- Balanced Approach to Literacy Development in the Early Years- 2015 13 

There are further elements needed for a tree to grow: sunshine, rain and good 

soil.  

The tree needs sunshine, identified here as Rich Reading E xperiences , which 

include: 

 

 

 

 

 

¶ Interactive read aloud 

¶ Shared reading 

¶ Guided reading 

¶ Reading at the just-right level 

¶ Independent reading 
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The rain that helps the tree to flourish represents 

Assessment  for Teaching and L earning . The 

rain drops make up the elements of assessment: 

 

¶ Assessment Plans 

¶ Response to Instruction 

¶ Assessment of Learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Finally, the reading tree will do best when grounded in soil which is rich in 

nutrients. The soil represents Teaching : 

 

¶ Quality of teaching   

¶ Professional Development 
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2.6 How much time for each element ?  

The weighted importance of each element of the framework will depend of the 

needs of the children.  Children for whom English is an additional language may 

need greater emphasis on vocabulary building and oral language. Some 

children may have a need for more intensive work on phonics. Assessment for 

Learning is crucial to decisions about how best to use teaching and learning 

time. Please see Section 8. 

 

 

 

2.6.1 How much time for literacy?  

On the matter of how much time should be dedicated to literacy activities, the 

advice is clear, that the more time dedicated to teaching literacy, the better the 

outcomes for children. Many experts suggest that, in the early years, children 

should be offered 90 minutes of literacy tuition per day (Kennedy et al, 2012, 

Shanahan, 2008). This is best presented in three 30 minute sessions, with each 

session offering a variety of activities. Circular 0056/2011 set out the initial 

steps to be taken in primary schools in the implementation of the national 

literacy and numeracy strategy. The requirement from January 2012 is that 

primary schools will increase the teaching time devoted to literacy in the first 

language of the school, by one hour overall per week, so that children in infant 

classes (with a shorter school day) will be offered 6.5 hours per week for 

language development (equal to 78 minutes per day).  

 

There is good evidence that frequent teaching and distributed practice is 

beneficial (see Solity, 2000 and Solity, Deavers, Kerfoot, Crane and Cannon, 

2000). Distributed practice means that practice of emerging skills is distributed 

throughout the day, rather than focused on one period of time. For example, if 

teaching a new letter sound, frequent practice (three times per day for 3 

minutes), will be more effective than spending 10 minutes on that sound once 

in the day.  
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2.7 Digital Literacy  

Digital literacy refers to the skills, knowledge and understanding required to 

access, use and produce multimodal texts that are disseminated through 

electronic media, such as computers, consoles, mobile phones and touch 

screen technologies. This is sometimes referred to as ónew literacyô or óliteracy 

for the digital ageô. The specific skills associated with this form of literacy 

deserve separate consideration and do not form part of this resource.  
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