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teaching to reading outcomes are exactly what 
would be predicted from the RIL model (Snowl-
ing & Hulme, 2025). 

Rogde and colleagues (2019) reported a me-
ta-analysis of 28 randomized controlled trials 
and 15 quasi-experiments evaluating language 
interventions. The studies differed markedly in 
quality, but those with interventions involving 
small groups demonstrated quite large effects 
(d = 0.25). They concluded that high-quality lan-
guage interventions, especially when delivered 
to small groups, can have meaningful effects. 
Many of the studies in this review focused ex-
clusively on vocabulary instruction rather than 
broader language skills, and these interven-
tions appeared to have little effect on reading 
comprehension. However, other studies tar-
geting broader oral language skills have shown 
benefits for reading comprehension (Fricke et 
al., 2013; Hulme et al., 2025) and for written ex-
pression (Esposito et al., 2025).

Gillam et al. (2025) developed a multicom-
ponent intervention—Supporting Knowledge 
in Language and Literacy (SKILL)—for children 
in Grades 1 to 4 to promote oral narrative skills 
using modeling, recasting, and scaffolding. 
Children who received the intervention per-
formed better on narrative comprehension 
(d = .20), narrative production (d = .36), and sto-
ry structure (d = .61); effects were maintained at 
a five-month follow-up. Notably, the training 
generalized to written narrative production 
and, for children in Grades 3 and 4, to read-
ing comprehension, with benefits similar for 
monolingual children and English language 
learners.

Similar strategies are embedded in the 
Nuffield Early Language Intervention (NELI; 
Fricke et al., 2017), which has been renamed 
Tel Ted in the U.S. Tel Ted is a 20-week Tier 2 
supplementary intervention for children en-
tering school with poor language. It compris-
es daily activities to promote vocabulary, nar-
rative, and listening comprehension; in the 
second 10 weeks, training in letter knowledge 
and phoneme awareness is also included. Tel 
Ted is delivered in small groups (3-5 students) 
and to individuals by trained classroom assis-
tants/teacher aides to children selected for low 
language skills. A series of randomized trials of 
children receiving the program have all report-
ed positive effects on language (d = .21 to .80), 
and the intervention with the largest effect 
(Fricke et al., 2013) generalized to reading com-
prehension (d = .52; see Snowling et al., 2021 for 
review). Furthermore, a large effectiveness trial 
involving 193 schools (West et al., 2021) reported 
that the program was as effective for English 

language learners as for monolinguals and for 
children from low-SES backgrounds. Impor-
tantly, a follow-up study of the children found 
persistent benefits for their language skills 2 
years after the intervention had ceased, as well 
as improvements in word reading and reading 
comprehension.

It is clear that well-designed oral language 
programs improve language and, in turn, sup-
port reading comprehension and social-emo-
tional well-being. An important question, 
however, is how these programs translate into 
everyday classroom practices. Data from im-
plementation in U.S. schools suggest that pat-
terns observed in controlled trials are evident 
in real-world settings but also reveal an im-
portant complexity. In one elementary school 
implementing evidence-based literacy instruc-
tion and universal oral language screening, 
systematic implementation of evidence-based 
code-focused instruction was associated with 
substantial gains in word reading proficien-
cy on DIBELS 8 in K–2 classrooms. The great-
est gains were for those who were within or at 
benchmark at the beginning of the year (35 % 
above benchmark, 50% at benchmark, and 15% 
below benchmark). By the end of the year, 80% 
of students scored above benchmark, 12% were 
at benchmark, and 0% remained below bench-
mark.

However, when oral language was screened 
alongside word reading, a different pattern 
emerged. In a sample of first-grade students, 
all students demonstrated well above or above 
the benchmark on the middle-of-the-year 
reading composite. Despite strong decoding 
outcomes, several students demonstrated be-
low-benchmark oral language skills. These stu-
dents would not have been identified on the 
word reading measures alone.

While it is notable that 19% of even the 
strongest decoders in Grade 1 screened at risk 
in oral language, the broader and more import-
ant pattern emerges when examining oral lan-
guage development across the full cohort of 
first-grade students over time. Tracking 61 stu-
dents from the spring of kindergarten through 
the spring of Grade 1 revealed a substantial pro-
portion of progress following the introduction 
of universal Tier 1 oral language supports. The 
proportion of students meeting benchmark 
expectations increased from 47% to 78% fol-
lowing this implementation. 

Despite these gains, a considerable propor-
tion of students continued to demonstrate lan-
guage vulnerability, including a smaller group 
with significant language needs. At the be-
ginning of Grade 1, 39% of students exhibited 
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some level of language risk, including 8% who 
remained well below benchmark. These pat-
terns were not confined to English language 
learners but were evident across the broad-
er student population. The end-of-year data 
demonstrates a continued risk reduction for 
those with language vulnerabilities. However, 
a subset of learners (5%) continued to demon-
strate persistent language needs, suggesting 
the need for more intensive support beyond 
Tier 1 and Tier 2 instruction.  

The persistence of language vulnerabili-
ty, even as decoding and early language out-
comes improve, highlights the importance of 
systematic screening for the identification of 
risk at six-month intervals. Students with ongo-
ing language risk may include those with lan-
guage-based learning difficulties (e.g., dyslexia 
and DLD), whose needs are unlikely to be de-
tected through word-reading measures alone. 
Without direct and repeated assessment of oral 
language, these students may remain uniden-
tified until later grades, when comprehension 
demands increase and intervention becomes 
more difficult.

These findings point to a critical implication 
for literacy systems: Improving outcomes is not 
solely about implementing effective programs, 
but also about educators’ knowledge and tools 
to respond to patterns in student development. 
It is significant for school leaders to recognize 
that students showing advanced to average 
word-reading abilities are still susceptible to 
language vulnerabilities. These hidden vulner-
abilities become visible when schools screen 
early for language weaknesses in addition to 
reading weaknesses. In summary, addressing 
gaps in oral language development requires a 
decisive leadership move to invest in educators’ 
knowledge and recalibrate MTSS to address 
both sides of the simple view of reading.

Recent evidence suggests that although 
literacy policies and professional learning are 
increasingly aligned with the findings from the 
science of reading, this has not led to an inte-
grated understanding of instruction (Griffith 
& Fitzpatrick, 2026). At the same time, policy 
has not kept pace with contemporary science, 
particularly in recognizing the language-based 
and developmental nature of reading (Odegard 
et al., 2025). Together, these findings suggest 
that the central challenge is not adoption, but 
the translation of research into coherent, inte-
grated practice grounded in a developmental 
model of reading.

Educators need preparation within an oral 
language developmental framework, includ-
ing how language weaknesses manifest and 

how to support students with these weakness-
es through instruction. The expectation that 
educators will “figure it out” without aligned 
tools and systems is neither realistic nor equi-
table. Given that literacy reform has been less 
focused on sentence comprehension, narrative 
organization, inferencing, and expressive pre-
cision, teachers need tools to support vocab-
ulary, syntax, and discourse—not as isolated 
skills, but as an integrative pathway to compre-
hension. A preventative literacy model must 
extend beyond word-reading indicators to in-
clude systematic attention to oral language 
development. That does not mean replacing 
current literacy efforts; it means completing 
them. How we lead the future of literacy reform 
should not be framed as a choice between 
foundational reading skills and oral language. 
Children need both. The question is wheth-
er our systems, assessments, and professional 
learning reflect that reality. 

Improving long-term literacy outcomes, 
therefore, depends not only on programs and 
policies but on educators and leaders who 
bring these systems to life. Investing in their 
knowledge and capacity to build and sustain 
system-level change is essential to improving 
children’s access to comprehension, learning, 
and long-term opportunity.  
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