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How Do Children Learn to Read?

The Simple View of Reading:
Decoding Skills x Language Knowledge = Reading Comprehension

Decoding=Matching sounds to letters
Language Knowledge=Vocabulary and syntax

 

Gough and Tunmer, 1986



The Simple View of Reading

Decoding Language Knowledge

Assuri nisn nili dazulen suninen. 
Assuri nisn nili sili duren assuri 
dazulen. Suninen nisnen izul 
dazulen.
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Why is Fluency Important?

• Fluency is the ability to read text quickly and accurately.

• Fluency and comprehension are tightly linked for early readers, in 
languages students know.

• Cognitive load theory tells us that students must be able to read with 
automaticity to understand what they’re reading.

• Every language has its own fluency benchmarks, but a range of 40-60 
wcpm is often associated with 80% comprehension or better.

Gough and Tunmer, 1986



What Happens to Children Who Don’t Receive Effective Instruction?

 



What Skills do Children Need to Be Fluent Readers?

Phonemic Awareness: An understanding of the sounds of their language or 
the language of instruction.

Phonics: An understanding of how those sounds are represented by 
abstract symbols (letters).

Vocabulary: Sufficient vocabulary in the language of instruction to permit 
them to understand what they decode.

Fluency: Sufficient accuracy, speed, and stamina to read at the rate 
required for comprehension.

Comprehension: Additional comprehension strategies beyond fluency to      
understand more complex text. 



What Are the Critical Elements of Effective Reading Programs?

Language of Instruction 
Instructional and Practice Time/Opportunity to Learn
Instruction (Pre-Service, In-Service, Coaching)
Teacher Guides (1:1), Textbooks (1:1), Books for Reading 
Practice (many)
Simple Formative Assessment

 



The Path from Decoding to Fluency 

• Even in “high quality” reading programs, students are not 
reaching fluency at scale, on time.

• In some countries, improvements seem to be concentrated 
in a small percentage of schools, among a small percentage 
of children.

• Fluency is critical for comprehension and reading to learn
• What are we missing? 



One hypothesis: OTL and OTP

1. Opportunity to Learn 
(OTL) at school is 
insufficient:
Children do not spend enough 
time learning to read in school

2. Opportunity to Practice 
(OTP) is non-existent:
Children spend little to no time 
practicing reading at school or 
home.
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Effective reading instruction in school is crucial, but…

• Oral language development starts at birth 
• Children spend far more time out of school than in school
• Children enter school without the language foundations they need 

to be successful
• Children enter school without the early, pre-reading “concepts of 

print they need to start learning to read
• Only 50% of parents worldwide regularly engage in cognitively 

stimulating activities with young children
• As children begin to learn to read and progress through school, 

they do not have books, time, or support for reading practice
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Imagine if we could...

 
• Help families develop children’s oral language: the 

foundation of learning to read

• Increase the number, quality, and variety of books children 
are exposed to before they start school and in the early 
grades of primary

• Increase reading practice for school aged children, growing 
independent readers who read to learn

• Increase independent reading at home, building fluency

• Establish a life-long love of reading and learning



Imagine Reading@School and Reading@Home

• Developing, printing, distributing a wide range of titles in languages 
children know.

• Translating and adapting the thousands of openly licensed children’s 
books that are now available in hundreds of languages.

• Supporting teachers to provide practice time at school, during 
instructional hours, before, after, during recess, at lunch . . .

• Supporting parents and caregivers to support children’s language 
development before they start school and as they grow.

• Improving procurement and book supply chains to reduce costs and 
sustain supply.

 



Resources on the Early Learning Resource Network

 



Resources on the Early Learning Resource Network

 



Additional Resources

 

• Well-run, 
transparent 
procurement can 
dramatically 
reduce the cost of 
books

• Free, open source 
distribution 
management 
system (track and 
trace) makes sure 
books reach 
students
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For more information and 
resources contact:

Penelope Bender
pbender@worldbank.org

THANK YOU

mailto:pbender@worldbank.org
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