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Outline

What counts 
as evidence?

What 
evidence do 

we have?



Teaching methods and practices for working 

with students with learning difficulties

• Colored overlays

• Read-aloud

• Dyslexia-friendly fonts

• No explicit grammar explanation

• Teaching students to read backwards

• Balancing exercises

• Brain training

• Fish-oil



What counts as evidence for the 
effectiveness of a teaching programme?

• Student feedback

• Teacher feedback

• Improved performance sustained over a long period

• Transferability of the training to target skills

• Improved motivation and self-confidence



Magical spelling



Magical spelling: Claims

Over the eighteen years that we have been teaching Magical 
Spelling, we have found that any educable person can master this 
skill.

Many people get it in 10 minutes. The very slowest take maybe 
four half-hour sessions. Then they become ‘natural’ good spellers. 



Evidence from students

I am dyslexic and I couldn’t spell at all. Not being able to spell really affected me 
at school as I had to concentrate my effort on being able to spell to the 
detriment of what I was writing. As I progressed up the career ladder I needed 
to write more complex documents and reports and I always had a feeling of 
dread when I needed to write one. It really affected my self-confidence and I 
worried that I would get found out.

I attended the NLP conference a number of years back and I met Cricket Kemp 
who taught me Magical Spelling. Initially I felt sick learning it as it brought up all 
the years I had struggled. After half an hour I could spell one of the words by 
myself. On returning home I decided to persevere with the strategy and learnt 3 
new words daily for quite a while. While doing this I also processed all the 

defences I had built up over 35 years to cope with being unable to spell.



Teacher evidence

I’ ve just been to visit a friend of mine who started studying a Japanese degree at 
Newcastle Uni last September. … I sat with her going through her flash cards for no 
longer than half an hour teaching her how to use them using magical spelling.

…

She had been learning by repeatedly writing them down and putting them on flash cards 
around the house linking them with various items in the home but this has been taking 
her ages.

Within literally about 10 seconds per flash card using magical spelling she was able to 
memorise the English, Japanese and hiragana (set of symbols) for each word. She is 
totally amazed at how easy it is, and is now looking forward to studying instead of 
feeling quite overwhelmed.



Research planned

Using the workbook and CD you could give your pupils a blind test, 
then a seen test, then teach Magical Spelling, give the students a 
seen test and then a blind test about 3 months later. This will help 
you evaluate the effect of Magical Spelling.  If you have a class 
who haven’t learnt the process yet you could compare their 
scores. 



Demonstrating cause and effect 
relationships

InterventionPretest Post-test



Demonstrating cause and effect 
relationships

InterventionPretest Post-test

Pretest Post-testNo intervention

Compare improvement  of 
the two groups



Demonstrating cause and effect 
relationships

InterventionPretest Post-test

Pretest Post-testNo intervention

Pretest
Different intervention

Post-test

Delayed 
post-test

Delayed 
post-test

Delayed 
post-test

Compare improvement 
across groups 



Evaluating evidence

SENCO-Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator, SATS – test used in the UK in Year 6 to assess students’ progress 

at primary level



Factors affecting group 
comparisons

• Are the groups comparable?

• Does the intervention help particular students better?

• Are there any external factors that affect comparisons?

• Does the intervention affect performance or affective factors (motivation, self-
confidence etc?)

Compare 
improvement?
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Theoretical foundations

Causes of reading 
difficulties

Visual?

Phonological?

Cognitive factors?

Environmental 
factors?

Instructional 
factors?



Easy-Read program

• Guided Phonetic Reading uses graphic images to represent the sounds in a word, 
above or below the line of the text. The graphic images are designed to allow the 
children to decode any word, which helps them develop the skill of decoding 
implicitly, through regular, easy practice.

• If the child practices the processes of decoding and blending words routinely every 
day, the brain forms a subconscious mapping of the letter patterns (graphemes) and 
sounds (phonemes) in each word, without the child even being aware of it. After 
about 90 lessons that mapping is strong enough for the child to start to decode most 
normal text without needing support the support of the images. 

• Guided Phonetic Reading has no rules to learn

• Guided Phonetic Reading develops the reading process largely through the 
procedural (automatic) memory processes, rather than the declarative (thinking) 
memory processes.

• Guided Phonetic Reading should have no sounds to chant or letter patterns to learn



Evaluating credibility



Teaching methods and practices for working 

with students with learning difficulties

• Colored overlays

• Read-aloud

• Dyslexia-friendly fonts

• No explicit grammar explanation

• Teaching students to read backwards

• Balancing exercises

• Brain training

• Fish-oil



What programmes are effective 
then?

• Phonological awareness/Phonics – Younger children
• Reading strategy instruction – Younger and older learners
• Multi-sensory teaching methods – all age groups
• Self-regulation training – all age groups



Phonological awareness programs

• Systematic teaching of how to manipulate sounds and syllables: 
phoneme and syllable segmentation, blending, deletion and 
addition

• Evidence for the effectiveness of the programme is available 
through the National Reading Panel report (2000)

Gerber et al. (2004) Spanish L1 speaking children in the US –
phonological awareness training in Spanish 9 20-minute 
sessions – children at risk of reading difficulties

– Results: children achieved same level of phonological awareness 
as their Spanish speaking peers, no difference in word level 
decoding skills at the end of Grade 1



Phonological awareness cont.

Leafstedt, Richards & Gerber (2004)

– Five hours distributed over 10 weeks

– Bilingual children in the intervention programme outperformed 
those who did not receive any training

– Students with initially low PA skills made only limited 
improvement

Yeung, Siegel & Chan (2013)

- Phonological awareness training in English to Cantonese speaking 
children 24 30 minute sessions over 12 weeks

- Significant improvement in PA skills, word-reading, spelling and 
vocabulary knowledge in English



Phonics instruction

• Direct and explicit instruction in sound-letter correspondances

• Evidence for the effectiveness of the programme is available through the 
National Reading Panel report (2000) – but less effect on students with 
dyslexia than on those for ‘at risk’

Lovett et al (2008) 

Canadian multilingual children – 105 hours of training- significant growth in 
measures of phonological awareness, word decoding and reading 
comprehension, and development was significantly different from that of 
the control group

Partanen & Siegel (2013)

Canadian multilingual children: one year phonics based programme – risk of 
developing reading difficulties reduced from 21.5% kindergarten age to 6 % 
by Grade 7



Reading comprehension training

• Development of vocabulary knowledge – explicit vocabulary 
teaching

• Reading comprehension strategy instruction 

– teaching students to pose questions that aid comprehension and 
monitor understanding, 

– explanations of how to analyze text structure and informational 
content. 

– Strategy instruction can be teacher-led and/or peer-mediated 

• Berkeley et al. (2010) significant improvement in reading skills 
from reading comprehension instruction and their gains are 
comparable to students with no SpLDs



Reading comprehension training 
for L2 speakers

Klinger and Vaughn (1996) reciprocal reading intervention program to Hispanic 
L2 English speaking children in the USA 40-minute sessions and lasted for 27 
days. 

• significant gains in reading comprehension measures but initial reading 
abilities and oral language proficiency in English moderated the rate of 
improvement. 

Denton, Wexler, Vaughn and Bryan (2008) similar students as Klinger and 
Vaughn’s study but they had severe reading difficulties and limited vocabulary 
knowledge in both English and Spanish. 13 sessions of phonics, explicit 
vocabulary and reading strategy instruction. 

Neither the experimental nor the control group showed significant 

improvement after the training. 



Multi-sensory structured learning 
programmes - Sparks et al. (1991)

• explicit and direct teaching in sound-letter correspondences 

• activates different sensory channels simultaneously

• highly structured, proceeds in small and cumulative steps

• sufficient practice and revision opportunities

• first language of the students can be used for grammatical 
explanations



MSL approach revised: 
Ganschow and Schneider (2000) 

Eliciting information from the students

Reflecting on answers, 

developing metalinguistic awareness

Comparison of L1 and L2

Modelling and practising learning strategies

Organizing and reviewing learnt material



Theoretical evidence for MSL

• Paivio (1991) Dual Coding Theory: parallel use of several 
sensory channels enhances the efficiency of encoding in 
memory 

• limitations on verbal and visual attentional resource pools and 
working memory (Baddeley, 2012) can be overcome if 
information is presented in both visual and verbal modalities

• Working memory limitations are also overcome if information is 
presented in small chunks

• Explicit instruction produces larger language learning gain for 
all learners (Spada & Tomita, 2010)

• Explicit teaching of vocabulary is beneficial (Tian & Macaro, 
2012) 



Aptitude-treatment interactions

• unstructured learning situations are more favourable for “able, 
independent, mastery-oriented and flexible” ( Snow, 1992, p. 
28) individuals

• Kirschner et al. (2006) minimally guided instruction might be 
more useful for students who have pre-existing knowledge in 
the field they study - novices learn more efficiently with direct 
instructional guidance.

• Explicit and guided instruction might assist students with lower 
levels of language aptitude and working memory capacity, 
especially in the initial stages of language learning (Erlam, 2005, 
Indrarathne & Kormos, in preparation)



Empirical evidence from second 
language research Sparks et al(1992, 
1998) 

MSL instruction in L2

Language 
learning aptitude L1 skills

Phonological 
awareness

Word decoding
Vocabulary size

L2 Proficiency



Empirical evidence: Nijakowska
(2008)

• five dyslexic secondary school students in Poland explicit MSL instruction on 
phoneme-grapheme correspondences and certain systematic features of the 
English spelling system

• ten students with an official certificate of dyslexia + ten students with no 
formal identification of SpLDs - no instruction

• experimental group made large and statistically significant gains in both 
spelling and word reading 

• the dyslexic control group showed no improvement. 

• The non-dyslexic control group only made a significant increase in English 
word-spelling scores, 

• the experimental group significantly outperformed even the non-dyslexic 
control group in a word-reading and spelling post-test.



Empirical evidence: Pfenninger
(2015, in press) 

MSL instruction in L3

Learning strategies Self-confidence

Rapid automated 
naming in L2 and 3

Vocabulary 
knowledge in L3

Phonological 
awareness in L2 and L3

Word decoding in L3



Learners of all ages need help and support. They need strategies 
and tricks to help them get better at what they find hard. They 
need people who can help them to have confidence when they 
doubt themselves. (Dr. John Rack, Dyslexia Action’s Director of 
Education and Policy).


