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Abstract 

There is a long-standing belief amongst academics, educators, and policymakers that there is a 

significant gap between the number of words that more privileged children know and the number 

that less privileged children know. It is believed that this ‘word gap’ or ‘vocabulary gap’ affects 

educational outcomes as well as children’s overall wellbeing (Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff, 2003, 2006; 

Oxford University Press, 2018; Quigley, 2018). If we wish to investigate this gap, then explicit 

descriptions of vocabulary development are important, both as a means of clarifying what a 

vocabulary gap might actually entail and for ensuring the vocabulary gap is effectively targeted 

(Durrant & Brenchley, 2019a).  

This thesis presents a triangulation of different methods which can be used to quantify vocabulary 

development in children: (a) vocabulary size data collected from a cohort of children in Wales, (b) 

quantitative corpus analysis of a large-scale naturally occurring corpus of children’s writing (the 

Oxford Children’s Corpus), and (c) qualitative semi-structured interviews with schoolteachers. The 

results exemplify the difficulties involved in measuring vocabulary development in school-age 

children and have implications for curriculum development in the United Kingdom. In the discussion, 

these disparate strands of work are brought together using a language policy framework. The results 

are contextualised through a discussion of the vocabulary gap and how it has been imported into the 

United Kingdom from the United States. Particular attention is paid to critiques (Baugh, 2017; 

Burnett et al., 2020; Cushing, 2023; Kuchirko, 2019; Sperry et al., 2019b) of the original Hart and 

Risley (1995) study which gave rise to the idea of the word gap. Recommendations and implications 

for policymakers and academics are then presented.  
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What’s written here and now is to be read there and then: some other time and some other 

place. 

(Britton, 1972) 
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1. Introduction 

The introduction to the national curriculum for English in England (Department for Education, 2014) 

states that English teaching is fundamental to the curriculum because it is the gateway to all other 

subjects. In the conclusions of their research review on the English curriculum, the Department for 

Education (2022) write: 

Vocabulary is fundamental to pupils’ progress. Vocabulary is the foundational knowledge for 

reading, speech and writing. Narrowing the word gap between pupils who are word-rich and 

word-poor is vital. Vocabulary development and wider language development feed into 

reading and writing.  

Vocabulary is linked to the key skills of reading and writing, as the report continues 

describing how “comprehension becomes possible partly through acquiring and deepening 

vocabulary” (Department for Education, 2022). These excerpts are examples of how vocabulary 

knowledge is emphasised in Anglophone school curricula. This emphasis is not unfounded: 

vocabulary affects what a person can do with a language and is important for many aspects of 

psycholinguistic processing. There is evidence in both first and second language acquisition research 

which shows that vocabulary is one of the key predictors of academic success and is linked to later 

literacy outcomes (R. C. Anderson & Freebody, 1981; Biemiller, 2011; Daller & Phelan, 2013; F. J. 

Duff et al., 2015; Lee, 2011; Pennebaker et al., 2014). Therefore, vocabulary deficits may limit a 

child’s educational development (Biemiller, 2011; Bleses et al., 2016; Milton & Treffers-Daller, 2013). 

Furthermore, “it is a well-established finding in research on the reading comprehension of native 

speakers that vocabulary is the most important contributing factor [to improved reading 

comprehension]” (Read, 2000, p. 190). Vocabulary is also linked to phonological awareness and 

listening comprehension (Sénéchal et al., 2006).  
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The acknowledged importance of vocabulary has led to an increased number of quantitative 

studies on vocabulary development in the last decade (Durrant et al., 2021). Thus, research on 

vocabulary development has clear practical importance (Durrant & Brenchley, 2019b). However, our 

understanding of vocabulary development is constrained by a lack of research into vocabulary size, 

growth, and development in the early years as well as a number of methodological issues that must 

be addressed in quantitative vocabulary research. The lack of research is due to the challenge 

inherent in analysing first language vocabulary development, which is a multidimensional process 

and cannot be easily isolated.  

Of particular interest in the above excerpt is the mention of the ‘word gap’. This is defined in 

the document as the difference in vocabulary between children who enter school with an expected 

vocabulary for their age and those who enter school with a vocabulary lower than expected for their 

age. The ‘word gap’ refers to the concept that varying linguistic inputs available to children based on 

socioeconomic status may lead to meaningful differences in vocabulary size, which may impact 

academic outcomes (B. Hart & Risley, 1995; Hindman et al., 2016; Logan et al., 2019; Oxford 

University Press, 2018; Quigley, 2018). Put simply, poorer children may hear fewer words and 

develop smaller vocabularies. If these variables do affect the communicative experience of a child 

and are related to language outcomes, then “an integrated account of what in children’s 

environments makes language acquisition possible while also making language outcomes variable” 

(Hoff, 2006, p. 58) is key in examining how human environments support language learning.  

The source of the ‘word gap’ idea is a book entitled Meaningful Differences in the Everyday 

Experience of Young American Children (B. Hart & Risley, 1995). This book has had a remarkable 

effect across global educational policy and its ideologies have been imported into the United 

Kingdom (Cushing, 2023) despite criticisms (Avineri et al., 2015; Baugh, 2017; Burnett et al., 2020; 

Cushing, 2023; Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 2009; P. Nation, 1995) of the methodologies and the deficit 
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thinking at the source of the ‘word gap’. Section 2.1 of the literature review will interrogate the 

original Hart and Risley study and the research that followed it to examine whether there is any 

evidence of this gap in the UK.  

I will now briefly explain the structure and background of this thesis. The original intention 

of this project was to examine lexical development in children over time using two methods: 

tracking vocabulary size and growth by testing schoolchildren in person at regular intervals, and 

examining children’s writing using the Oxford Children’s Corpus. It was assumed that schools would 

remain open for the entirety of the project’s length and that travel to Oxford would be feasible to 

enable collaboration on examining their corpus. However, six months after I commenced work and 

two after I had collected my first round of vocabulary data in March 2020, COVID-19 pandemic 

lockdown restrictions were put into place. While continuing the vocabulary testing was not 

logistically possible, the school who had offered to be a collaborative partner on this project was still 

keen to assist in other ways. The situation was challenging, but presented a unique opportunity to 

examine lexical development in a new context. The corpus was still examined, but to supplement 

the lost vocabulary work, several teachers agreed to participate in semi-structured interviews, 

providing a rich and interesting insight into how the pandemic had affected their teaching. This 

thesis presents the results of this adapted programme of research.  

Following this introduction is the literature review. We begin by considering the word gap 

and its path to England’s national curriculum, examining the emergence of this linguistic ideology in 

language policy in the UK (Chapter 2.1). We then examine prior attempts to measure vocabulary 

development in children, focusing on (a) vocabulary testing (Chapter 2.2) and (b) qualitative corpus 

linguistic approaches to evaluating children’s writing (Chapter 2.4). Chapter 2.3 presents some 

background information on written language development in children.   
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Three experimental chapters follow the literature review. Vocabulary size testing is one 

method to estimate how many words children know, but the vocabulary sizes of school-age children 

using such tests are underreported. One reason for this is that few vocabulary tests exist that can 

give an accurate vocabulary size for L1 English children, especially for those who are pre-literate. 

These tests, their limitations, and what the literature says about vocabulary sizes of children will be 

discussed in Section 2.2 and Chapter 3. Chapter 3 is an examination of vocabulary size in children. It 

includes the data that were collected before the onset of the pandemic in March 2020, and 

discusses the merits and drawbacks of vocabulary size testing in L1 English children. Chapter 4 

presents data collected from interviews with schoolteachers in lieu of the continuation of the 

vocabulary testing. Teachers were interviewed about the impact of the pandemic on their teaching 

and on their students’ learning, with a focus on what they felt were the driving factors behind their 

pupils’ vocabulary development during the pandemic. The impact of the pandemic on education is 

as yet unknown, but this thesis contributes to this research. Chapter 5 presents an analysis of the 

Oxford Children’s Corpus, a collection of children’s writing in one genre (short story writing).  

In Chapter 6, these three disparate pieces of work are brought together to demonstrate the 

complexities involved in future research on vocabulary development in children in the UK, 

contextualised in the light of the COVID-19 pandemic. The key results are discussed and the idea of 

the word gap is re-examined in light of these results. Then, I discuss the idea threaded throughout all 

the chapters of this thesis—language policy—and reflect on how linguistic ideologies are made 

practice.  

This thesis is influenced by critical discursive approaches to language policy. These 

approaches promote gathering and triangulating many data sources to show how language policy 

does not just happen in statutory documents, but is reproduced “across multiple layers of language 

policy interpretation and appropriation” (Johnson, 2012, p. 119). There are three levels to analysing 
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language policy: 1) the micro-level (e.g., teachers); 2) the meso-level (e.g., school management); and 

3) the macro-level (e.g., government-produced curricula) (Cushing, 2020). These levels interact with 

each other to design, implement and enact policy in the UK. It is through these “overt and covert 

mechanisms” that those in authority (for the most part) control language spaces, as explained by 

Elana Shohamy in Language Policy: Hidden agendas and new approaches: 

the study of LP [language policy] should not be limited to formal, declared and official 

policies but rather to the study of the powerful mechanisms that are used in most societies 

nowadays to create and perpetuate “de facto” language policies and practices. The 

mechanisms discussed in this book include language education policies, language tests and 

language in the public space; it is through these policy devices that “real” policies are 

created. (Shohamy, 2005, p. xvi) 

This thesis reflects these mechanisms: (1) Chapter 3 dissects a language test, considering 

their use and value in measuring vocabulary size; (2) Chapter 4 looks first-hand at how learning 

changed during the pandemic and how language education policies had to change, and considers 

the role of teachers and parents in children’s vocabulary learning; (3) Chapter 5 considers a corpus 

of writing produced by children across the UK written for a public short-story writing competition, 

one way in which ideas about children’s language are brought into the public space. 

The title of this thesis poses a question: is there evidence of a vocabulary gap in the United 

Kingdom? The answer to this is not a straightforward yes or no. The longer answer is that the 

empirical studies conducted in this thesis did not allow any conclusions on this topic, and by the end 

of the thesis we will see how the originally designed studies never would have been able to answer 

this question, because researching the word gap is far more complicated than it might seem at first 

glance. Furthermore, prior research (to be introduced and discussed in Section 2.1) calls into 

question the very idea of the gap, highlighting that the word gap is complex and misunderstood. So, 
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while originally this research project was designed to provide evidence for the word gap, it did not 

yield these intended insights.  

Although this project does not (and would not have been able to) show evidence of a gap in 

the UK, it regardless makes useful contribution to research and practice. First, this work presents 

several methodologies which can be used in vocabulary research, including vocabulary testing, 

corpus linguistics, and qualitative interviews. I highlight how important it is to explicitly define and 

operationalise concepts in linguistics research prior to commencing research. Second, this thesis 

presents literature showing how the word gap is a linguistic ideology that has been perpetuated 

throughout the United Kingdom and elsewhere despite limited, often conflicting evidence. I shed 

light on how complex the topic of the word gap is and how methodologically difficult it is to 

measure. It is hoped that this work will encourage a more nuanced view of the word gap, especially 

as concepts like this have far-reaching consequences for vocabulary teaching and learning. 
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2. Literature Review  

Language is one of the most complex tools that humans possess. However, despite its 

complexity, language is acquired easily and naturally by typically developing children, even though 

acquiring a second language in adulthood presents difficulty for many. In this thesis, the focus is 

vocabulary development in L1 English-speaking children. Researching this is complex. Children learn 

words at different rates due to both individual and environmental differences, as well as due to 

stages in their language development. They acquire new words through parental and caregiver 

input, interaction with siblings and peers, reading, watching television, and school.  

Answering the question of how children learn words involves the consideration of several 

complex interrelated issues, with the first a consideration of child development and language 

acquisition in general, as opposed to word learning in particular. Language is only a small part of the 

overall cognitive domain that changes over one’s lifespan. Development is a multidirectional, 

multidimensional phenomenon that is influenced by both genetics (nature) and environment 

(nurture) (Paris et al., 2019). All children go through clear linguistic developmental stages 

independent of the language they are learning, and children also pick up grammatical features of 

language without explicit teaching. This happens in all typically developing children despite 

differences in inputs varying in quantity and type. Although children develop at different rates, there 

are some commonalities: for example, comprehension always precedes production, then they 

proceed in parallel, with production always trying to keep up with comprehension (Steinberg & 

Sciarini, 2006). The stages of written language development will be examined in Section 2.3. 

Child language researchers have spent decades studying these similarities in the stages of 

language development, and language variation only became a key area of research in the 1980s, as 

researchers began to study larger samples of children and children from diverse language 

communities and varied cultural and socioeconomic groups (Goldfield et al., 2024). Research on 
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vocabulary acquisition has been complicated (Gleason, 2005) by methodological differences in 

measuring both comprehension and production. Methods to measure vocabulary size in children 

have ranged from diary studies, different instructional tasks, and picture-based tests (McDaniel et 

al., 1998). Section 2.2 will explore further specific methodological problems in measuring vocabulary 

in its discussion of vocabulary size tests. Another way to measure vocabulary development is 

analysing the words children use when they write. Quantitative corpus analysis approaches are 

particularly useful here. One systematic literature review identified 104 studies (published between 

1945–2015) on language development in the writing of children in Anglophone countries, finding 66 

studies on syntax, 45 on vocabulary, 19 on cohesion, and none on formulaic language (Durrant et al., 

2021). This thesis will examine quantitative approaches to analysing children’s written language in 

Section 2.4, which will present some of the literature on quantitative approaches to analysing 

children’s writing, and Section 5, which presents a lexical investigation of the Oxford Children’s 

Corpus, a large corpus of written fiction writing from children across the UK.  

For now, we turn our attention back to the ‘word gap’ mentioned in the introduction. This 

word gap is a separate, but related, idea to the ‘achievement gap’ prevalent in education reform 

research and practice. The achievement gap is understood as the difference in national achievement 

tests between various student demographic groups, with minoritised or racialised groups 

performing worse (S. Anderson et al., 2007; Cabral-Gouveia et al., 2023; Hanushek et al., 2022).  The 

achievement gap is often referenced in an American context as it is the basis for the controversial 

No Child Left Behind Act, which sought to narrow the achievement gap in the United States by 

creating common expectations for all (i.e., standards-based education reform). This act received 

wide bipartisan criticism in the US due to its penalisation of schools which showed no improvement 

in standardised test scores (C. Turner, 2015). This thesis will not consider the achievement gap as a 

whole, and instead will focus purely on the word gap.  
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What is the word gap? How do we measure it? The answers to these questions are 

complicated. We will start with the source of the idea of the word gap—the difference in vocabulary 

knowledge between advantaged and disadvantaged populations—and then go on to examine how 

the word gap discourse has been perpetuated in language policies across the globe. Examining 

language policy involves a consideration of how groups and individuals attempt to control and 

manipulate language in order to promote political, social, economic, and personal ideologies 

(Shohamy, 2005). It would be easy to think of language policy as something contained in policy 

documents created by ministries of education, but governmental bodies are only a small part of how 

language policy becomes language practices. Teachers and students are also key mechanisms by 

which ideologies are sustained and language spaces are controlled.  

Before we begin, it is relevant to briefly summarise the state of English language policy in 

the United Kingdom. It is important to have some contextual understanding of how education is 

provided in the United Kingdom in order to understand how linguistic ideologies, especially deficit-

based discourses, have been perpetuated throughout the preceding decades to emerge in their 

current form in current educational policy documents (all occurring at the macro-level of language 

policy).  

Critical discursive approaches to language policy promote gathering and triangulating many 

data sources to show how language policy does not just happen in statutory documents, but is 

reproduced “across multiple layers of language policy interpretation and appropriation” (Johnson, 

2012, p. 119). To reiterate from the introduction, these layers include 1) the micro-level (e.g., 

teachers); 2) the meso-level (e.g., school management); and 3) the macro-level (e.g., government-

produced curricula) (Cushing, 2020). These levels interact with each other to design, implement and 

enact policy. Overt and covert mechanisms help those in authority control language spaces, and 

interact at all three levels (the micro, meso, and macro) to convert linguistic ideologies to language 
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practices. I will return to a discussion of these levels in Chapter 6 when I discuss the results of this 

thesis through a policy lens. For now, it is enough to remember that language policy happens in 

disparate points in space and time, reproduced not only when governments mandate curricula, but 

also when teachers idly correct their students in class, or when a headteacher signs off on posters 

which inadvertently police and regulate language use (Cushing, 2020; Johnson & Ricento, 2014; 

Shohamy, 2005).  

Education in the United Kingdom is devolved, with the four nations (i.e., England, Wales, 

Scotland, and Northern Ireland) each responsible for providing their own national curricula. 

Throughout this thesis literature and data will be contextualised with reference to the national 

curriculum where relevant, and this refers only to the national curriculum for England. The nations 

will not get equal representation in this thesis. England will be used as the primary source and for 

examples throughout most of this thesis due to the higher amount of empirical research and 

publications from organisations such as Ofsted (the Office for Standards in Education, i.e., the school 

inspectorate in the United Kingdom) and the Department for Education (the ministerial department 

responsible for education in the United Kingdom). 

In England, the majority of schools follow the national curriculum, which was introduced by 

the Department for Education in England in 1988 in order to standardise classroom teaching 

(Goodwyn, 2014). This is statutory (i.e., mandatory) guidance, and thus schools have a legal 

obligation to follow the curriculum. Wales, Northern Ireland, and Scotland have separate 

educational policies and systems under separate, devolved governments. In April 2021, the Welsh 

government passed the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act (2021), establishing a new 

framework for the curriculum for pupils in Wales. This new Curriculum for Wales, which is being 

gradually phased in at the time of writing, represents a significant departure from the much more 

prescriptive guidance of the national curriculum in England. Control of curriculum and assessment 
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design and implementation is given back to schools, with head teachers responsible for designing 

and implementing the curriculum in their school. The new Welsh Curriculum promotes language and 

literacy as a tool that can help students become informed, global citizens, and that acknowledges 

that children progress at different rates (Welsh Government, 2020). Literacy is enshrined as a 

“mandatory cross-curricular skill” in the Literacy and Numeracy Framework. Multilingualism is 

emphasised alongside the importance of valuing all languages and cultures.  

The English national curriculum was implemented at a time of educational reform, where 

education was moving towards a system of centralised control rather than the fairly democratic 

system which had developed throughout the twentieth century, where education was largely under 

local authority control. The curriculum has been criticised for curtailing teacher autonomy (U. Clark, 

2001), for the increased prevalence of language policing in schools, especially of non-standardised L1 

language (Cushing, 2020), and for its nationalistic ideologies (Yandell, 2017). In this thesis, we will 

also see how the word gap is linked to language policing and raciolinguistic bias.  

 

2.1 The Word Gap: Ideology to Policy 

Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American Children (B. Hart & 

Risley, 1995) presents research conducted by Betty Hart and Todd Risley (referred to in this thesis as 

H&R) in the 1980s and 1990s. Interested in examining the differences in the linguistic experiences 

between poor and middle-class children, H&R designed a study to capture the language that 

children heard at home. This was one of the first attempts to capture the naturalistic home language 

environments of children in the United States.  

The study was labour-intensive: over a period of 2.5 years, the research team collected over 

1,300 hours of audio which took an additional 4.5 years to transcribe, code, and analyse. The 

participants were 42 families in Kansas City. The cohort was stratified by income: 13 upper-
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socioeconomic status (SES) families (1 Black, 12 White), 10 middle-SES families (3 Black, 7 White), 13 

lower-SES families (7 Black, 6 White), and 6 families receiving welfare (governmental benefits) (all 

Black). Each family was visited once a month, where researchers recorded one hour of talk and 

interaction with each family. This one hour per month of data was extrapolated to generate daily 

count estimates.  

A summary of some of H&R’s conclusions are as follows:  

1. Children from families on welfare heard about 616 words per hour, while those from upper-

SES families heard 2153 words per hour; 

2. This means that children of upper-middle-class families hear 30 million more words by the 

age of three than children of low socioeconomic status families; 

3. By age three, children from upper-middle-class families had produced over 1,200 different 

words, whereas children from welfare-dependent families had only 600 different words in 

their productive vocabularies; 

4. Parents talked to their children differently, and children from families on welfare were 

subject to more instances of negative reinforcement; 

5. Children from the professional families heard six encouragements for every discouragement. 

The main takeaway from Hart and Risley’s work (that there may be diverging linguistic 

inputs available to children depending on class) inspired a raft of further research and had wide-

reaching policy implications aimed at reducing this gap. The thinking went as so: Language 

acquisition is dependent on an interplay between genetic and biological factors and socio-cultural 

contexts and environmental factors. One confounding factor is socioeconomic status. 

Socioeconomic status, defined in this thesis as an individual’s access to economic resources and 

social status, is often linked to language development (as well as to general development and 

health, among other things). Research on the impact of socioeconomic status on early language 
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development is complex due to methodological considerations, such as how socioeconomic status is 

operationalised (Goldfield et al., 2024). Some conclusions have found a link between socioeconomic 

status and the amount of lexical input (i.e., words) that children hear, and thus how many words 

they learn. Put simply, some argue that poorer children learn fewer words than richer children 

because they hear fewer words. The H&R publication is one source of support for this argument, and 

other supporting findings are summarised by Goldfield et al., p. (2024, p. 267) in the most recent 

edition of The Development of Language:  

First, children from low-SES households, on average, learn language more slowly than 

children from higher-SES households, meeting vocabulary and other milestones at a later 

age (e.g., Arriaga et al., 1998; Farkas & Beron, 2004; Fernald & Marchman, 2012). These 

differences emerge by 18 months and are reflected not just in vocabulary size but also in 

processing speed and efficiency (Fernald et al., 2013). Second, parents with more education 

and higher incomes, on average, talk more to their children, are more responsive to their 

children’s language, and encourage children to talk more, than parents with low levels of 

education, with low incomes, and/or experiencing high levels of life stress (e.g., Hoff et al., 

2002; Rowe, 2008). Third, differences in children’s language development, in particular 

speed of vocabulary acquisition, are strongly related both to quantity (e.g., Hoff, 2003; 

Huttenlocher et al., 1991; Pan et al., 2005) and to quality of input (Rowe, 2012; Weizman & 

Snow, 2001). Quality can be measured along different dimensions: conversational 

responsiveness, lexical variety and syntactic complexity, and conceptual challenge (Rowe & 

Snow, 2019); all of these are likely to vary with parental education and income.  

Hart and Risley’s research drew attention to variation in the linguistic environments of 

different social classes and captured the minds of educators, researchers, and laypeople. The effect 

on policy in both the United States and the United Kingdom has been enormous. Given the 
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understanding that there is an association between English language skills and academic 

achievement, this variation was identified as a key area which could be targeted for improvement. 

Public health and educational interventions aimed at reducing the word gap across the globe 

followed (Greenwood et al., 2017). After all, this issue seemed actionable: encourage parents to 

speak more to their children, or to speak differently. In the US, federal investments included Head 

Start and Early Head Start, and local interventions included Providence Talks in Rhode Island, Reach 

Out and Read Out in Boston, and the Clinton Foundation’s Too Small to Fail. In the UK, from 2017, 

government initiatives worth over £100 million have been funded with the aim to ‘close the gap’, 

including several schemes targeted at changing the speech of low-income and racially minoritised 

children by encouraging parents to talk more or differently with their children (Cushing, 2023). Some 

of these interventions and their outcomes will be further considered in Section 6.  

Some have levelled critiques against the original study in regard to its methodological and 

theoretical approaches. The main theoretical criticism of the original study and the subsequent 

research supporting its claims is that this research, by its nature, promulgates a deficit language 

model, perpetuating discriminatory views against non-mainstream ways of speaking (Avineri et al., 

2015; Baugh, 2017; Cushing, 2023; Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 2009; P. Nation, 1995; Sperry et al., 

2019b; Yandell, 2017). It is argued that the sample of 6 welfare families, all Black, and 13 

professional families, 12 of whom were White, “reinforce[s] harmful stereotypes that conflate 

poverty and race” (Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 2009, p. 364). To make this research evidence of a 

supposed ‘word gap’ between privileged and less privileged groups blames “families living in poverty 

for not living up to the standards of the middleclass rather than on the ideologies and practices of 

institutions responsible for the material conditions of families living in poverty” (Kuchirko, 2019, p. 

543). Dudley-Marling and Lucas argue that “strong claims about language deficiencies in poor 

children and their families based on the Hart and Risley study are unwarranted” and that the 
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“uncritical acceptance” of their findings highlights a trend in some educational policymakers, 

practitioners, and researchers to pathologize the language and culture of poor students and their 

families (Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 2009, p. 362). 

For example, one of the differences observed by Hart and Risley was that the poorer families 

(who were all Black) tended to use directives (“Pick up the toys”) with their children rather than the 

indirect questions (“Why don’t you pick up the toys for me?”) used more commonly by the upper-

SES families. Hart and Risley go on to assert that these direct requests are examples of a “prevailing 

negative attitude” (B. Hart & Risley, 1995, p. 177) that would negatively affect children’s linguistic 

development, and which would be difficult to undo. As there is no evidence that the welfare parents 

and their children considered these interactions negative, it is arguable that Hart and Risley 

construed the interactions between the upper-SES families as higher quality because they reflected 

their own values (Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 2009).  

It is unclear whether the families engaged in comparable activities while they were being 

observed. Parents were asked to choose when they would be observed, with many choosing 

mealtimes. It is possible that upper-SES, professional parents chose to be observed during activities 

containing more language opportunities than poor families (Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 2009). Hart and 

Risley also gave no consideration that their observers audiotaping the one hour of verbal 

interactions between parents and children may have affected the language that the parents were 

using with their children. Research shows that observers can have a significant effect on child–

caregiver interactions (Zegiob et al., 1975) and the methods used by Hart and Risley do not reflect 

current approaches in ethnographic research which places importance on local ecologies, cultural 

meaning systems, and embracing normative language practices (Sperry et al., 2019b). Gilkerson et 

al. (2017) carried out a near-replication study utilising discreet digital recording devices with 329 
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families. These authors found that the “gap” between high-income and low-income children was 

around 4 million words by the age of four, not the 30 million put forward by Hart and Risley. 

In their attempt to replicate Hart and Risley’s findings, Sperry et al. (2019b) highlight that 

dyadic interactions, such as the interaction between a primary caregiver and a child, are 

socioculturally defined, and do not exist in many cultures. They emphasise that  

 the psycholinguistic tradition has produced strong evidence that young children can learn 

vocabulary from directed speech and from overheard speech. […] speech directed to 

children predicts later vocabulary growth and language outcomes in school and suggests 

that different features of directed speech may have different effects as children get older. 

(Sperry et al., 2019b, p. 4) 

When Sperry et al. (2019b) widened the definition of speech in their near-replication of the 

H&R study to number of mean words said by all caregivers to a child, or to the amount of all 

ambient speech within a child’s hearing, it was notable that the word gap between different social 

classes disappeared. In fact, in their study, poor and working-class communities showed an 

advantage in number of words heard. They argue that the approach taken by Hart and Risley 

ignored several important sources of the linguistic environment available to children, including 

speech directed at children from adults other than the primary caregiver as well as other speech 

that occurred around the children: H&R “defined and operationalised the children’s vocabulary 

environment as speech directed to the child by the primary caregiver, excluding speech by other 

family members to the child as well as speech that the child overheard” (Sperry et al., 2019b, p. 2).  

This focus on child-directed speech is not unusual. There is a great body of research showing 

that child-directed speech is a source of linguistic input that can boost lexical and syntactic 

development (Fernald et al., 2013; Hurtado et al., 2008; Huttenlocher et al., 2007). However, other 

research suggests that young children in societies where they are seldom spoken to (i.e., receive less 
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child-directed speech) nonetheless attain the same linguistic milestones and do not suffer any 

apparent delays in their linguistic development (Casillas et al., 2021; Hellwig, 2022). Brown and 

Gaskins (2014) argue that the variation in a child’s speech environment leads to different strategies 

for attending to, and learning from, speech. This idea supports evidence that shows that different 

cultural practices yield different developmental strategies across many domains (Goodnow et al., 

1995; Miller et al., 2012).  

Sperry et al. go on to explain how H&R discouraged adult–adult conversation and eliminated 

adult talk that was not directed to the child from their analysis. By doing this, Hart and Risley did not 

capture features of family life and their associated types of talk, such as multiparty and bystander 

talk (Sperry et al., 2019b). The authors conclude that their findings do not support Hart and Risley’s 

claims and clarify that the individual variation within and between families and communities in 

particular social classes may be so great that it obscures variation across classes. H&R did not 

consider that verbal experience is not uniform in any social class and that there is much more to the 

verbal environment than child-directed speech from a primary caregiver.  

In their critique of Sperry et al.’s (2019) paper, the authors agree that they “do not support 

the deficit perspective that all low-income parents do not talk enough with their children” (Golinkoff 

et al., 2019, p. 7), but argue that denying the existence of this gap has serious consequences. This is 

because research into the word gap has led to several interventions aimed at building language and 

improving outcomes in school, and that language is key to children’s school achievement. In a 

follow-up response, Sperry, Sperry and Miller defend their position that the influential claim made 

by H&R deserves more scrutiny, and that research is moving toward re-thinking our understanding 

of the nature of young children’s language environments, which should not be defined only in terms 

of speech directed to the child by the primary caregiver (Sperry et al., 2019a). I will not delve any 

further into this specific debate, but will affirm that I agree that the idea of the gap warrants more 
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scrutiny. This is especially pertinent in the United Kingdom, where there has been no comparable 

research on vocabulary differences between different social classes, and yet the vocabulary gap is 

mentioned in research commissioned by the government on the English national curriculum, 

suggesting that this ideology is commonplace in the Department for Education.  

As we consider if there is evidence for a word gap in the United Kingdom, it is worth bearing 

in mind best practices related to linguistic research in this area. The British Association for Applied 

Linguistics, in the most recent edition of Recommendations on Good Practice in Applied Linguistics, 

state that when conducting research “it is necessary to consider the effects of research on all 

groups, including those that are not directly involved at the time; for example, the potential for 

research approaches to reinforce assumptions about minoritised language1 communities” (BAAL, 

2021, p. 37).  

This directly relates to criticisms that the word gap only pathologizes the language of 

socioeconomically disadvantaged groups by making the vocabulary of the privileged the yard stick by 

which everyone else is measured. It is important that linguistic research is informed by sociocultural 

theories of language which consider the strengths and diversities of non-dominant communities, 

taking the language practices of different groups on their own terms rather than only being seen in 

reference to the language of dominant groups. Cushing (2023, p. 306) gives us a succinct definition 

of the raciolinguistic ideologies which underpin the word gap: 

 

 

 

1 A minoritised language is a language which is marginalised, suppressed, or banned. Using minoritised 

rather than minority highlights the processes which value or devalue a language, recognising that many so-

called “minority” practices are normative in the groups which practice them (Flores & Rosa, 2015). 
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Raciolinguistic ideologies represent beliefs about language tethered to European colonialism 

and its ongoing legacies, within which low-income and racialized speakers’ language 

practices are perceived as deficient, incomplete, and indeed, full of gaps when compared 

against the language practices of the idealized white middle-classes. 

The deficit discourse has had a recent resurgence in England’s education policy (Flores & 

Rosa, 2015), which is “evident in discourses, funding and classroom materials related to the so-called 

‘word gap’ or ‘vocabulary gap’” (Cushing, 2023, p. 306). Cushing (2023) describes how politicians 

have used the word gap to place the blame for attainment differences between children from 

different socioeconomic differences at the feet of their parents. This reflects similar attitudes from 

the 1950s, where increasing diversity in the classroom led to a prevailing attitude that it was up to 

teachers to fix working-class educational underachievement by giving these pupils the language they 

‘needed’ to succeed in education (i.e., standard English) (Hardcastle & Yandell, 2018). Concerns over 

the linguistic deficiencies in the homes of underperforming children in British schools were again 

revived in the 1980s, but this time aimed at Black students, primarily from African-Caribbean 

backgrounds (Hardcastle & Yandell, 2018). It seems that now the deficit discourse has manifested 

once again under the guise of this supposed ‘word gap’.  

So, how was the word gap ideology imported into the UK? At the time of the original H&R 

study, the ‘word gap’ or ‘vocabulary gap’ concept was readily accepted by researchers, teachers, 

journalists, parents, and politicians. From there, the word gap discourse affected educational 

policies across the globe; the gap has even been framed as a public health crisis (Cushing, 2023). In 

the United States, the original Hart and Risley study was so influential that it has been cited in 

Congressional hearings as reason for the need for evidence-based early childhood programmes to 

reduce the gap (Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 2009).  
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After its emergence in the United States, other countries began to take note. Cushing (2023) 

provides a detailed timeline of how and when word gap ideologies were imported into England, 

showing how the deficit discourse has been weaponised by politicians and policymakers, most of 

whom are white men (e.g., Michael Gove, Nick Clegg, Nick Gibb), to advance their political agendas. 

For example, in 2015, Nick Gibb (a conservative MP and an education minister for England at the 

time) contributed to a set of essays for Policy Exchange, a UK-based think-tank which, despite 

claiming bipartisanism, is heavily linked to the UK right (A. White, 2013). In this essay, entitled How 

E.D. Hirsch Came to Shape UK Government Policy, Gibb discusses the influence of American 

outcomes-based education theories on his own approach to education reform (Gibb, 2015). In this 

essay, he cites the Hart and Risley study as proof of an “incontrovertible” divide between children 

who arrive at school with more language compared to those who do not, linking this to worse 

outcomes. He suggests that the knowledge-based curriculum put forward by the Conservatives, and 

which has been in place in England since 2013, is the key to fixing this divide.  

Leaving aside criticisms of this approach to educational reform for the moment, it is notable 

that nowhere does Gibb engage with or reference any of the criticisms of the word gap. He presents 

this single study as proof of “inequality in terms of mental architecture” which “provides a clear case 

for a knowledge based curriculum at an early stage” (Gibb, 2015, p. 14). Gibb goes on to highlight 

that the language gap ideology is “an argument which falls upon receptive ears across the political 

spectrum” (p. 14). This is backed up by reference to Hirsch’s idea of intellectual capital and the idea 

that if children arrive to school with more language, they are inevitably bound to do better. This idea 

of ‘the rich get richer’ is referred to as the Matthew effect in language acquisition, after Matthew 

25:29: “For whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not 

have, even what they have will be taken from them.” (New International Version, 2011). This essay 

as well as the explicit reference to the word gap in England’s national curriculum are examples of the 
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‘layers’ of language policy and show how ideologies can become fossilised into state-controlled 

educational policies (Cushing, 2020; Shohamy, 2005). Uncovering these hidden ideologies is key to 

improving language education.  

Non-governmental institutions can also influence language ideologies and policies (the 

meso-level). In the United Kingdom, Oxford University Press have been a large driver of the word 

gap discourse, releasing regular publications on the scope of the issue in Britain. We will now briefly 

examine several of these reports.  

In their report Why Closing the Word Gap Matters (Oxford University Press, 2018), the 

Children’s Language team of Oxford University Press (OUP) present ‘market research’ on the word 

gap in schools. The report opens with the claim that “without enough language–a word gap–a child 

is seriously limited in their enjoyment of school and success beyond” (Oxford University Press, 2018, 

p. 2). Their evidence for this claim is a survey distributed to 1,313 teachers (840 secondary school 

teachers and 473 primary school teachers) between December 2017 and January 2018. The statistics 

presented are stark: 40% of pupils lack the vocabulary needed to access their learning; over 60% of 

teachers think the gap is increasing; 49% of Year 1 pupils have a limited vocabulary to the extent it 

affects their learning; over 90% of teachers believe that lack of time spent reading for pleasure is a 

root cause of the word gap; and so on. These facts are presented plainly, sensationalised into the 

“number one issue”, and linked to outcomes such as difficulty following what is going on in class, 

slower progress in subjects other than English, and even worse mental health and life chances. 

Figure 2.1 presents an example of the ideas put forward by this report. 
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Here, the word gap is linked to “everything”, including struggling to understand instructions, 

a lack of creativity, and low self-esteem. A description of methods is not included in this report (its 

audience is educationalists and policymakers, not academics) but OUP include examples of the sorts 

of things they found out in their survey, such as (Oxford University Press, 2018, p. 8): 

• 60% of secondary teachers surveyed (of 840 secondary teachers who took part) 

reported that the number of students who have a limited vocabulary is either 

increasing or significantly increasing.  

Figure 2.1 

Excerpt From ‘Why Closing the Word Gap Matters’ (Oxford University Press, 2018, p. 11) 
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• 80% of secondary teachers surveyed reported that students who have a limited 

vocabulary find reading national test papers very or extremely challenging and 79% 

felt that they achieved worse results in national tests.  

• 80% of secondary teachers surveyed reported that the word gap leads to lower self-

esteem, 65% report that this has a negative impact on behaviour, and 82% report 

that students are less likely to stay on in education.  

What constitutes a ‘limited vocabulary’ is not defined, and there is little to no 

acknowledgment of the limitations of this research, such as that this is all based on teachers’ 

perceptions, not actual evidence of results. Their results are “corroborated” by “numerous studies” 

and “abundant evidence” (Oxford University Press, 2018, p. 5) showing that the input that children 

receive is the key determinant of how they develop language. However, the only study referenced is 

the original Hart and Risley study, critiqued above. These allusions are “used to craft a narrative of 

scientific robustness and academic legitimacy” (Cushing, 2023, p. 319).  

In 2020, a follow-up report built on this research (Oxford University Press, 2020), focusing on 

the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. This report exemplifies the way in which the gap discourse 

shifted during the pandemic, presenting the ‘COVID language gap’, the idea that children missed out 

on key input from stay-at-home closures, and this exacerbated the already present (and growing) 

vocabulary gap in UK schoolchildren. In this report, OUP link the word gap to the failure of parents 

to talk to their children during the pandemic. Cushing (2023) highlights the lack of engagement with 

socioeconomic structures and inequalities that were exacerbated during the pandemic and also 

criticises this report for its lack of adequate references to academic literature, lack of attention paid 

to the history of the word gap, and lack of a critical analysis of the problems at the heart of deficit-

based discourse. It is clear to see why these critiques have been levelled against the report. The 

documents produced by Oxford University Press are underpinned by deficit-based ideologies that 
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link poor vocabulary with lowered chances of success in school and, subsequently, in life. These are 

annually perpetuated, with other reports claiming that the pandemic has exacerbated the gap, and 

that teachers tend to agree that children with more support for vocabulary development at home 

perform better in school (Oxford University Press, 2023). These claims are presented without 

interrogation of what this really means or examination of whether this is correlation or causation.  

We will return to examine how the word gap ideology has been reproduced by Oxford 

University Press in the United Kingdom in Section 6. For now, we consider the following question: 

How would we measure the words children in the UK know and thus determine which students are 

“word-rich” compared to those who are “word-poor”, as the Department for Education highlights as 

a key issue in education in the UK? Some methods in applied linguistics which can be used to 

examine this include direct vocabulary size measurement and quantitative corpus linguistic analysis 

of children’s writing. The remainder of this literature review will examine these methods. 

 

2.2 Vocabulary Testing  

Being able to ‘measure the gap’ involves some measure of being able to quantify it. One way 

to quantify this knowledge is through calculating a child’s vocabulary size. However, this is a complex 

task. Measuring vocabulary size is tricky, involving detailed considerations of issues such as what is a 

word, the best method for measuring vocabulary size, choosing the words that should be tested, etc. 

Researchers have differed in the way they choose representative samples of words and the way in 

which they measure knowledge of those words (Brysbaert et al., 2016; P. Nation, 1993; P. Nation & 

Anthony, 2016). There have been several attempts at calculating the vocabulary sizes of English-

speaking adults, but results vary greatly, with estimates of 10,000 to over 200,000 words (see 

Brysbaert et al., 2016; further discussion of the vocabulary sizes in Section 3). This variation is due to 

methodologies employed in the development of vocabulary tests, not lack of interest or research (P. 
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Nation & Anthony, 2016, p. 365). This section will explore some of the decisions that have to be 

made when developing and administering a vocabulary size test. Specifically, we will consider these 

issues in the context of designing receptive vocabulary tests for children. Specific studies on 

vocabulary sizes in L1 English in adults and children will be presented in the literature review of 

Section 3. 

Vocabulary size testing at all stages of human development is of interest to researchers to 

model the development of the human lexicon. Psychological testing often includes a verbal element: 

“verbal ability is probably the best single indicator of crystallised intelligence almost certainly 

because, in Western culture, education is essentially verbal” (Kline, 2000, p. 218). This is because 

verbal ability and word fluency have been linked educational and occupational success (R. C. 

Anderson & Freebody, 1981; Biemiller, 2011; F. J. Duff et al., 2015; Lee, 2011). In academia, 

vocabulary tests have been used for decades to calculate vocabulary sizes, but validation research 

still lags behind our understanding of various technical aspects of test design. There has recently 

been a call for greater rigour in test design and validation in the field of vocabulary testing (Schmitt 

et al., 2020). For the future of language testing research, it is important to provide thorough 

accounts of development procedures and explanations of how tests are developed and how 

constructs are operationalised, tested, and revised (O’Sullivan & Weir, 2011).  

Bachman and Palmer, two pioneering American scholars in the field of language test design, 

state that “there is no such thing as a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ test in the abstract” and that “there is no such 

thing as the one ‘best’ test, even for a specific situation” (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 6). They also 

highlight several misconceptions that exist in the field of language testing (and that still pervade the 

field to this day), such as believing that a perfect test exists, or having unreasonable expectations for 

a test. The purpose of a test is the most important thing to consider in the development process.  
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Vocabulary testing is carried out to achieve different aims and goals; the reason for 

vocabulary testing influences its design and implementation. Testing may be carried out frequently, 

such as to assess progress through a language, or it may be carried out periodically or even just 

once, such as for a university entrance exam or for vocabulary size measurement. Furthermore, tests 

may attempt to measure several aspects of language or just one underlying construct. All of these 

decisions will affect test design and implementation, and thus affect our interpretation of test 

scores. There is no perfect test, as a test that is suitable for one situation or group of learners will be 

unsuitable for others (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). 

Tests can be viewed and used as tools of social power (Fulcher, 2009; Shohamy, 2001). The 

outcomes of tests often control decision-making for the allocation of potentially scarce resources, 

such as jobs or university places, and thus testing reveals social and political values. Tests are also 

symbols of success and achievement, evidenced by the very existence of a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ test score 

(Fulcher, 2013). To summarise: 

In most societies tests have been constructed as symbols of success, achievement and 

mobility, and reinforced by dominant social and educational institutions as major criteria of 

worth, quality and value. (T. McNamara & Shohamy, 2008, p. 89) 

Researchers must follow several steps when designing a vocabulary test and must be clear 

about the purpose of a test and provide explanations and rationales for every decision made during 

the test development process (Schmitt et al., 2020). In their book Language Testing in Practice: 

Designing and Developing Useful Language Tests (1996), Bachman and Palmer put forward a 

framework for language test development and others have built on this to offer new frameworks for 

vocabulary test design and development (Chapelle, 2012; Weir, 2005). P. Nation & Coxhead (2014) 

summarise the steps that a vocabulary researcher can follow as such:  

(a) Develop a standard and reliable unit of word counting that suits the goals of the test. 
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(b) Develop substantial word family lists that include virtually all the vocabulary to be 

tested. 

(c) Use corpora to arrange the word families in the lists into frequency levels.  

(d) Draw representative samples of word families from the lists so that no word frequency 

level is overrepresented or underrepresented in the samples.  

(e) Decide on the test format and develop items for the tests. 

This section will briefly address each of these steps in turn, in order to describe the process of 

creating research-based, methodologically sound vocabulary size tests that can be used with some 

confidence to gather data for research or practical purposes.  

Finally, it is important to highlight that this section is only addressing receptive vocabulary, 

i.e., the words that people hear or read. Receptive vocabulary is only one dimension of vocabulary 

knowledge, that of breadth (Milton & Fitzpatrick, 2013; Read, 2000). Breadth relates to the number 

of words we know, while depth relates to how well we know them. Productive vocabulary items are 

words that can be actively produced when speaking or writing. Breadth and depth are best 

perceived as two axes of measurement which always work together (Durrant et al., 2021). Generally, 

it is assumed that receptive vocabulary knowledge is roughly twice that of productive vocabulary 

knowledge.   

2.2.1. Definitions 

To calculate the number of words in a document seems like a straightforward task: count 

the number of words. In modern text processing, English words are produced as strings of letters 

with a space on either side. But is that correct? How do we deal with inflected forms of words, i.e., 

do we count swim, swam and swimming separately? What about swimmer? Should numbers be 

considered words? Should dog and dogs be counted separately? 
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The variation in vocabulary size reports for L1 English speakers is due to how researchers 

have quantified the number of words in a language. This quantification depends on how one defines 

a word. This section will introduce several key definitions which will be used throughout this thesis. 

The explicit definition of these terms has often been the root source of many methodological 

problems in applied linguistics research. Common terms which must be clarified when undertaking 

vocabulary research include:  

1. Tokens are the number of individual running words in a text, i.e., a string of letters with 

spaces either side, which may be repeated and counted more than once;  

2. Word types are distinct tokens, counted only once;  

3. Alphabetical word types are word types that consist only of letters, eliminating words that 

contain hyphens or other punctuation marks, not distinguishing between uppercase and 

lowercase letters;   

4. Lemmas are the uninflected forms of a word (often called a root, base, or stem), including all 

the related word forms within one word class, e.g., walk, walks and walking, which are all 

forms of one verb;  

5. Word families include all the related words that are not necessarily in the same word class, 

thus capturing all the word forms related to one concept e.g., walk, walking as well as 

walker and walkable (including verbs as well as a noun and an adjective).  

The choice of whether to define words at the lemma or word family level is a key 

methodological consideration in lexical analyses and there is ongoing discussion on which lexical unit 

is most appropriate for research and pedagogy (D. Brown et al., 2021; Webb, 2021). Theoretically, 

the question is whether having knowledge of one item can predict knowledge of the other items in 

the group, i.e., if someone knows walk, can we assume they know walkable? Practically, grouping 

more tokens together will affect calculations, i.e., lower scores in measures of lexical diversity. The 
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main point when deciding on the unit of count is that it should be chosen carefully, based on the 

reason for the test being carried out and the participants, and it should be clearly articulated which 

unit has been chosen and why. If these issues are addressed, research will be both methodologically 

sound and comparable. Moving forward in vocabulary research, a more principled and systematic 

manner of defining a word is vital.  

The use of different definitions will result in different measures of the overall size of a text 

and will affect the outcome of a vocabulary size test. This means that one of the first things to 

address when designing a vocabulary test is to choose a principled unit of count and explain why 

that has been chosen. The choice should be based on the research question and the group being 

researched (Schmitt, 2010; Schmitt et al., 2020). For example, when measuring first language 

acquisition in the early years, counting different word types may be the best count because the 

acquisition of these new forms in the early years is important. For adults, lemmas are appropriate, 

as we can assume they have mastered morphology and can use grammatical affixes with some 

confidence. Lemmas are a popular unit of count because they have a transparent definition and it is 

easy to see what is being measured (P. Nation & Anthony, 2016). In fact, Schmitt (2010) argues that 

lemmas may be the best unit of count overall as “they are unambiguous to interpret” (p. 193). 

Furthermore, using different units of count for receptive versus productive knowledge means that 

tests of vocabulary size may not be comparable. For this reason, Schmitt (2010) suggests that the 

lemma may be the best unit of count overall so that we can make and deliver directly comparable 

vocabulary size measures for both receptive and productive vocabulary. P. Nation (1993) argued 

that lemmas may be “too restrictive” (p. 26) for measuring receptive vocabularies, except for low-

proficiency learners, but that lemmas may be a sensible unit of count for measuring productive 

vocabulary. Despite this, the lemma level seems to be the most appropriate as there is evidence that 

learners who can recognise one member of a lemma are usually able to recognise other members, 
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but that this is not the same for word families (D. Brown et al., 2020); using lemmas may also allow 

for greater precision and fewer assumptions about knowledge, especially in corpus linguistics where 

the tools used can easily find and count lemmas (Gablasova & Brezina, 2021). Webb (2021) argues 

that there is no ‘lemma dilemma’ due to the fact that the majority of software tools are lemmatised 

and using lemmas is more precise and requires fewer assumptions about the morphological and 

semantic knowledge of learners. This is the position that this thesis takes. 

2.2.2. Word Lists, Corpora, Frequency and Sampling 

The next few sections are related to the selection of target words in vocabulary tests. The 

selection of words must be explicitly outlined, with justifications provided, so that the procedures 

within could be replicated if necessary (Schmitt et al., 2020). Early vocabulary size measures used 

dictionary-based methodologies, but these methods have several issues, such as the difficulty of 

taking an even and representative sample (P. Nation, 1993; P. Nation & Anthony, 2016).  

Frequency, i.e., how common a word is (dog is more frequent in the English language than 

cochlear), is one of the most important aspects of lexical knowledge as it affects acquisition, 

processing, and use of vocabulary (Schmitt, 2010, p. 63). Frequency is associated with writing and 

speaking proficiency (Kyle & Crossley, 2015; Laufer & Nation, 1995), text complexity (P. Nation, 

2006), word processing time (see Brysbaert et al. (2018) for a recent review on the frequency effect 

on word processing times), and word recognition tasks (Brysbaert et al., 2016). It is generally 

assumable and has been proven that we learn more frequent words before less frequent ones, in 

both L1 and L2, with frequency affecting all aspects of language processing (Ellis, 2002; Leech & 

Rayson, 2014). 

Frequency analysis consists of counting all the words in a text to work out how often they 

occur; frequency figures can then be generated and words can be grouped into frequency 

‘categories’. These ‘categories’ are usually referred to as bands, and split per one thousand words. 
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For example, frequency bands could be the 1,000 most common words in English (1k band), 

followed by the next most common 1,000 words in English (the 2k band), and so on. It is common 

now to design vocabulary tests using frequency-based lists. 

Frequency-based approaches have several limitations. The words in the test must be 

relevant for the people being tested, i.e., using low-frequency, difficult words for young children will 

result in low scores on a test, and using high-frequency vocabulary only in a test for adults will result 

in artificially high scores as they reach a ceiling. For example, using word frequencies from a corpus 

of English spoken/written by adults, e.g., the BNC (British National Corpus), will result in a test that is 

not suitable for young children, as some words being tested may not be known to them and the 

child would be evaluated in comparison to adult language. Durrant & Brenchley (2019b) highlight 

that this can be a deliberate approach if the vocabulary being measured is being viewed in terms of 

educational aims, i.e., that children are aiming towards adult language. The alternative would be to 

test children based on wordlists that contain vocabulary children are likely to know, especially as 

children may learn particular vocabulary items from semantic categories that are classed as 

infrequent in everyday, adult English, such as wild animals (e.g., zebra, lion, giraffe). A vocabulary 

test could thus be designed using a corpus of children’s literature, school textbooks, or a spoken 

corpus of children’s own language, such as the Oxford Children’s Corpus of Reading (Banerji et al., 

2013; Wild et al., 2013). This would evaluate children’s language in comparison to children, which 

Durrant and Brenchley refer to as a “backward-facing reference point” (2019, p. 1934), and describe 

as less useful than using adult norms. As always, the decision of which corpus to use has to be 

carefully made considering the aims of the research being undertaken.  

With online corpora, test developers can choose or design a corpus or several corpora, 

ensuring that they are large and representative. Then, a developer may divide this corpus into 

sections and then into a ranked word list that takes into account range, frequency, and dispersion. 
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These lists should be checked against other corpora to ensure a thorough coverage of likely known 

words, and then these lists should be divided into levels based on range, frequency, and dispersion 

(Schmitt et al., 2020). A researcher may draw on previously established word lists, but they need to 

ensure that the lists are suitable and provide a strong rationale for choosing those particular lists. 

For example, there are curated word lists already available (P. Nation, 2016) using data from corpora 

such as the BNC and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). 

Finally, the sampling procedure for the test needs to be clearly defined (Schmitt et al., 2020, 

p. 5) and should, ideally, be random yet systematic. A sufficient number of words needs to be 

selected from each level, and needs to be an amount that is both large enough to ensure good 

reliability but small enough so that the testing time is not excessively long.  

2.2.3. Test Design, Format, and Operationalisation of Word Knowledge 

Test format also impacts score interpretation. Common test formats are multiple choice 

tests, identification tests, and production tests (Bowles & Salthouse, 2008). It is important to 

consider test format when evaluating scores from vocabulary tests, as different formats cannot 

necessarily be considered interchangeable. Choosing a test format is linked with how word 

knowledge is operationalised. Researchers must consider what constitutes knowledge of a word, the 

different definitions of the words, and the various lexical characteristics surrounding vocabulary 

(Schmitt et al., 2020). Vocabulary researchers may also need to consider things such as a word’s 

collocations, frequency in different modes, contextual clues, and more.      

Most receptive vocabulary tests focus on the form–meaning link, which is the connection 

between a word’s form (whether written or spoken) and its meaning (Aitchison, 2012; Bauer & 

Nation, 1993; Milton & Fitzpatrick, 2013; Read, 2000). However, what complicates vocabulary 

testing is that words do not always have a one-to-one correspondence between their form and 

meaning (Schmitt, 2010). For example, concepts may be represented by just one word or by a multi-
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word unit; words in English may also lack formal similarity despite having similar meanings due to 

their origins from different sources, e.g., Old German, French, Latin (Schmitt, 2010). Things that 

complicate choosing words include synonymy and polysemy (as an examiner may be testing a form 

that has several different meanings), literal meanings vs idioms (Kremmel & Schmitt, 2016), and 

qualities of words such as concreteness or abstractness (Boers et al., 2007; Brysbaert et al., 2014).  

Test format is another important point to consider. The test must be designed with the goal 

of the research and the explicit operationalisation of word knowledge in mind. Two case studies 

have shown that scores from four test formats (multiple choice, multiple matching, two types of 

cloze) cannot be taken to mean that words are known any deeper than the form–meaning link, and 

that developers cannot assume that test-takers can actually use these words when reading, i.e., the 

test says nothing about word mastery or lexical employability (Kremmel & Schmitt, 2016). This is 

perfectly acceptable if test designers and researchers are clear on what the test can measure and 

they are clear on their goals.  

Test developers must also carefully assess the problems behind particular item formats and 

their limitations. Different test formats may lead to a variety test-taking strategies which can result 

in correct answers despite participants not demonstrating knowledge of these items on the 

subsequent interview measures. Test-taking strategies can include blind guessing, inferring meaning 

by considering other word family members, elimination and association, using context-based clues, 

or inferring from other word forms in the test (Gyllstad et al., 2015; Paul, 1990; Schmitt et al., 2011). 

Multiple-choice tests (MCTs) are a very popular option, but come with several issues. For example, 

both guessing and elimination of distractors can mean that test-takers’ scores are artificially inflated. 

The literature has shown that scores on MCTs such as the Vocabulary Size Test (VST) may be 

increased by amounts such as 16.7% (Stewart & White, 2011), 25% (Stewart, 2014) or even 45% 

(Kamimoto, 2008) depending on guessing. However, despite these limitations, research has also 
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found that blind guessing is used as a last resort and that most participants know the meaning of the 

words, or have partial knowledge and use strategies that indicate this (Gyllstad et al., 2015). 

Therefore, although guessing is something that test developers must consider, some research has 

shown that blind guessing is only used when test-takers run out of other strategies and does not, 

overall, affect test scores. Guessing could even be desirable, as it may demonstrate subconscious 

knowledge. The important thing is that test developers acknowledge the possibility of guessing, and 

use an appropriate framework that requires consideration of this and other construct-relevant and 

construct-irrelevant variables in test design. For example, some tests incorporate and correct for 

guesswork by the addition of so-called non-words or pseudowords. These words are designed to 

mimic real words, but are not real words. If participants indicate that they ‘know’ a pseudoword, it 

indicates that they are guessing at least some of the time.  

Picture-based tests, where the tester or testing program reads and/or presents a word 

accompanied by a number of pictures, and then the test-taker points or otherwise indicates the 

matching picture, are particularly suited to children as they have a familiar, simple match-and-point 

format, are easy to use, and decrease the complexity of vocabulary assessment. However, the use of 

pictures in a language test has to be carefully considered, as they may be culturally loaded and 

ambiguous (Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996).  

2.2.4. Existing Vocabulary Tests 

So, are there any existing vocabulary tests which meet these standards and could be used to 

measure the vocabulary sizes of children in the UK? To summarise, a vocabulary test that is suitable 

for children must be: 

1. Not too long, but with enough items to accurately capture receptive vocabulary size;  

2. Include a representative sample of low-frequency and high-frequency words, including 

words which may be more familiar to children than adults. 
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Several tests will not be mentioned here, including those designed for second language 

learners, e.g., the Listening Vocabulary Levels Test (LVLT) (McLean et al., 2015), or those which test 

different aspects of word knowledge other than receptive vocabulary knowledge, e.g., the Word 

Associates Format, which examines depth rather than breadth (Read, 2004; Schmitt et al., 2011).  

Picture-Based Tests 
The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) (Dunn & Dunn, 2007), and its British version, 

the British Picture Vocabulary Scale (BPVS), is perhaps one of the most well-known and most 

common picture-based vocabulary tests in the fields of education and psychology. It is primarily 

used in L1 contexts but has also been used in some L2 studies and evaluates receptive vocabulary 

size, i.e., whether a child understands a word (Groth-Marnat & Wright, 2009). The most current 

product description available, for the PPVT-4, describes the test as such (Pearson Assessments, n.d.): 

The PPVT–4 scale is a norm-referenced, wide-range instrument for measuring the receptive 

(hearing) vocabulary of children and adults. Enlarged and colorized, this PPVT edition is 

available in two parallel forms (Form A and Form B) that are administered individually. Each 

form contains training items and 228 test items, each consisting of four full-color pictures as 

response options on a page. For each item, the examiner says a word, and the examinee 

responds by selecting the picture that best illustrates that word’s meaning.  

The PPVT can be used to track progress after interventions, predict future performance, or 

to assess whether there are differences in scores of minority groups (Champion et al., 2003). It is 

aimed at “individuals with a range of educational backgrounds, including speech-language 

pathologists, school psychologists, learning disabilities specialists, and educational diagnosticians, 

who are trained in standardized test administration” (Pearson Education, 2013, p. 1). The PPVT-4 is 

marketed as a diagnostic assessment alongside several linked interventions, all sold by Pearson 

Assessments (at the time of writing in 2024, starter test kits with one of the parallel forms are sold at 
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a starting price of USD$317.50). Software to assist in digital scoring is also offered at subscription 

prices (starting at USD$50/year).  

Thus, despite its extensive use in psychological research, and evidence for its reliability and 

validity (Bracken & Murray, 1984; Champion et al., 2003; Stockman, 2000; Sullivan et al., 2014), it is 

clear that the PPVT-4 is not aimed at researchers interested in evaluating vocabulary size directly. 

The PPVT-4 provides raw and standardised scores, rather than an estimate of vocabulary size, and 

this out-of-context result does not give us any information about a child’s vocabulary (P. Nation & 

Anthony, 2016). Scores can be compared to standardised figures or another learner’s score, and 

groups of scores can be compared to other groups or norms, so the PPVT enables the comparison of 

an individual or group to the general population. The test’s norms are based on a sample of over 

6,000 people representative of the population of the United States (Dunn & Dunn, 2007). However, 

the PPVT has been criticised for being racially and culturally biased against African American and 

Hispanic speakers (Stockman, 2000), and has been conceptualised as “a listening technology 

underpinned by raciolinguistic ideologies” (Cushing, 2023, p. 317). 

The Picture Vocabulary Size Test (PVST) (P. Nation & Anthony, 2016) is a test of receptive 

vocabulary size for young first language English speakers up to eight years old. Developed by Paul 

Nation and programmed by Laurence Anthony, it is based on the most frequent 6,000 word families 

of English. It is a discrete, selective, context-independent, multiple-choice vocabulary test, using 

word lists from corpora totalling 5 million tokens. The corpora are suitable for use with young 

learners and have been checked against Oxford’s corpus of children’s writing (Banerji et al., 2013). 

The lists in this test follow a consistent word family definition. The strength of the PVST as compared 

to the PPVT is that it calculates a child’s overall vocabulary size, enabling evaluation of whether a 

child is above, below, or close to an average vocabulary size for their age. This is not possible with 

the PPVT because it is not based on a representative sample from word lists. A ceiling effect is 
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evident with older children as they will have a larger vocabulary size than that shown by the test (I. 

S. P. Nation & Coxhead, 2021; P. Nation & Anthony, 2016). The test is freely available online 

(http://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/pvst/ accessed 14 August 2024) and detailed 

descriptions of the test development procedures are provided in several publications by Paul Nation 

and colleagues (I. S. P. Nation & Coxhead, 2021; P. Nation & Anthony, 2016). Despite the strengths 

of the PVST, it has not undergone the same amount of validation studies as the VST, and thus further 

research is necessary if the PVST is to be used to the same extent as the PPVT.  

Pic-Lex is another picture-based receptive vocabulary size test (Alexiou & Milton, 2019) 

developed for use with younger children. It uses a principled selection of words that learners are 

likely to know, with a familiar, multiple-choice format, and as its choice of words are simple nouns, it 

is aimed to be useful for children as young as three or four. One validation study conducted on 40 

primary-school-aged children in the UK showed that Pic-Lex measures receptive vocabulary with a 

fair amount of reliability (Mills & Milton, 2021).  

The PPVT, PVST, and Pic-Lex technically measure aural, phonological vocabulary knowledge 

as the words are read out loud, and in the case of the PVST are accompanied by a short, contextual 

sentence. This is due to the age of the group being tested, who may be so young that they do not 

have the reading capabilities required to process a written test. This is an acceptable exchange, but 

must be noted by the examiners or researchers, as written and phonological knowledge can differ 

significantly, especially for second language learners (Milton & Hopkins, 2006). 

Multiple Choice Tests 
The Vocabulary Size Test (VST) is an example of a multiple-choice vocabulary size test which 

has garnered significant attention, revisions, and research providing validation evidence using both 

monolingual and bilingual participants (Beglar, 2010; Derrah & Rowe, 2015; Elgort, 2013; Karami, 

2012; Nguyen & Nation, 2011). The VST was created using words from the BNC and COCA (Beglar & 

http://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/pvst/
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Nation, 2007). It measures written receptive vocabulary knowledge and is suitable for measuring the 

vocabulary size of a native speaker of English. The first version of the VST was based on the first 

14,000 word families in English, using a 1 in 100 sample; a newer, 20,000 word version has also been 

developed, based on a 1 in 200 sample (Coxhead et al., 2015). The former is more suitable for L2 

speakers, whereas the latter can be used reliably with L1 speakers of English. There are also several 

bilingual versions of the VST.  

Validation studies of the VST have been criticised (Schmitt et al., 2020) for not investigating 

potential problems inherent in the original VST, namely examinee test-taking behaviour and the 

impact of multiple-choice guessing, for which there is no correction. In one study, multiple-choice 

VST items led to overestimation of vocabulary size by up to 26% at the 9K frequency level in a study 

on L1 speakers (Gyllstad et al., 2015). A subsequent interview was used to investigate whether test-

takers could demonstrate true knowledge of the target words at the meaning–recall level, and thus 

determine whether they had the necessary knowledge for reading the words on the test. The 

authors found that approximately 11–26% of items on the VST were correctly answered without 

knowledge of the target words elicited in the interview format. Furthermore, clear overestimations 

were observed that were greater than what could be expected from blind guessing (Gyllstad et al., 

2015, p. 23). However, they found that guessing had little impact on the scores overall.  

Yes/No Tests 
Checklist tests, where a candidate only has to answer whether or not they know a word, 

have been used to measure vocabulary sizes. Examples include X-lex (Meara & Milton, 2003) and the 

Eurocentres Vocabulary Size Test (Meara, 1990; Meara & Jones, 1989). The former tests knowledge 

of the first 5,000 words in English and the latter tests the most frequent 10,000 words. Neither are 

suitable for very young learners, as they both involve reading, but the computer-based formats 

make them accessible for learners who are able to read and operate the program themselves. Both 
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tests give an estimate of vocabulary size knowledge. The checklist test format has advantages in its 

ease of use, and allows learners to draw on aspects of their vocabulary knowledge that other tests 

do not measure, such as whether they only know the form of a word but not its meaning.  

A yes/no test usually includes a proportion of non-words (or pseudowords) to examine 

whether test-takers are overestimating their knowledge. These words are designed to mimic real 

words, but are not real words. If they indicate that they ‘know’ a pseudoword, then their score is 

adjusted accordingly. Despite the inclusion of non-words, overestimation is still a problem in yes/no 

tests, as at no point does the test confirm actual knowledge of the word. Whether or not a learner 

knows the meaning of a vocabulary item is never tested, and as such teachers may find it difficult to 

accept that yes/no tests are true measures of a learner’s vocabulary knowledge (P. Nation & 

Anthony, 2016).  

A checklist test was used in a large-scale crowdsourcing investigation of vocabulary size with 

success by Brysbaert et al. (2016), who tested 221,268 adults using an online yes/no test composed 

of 67 items and 33 non-words. A possible future research direction could be developing similar tests 

for children, maximising sample sizing using computerised methods. However, the feasibility and 

ethical implications of such testing would have to be considered.  

2.2.5. Summary 

Methodological problems in early vocabulary size research have led to varied and often 

inflated vocabulary size measures for English speakers. Newer vocabulary tests have addressed 

these issues, improving sampling procedures and clarifying things such as the units of count, but 

some tests are lacking in the critical validation evidence (i.e., empirical evaluation of the test’s 

reliability, validity, as well as documentation and explanation of all aspects of test design) that is 

necessary if the scores from these tests are to be interpreted accurately and reliably (Schmitt, 2010; 

Schmitt et al., 2020). The movement towards stronger and clearer justifications in vocabulary size 



 

 

 

 

51 

testing echoes similar sentiments put forward regarding limitations in quantitative corpus linguistic 

approaches, especially the “tendency for particular features to be operationalised in an ad hoc way, 

without any clear interest in the interpretive impact of these operationalisations” (Durrant et al., 

2021, p. 50). We will return to the following sections of the literature review.   

Thus, as the field of vocabulary testing moves forward, test designers must keep several 

things in mind. Researchers must be clear on their goals for their vocabulary tests; they must 

describe who the test is designed for and explain the specific purposes for the test. This is important 

because the goals drive the design process. Then, it is important to design measures transparently, 

clearly describing and giving justifications for the decisions made in the test development process. 

The corpus, test format, procedures for choosing a unit of count, sampling and making the word lists 

should all be described in enough detail that someone else could replicate the process if they 

needed to. If all of these aspects of test development are considered and addressed, a higher 

standard of vocabulary test will be produced, and we can more comfortably make inferences and 

decisions from the vocabulary tests we employ both in practice and in research.  

What may help is the development of tests that are freely available on the internet, aimed 

at supporting the placement of students, identification of issues, or the assessment of progress. In 

fact, several of the vocabulary tests used in this age are computer-based and thus have the 

advantage of being easy to administer and score, as well as potentially being available to researchers 

and practitioners online for free. Feedback is immediately available and test-takers are able to 

complete the assessment at their own leisure. As well as this, computer-based assessments can 

access a larger database of items and may randomly select from this database each time, enhancing 

test security (Alderson, 2001). However, computer-based assessments often rely on a discrete 

multiple-choice format and are thus restricted to testing one aspect of linguistic knowledge rather 

than overall communicative skills.  
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Vocabulary size measures gathered by any research are strengthened with a thorough 

consideration of test design, validation, ethics, politics, social consequences, and fairness. As 

language testing is a key mechanism of language policy and control (T. McNamara & Shohamy, 2008; 

Shohamy, 2001, 2005), it is important to carefully consider not only the technical aspects of 

designing valid and reliable tests, but also a test’s social consequences. If a test score carries with it a 

meaning that may affect a person’s life, then it is not something to be taken light-heartedly.  

As a final note, it is important to highlight that this literature review has only considered 

receptive vocabulary size measures and has not considered other ways of measuring lexical 

knowledge (e.g., productive tests, parental reports for infants, extrapolating from recordings) or the 

complexity of measuring all aspects of word knowledge (Aitchison, 2012; Milton & Fitzpatrick, 2013). 

For example, depth of vocabulary knowledge is an important part of ‘knowing’ a word, including 

knowledge of its features of phonology, orthography, collocational features, etc. Receptive 

vocabulary size is only one construct interacting with many other knowledge types (P. Nation, 2013). 

 

2.3 Written Language Development  

Writing is a specific communicative language use which enables people to communicate 

their ideas and emotions through text. Written text has several properties which make it a 

particularly interesting medium to study. Writing creates a persistent representation of someone’s 

thoughts as they currently exist in their mind, which are then able to be transmitted through both 

space and time. In contrast to speech, writing can be prepared ahead of time; it can be edited and 

rewritten, reworked until satisfaction is reached; and the ideas, once written, are fixed in their state. 

This thesis has been written with a particular communicative purpose and audience in mind, shaping 

the way in which I have written it. Manipulating language in this manner is complex, involving 
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several key processes and skills which children develop as they age, and which rely on interacting 

linguistic, social, cultural, and biological systems (Morrow, 2020; Sulzby & Teale, 1985).  

Writing has not been a topic that has historically received as much attention as reading in 

the literature, although writing research is catching up to reading research (Bazerman et al., 2009, 

2017). This section of the literature review will summarise how writing and literacy develop in L1 

English speakers. Section 2.4 will introduce some key ideas regarding corpus linguistics and discuss 

how we can linguistically analyse and quantify written texts, again focusing on writing produced by 

younger L1 English speakers. For now I will introduce some key concepts related to literacy and 

writing practices in education. 

2.3.1. Early Stages 

Learning to read and write marks a significant change in children’s development and 

language experience (K. Nation et al., 2022), introducing more complex words and syntax along with 

the requisite knowledge of orthography, i.e., the conventions for writing a language, which allow 

children to link words and sounds with their written representations (Bazerman et al., 2018; Britton, 

1972; Morrow, 2020). The term ‘writing’ can refer to either the process (“I’m writing my letter”) or 

the product (“Let’s do some class writing”) (Durrant et al., 2021). An emphasis on the end product of 

writing (i.e., the things actually written) has, in the past, obscured the idea of writing being a 

communicative event. Educators or parents may place more emphasis on getting it “right” (e.g., neat 

handwriting, holding the pencil correctly) rather than simply writing with the aim of communication 

(Whitehead, 2010). 

The acquisition of writing is dependent on the development of oral, phonological, and 

writing skills (Lonigan et al., 2000; Puranik & Lonigan, 2014; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). Children 

are most likely to write words they already know and can speak (McKeown et al., 1985; Perfetti & 

Hart, 2002) and these words are learned from the words they are exposed through conversations 
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with adults, peers, and siblings, words they are taught at school, and words learned through reading, 

television, games, and other media sources. Spoken language acquisition always precedes written 

language, and the assumption that writing is just speech written down has often dictated the 

research into the act of writing for as long as it has been studied (Harris et al., 2009). 

To learn to write, children must understand the idea of representation, i.e. that symbols (in 

this case, words) relate to particular meanings. Then, copying adults, they produce what can be 

perceived as random marks, yet communicate that these marks carry a message (Arnold, 1999; 

Latham, 2002), showing that these marks are not random scribbling (Dunst & Gorman, 2009). In the 

emergent literacy stage, competence develops through meaningful encounters with print in the 

processes of early reading and writing (Morrow, 2020; Riley, 1995; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). 

After play writing, children begin to show emergent writing, where they can recognise and replicate 

some letters (Morrow, 2020). These letters will be chosen randomly at first, then more 

systematically. This emergent writing shows understanding of the correspondence between written 

symbols, sound symbols, and meaning. The emergent literacy stage is constrained by physical and 

neural processes as well as individual differences (Whitehead, 2010). Physical processes include 

learning to hold a pencil and mastering writing basic letters, while neural processes are related to 

working memory, phonological and morphological processing skills, oral language skills, and 

concepts about print (Puranik & Lonigan, 2014). The writing that children produce thus relies on the 

interplay between all these factors and is influenced by social and cultural contexts. The social and 

cultural context of literacy development in the United Kingdom will now be examined.  

2.3.2. Literacy and Policy 

Development of writing beyond this stage is heavily influenced by culture, driven by the 

complex array of literacy practices that children born into literate societies experience (Lancaster, 

2012). It is here that we circle back to Section 2.1, because language policy plays an extremely 
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important role in the development of literacy in literate regions where school literacy is highly 

valued (Goodwyn, 2014; Whitehead, 2010). Teaching children to read and write is a key goal of 

educational institutions in literate societies; children need to learn to read and write in order to 

progress in educational settings, as writing is a key medium used to transmit and evaluate 

knowledge. Writing ability is often a key measure of academic success as children progress through 

the school system (S. A. Crossley & McNamara, 2009) and attempt a number of different written 

communicative tasks that differ in the skills and resources required. Reflecting this, literacy policies 

have emerged as key political imperatives globally since the 1990s (Goodwyn, 2014). We will 

examine some of these policies further in this section, but first a definition of literacy is required.  

Literacy can be defined as competence in an area (e.g., digital literacy, computer literacy) or 

as the ability to read and write. Gee provides the following definition of literacy: “literacy is control 

of secondary uses of language (i.e., uses of language in secondary discourses)” (Gee, 1987, p. 8). By 

secondary uses of language, he means using languages in settings outside your ‘primary discourse’, 

which is essentially at home, with family (how you learned to use language as a child). An example of 

a secondary use might be a child communicating with their teacher, for example.  

Gee wrote this definition nearly forty years ago, and it is interesting to observe how he 

describes literacy as multiple types of ‘languaging’. This is reflected in the paradigm shift which has 

occurred in research on literary practices over the last decade, specifically related to how people 

learn literacy and how to define it. The conventional idea of literacy, one shared by many educators 

and policymakers (Purcell-Gates, 2020), is that literacy is just the technical skills of reading and 

writing associated with success in academic settings, i.e., the idea of ‘school literacy’. This is the ‘old’ 

view of literacy, which is simplistically defined as the ability to read and write, using skills learnt in 

traditional educational settings. Research has undergone a theoretical shift towards the concepts of 

multiple literacies (Purcell-Gates, 2020). It is now the dominant view, after scholarly works which 
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emerged in the 1980s, that you cannot separate literacy from culture, as reading and writing happen 

in contexts with particular values, and thus literacy always involves social and cultural elements 

(Heath, 1983; Street, 1984). As Purcell-Gates (2020, p. 4) states:  

From this perspective, literacy development is not seen as linear, building in skill and fluency 

toward one type of literacy, nor as hierarchical, (e.g., low, functional literacy to high, 

educated literacy). Rather, it is seen as multiple, occurring across the complex plane of life 

itself. 

Within this view, ‘school literacy’, or academic literacy, is just but one of many literacies, not 

just the (only) literacy. Academic literacy is shaped by the social, cultural, and political contexts in 

which it is embedded, involving the academic community and the government deciding what types 

of literacy are to be valued, taught, and assessed, and is thus “perhaps the clearest example of the 

ideological nature of all literacies” (Purcell-Gates, 2020, p. 4).  

Across educational policy documents in the UK, the themes are similar: language unlocks 

doors, allows us to communicate with others, and allows access to areas of cultural importance. 

Language is inextricably linked to literacy, yet separate enough to be distinguished. These 

documents emphasise that literacy is needed so that children can access the entirety of their 

education: literacy into a metaphorical key. This metaphor echoes the previous word gap discussion, 

where language is framed as the bridge that will cross the gap between children who are ‘word-

poor’ and those who are ‘word-rich’. These curricula, then, reflect the larger ideology woven 

through literate societies: that language is good, and more language is better. 

Research is beginning to show that children participate in diverse, rich literacy practices 

outside of the typical, privileged “school” literacies. Whitehead contrasts the idea of school literacy 

against the idea of literacy being used in its more usual role in shared settings, for example two 

people interpreting a written document together, or the exchange of emails between colleagues, 



 

 

 

 

57 

which Heath refers to as “literacy events” (1983, p. 200). These shared communicative experiences 

are often the main experiences of literacy for many people around the world. All of these ways of 

‘doing’ literacy and of ‘making meaning’ are valid—literacy is not just what happens in the classroom 

(Knobel & Lankshear, 2003). 

Furthermore, exposure to ‘out-of-school’ literacy practices, as they are often referred to, 

may have a major influence on children’s development and interpretation of literacy (Knobel & 

Lankshear, 2003). Research has shown how different cultures and social classes interpret the idea of 

literacy differently, and how a reliance on traditional ‘schooled’ literacies disadvantages already 

marginalised groups. These children may be deemed ‘literacy failures’ by the school system but 

actually participate in their own complex literacy practices that are often deeply embedded in social 

relationships (Heath, 1983; Wells, 2009). For example, ethnographic research has shown that 

working-class children may participate in literacy activities at home that are rooted in ‘learning by 

doing’, and thus find abstract literacy practices in school difficult. Middle-class communities 

participate in literacy practices that are valued by schools (e.g. knowing fairy tales and writing 

fantasy stories), whereas working-class and African American communities value other literacy 

practices (e.g. valuing factual information, independence, participating in wordplay, or inventing 

rhymes) that lead to confusion when entering the school system (Heath, 1983). These studies show 

the importance of rethinking what ‘literacy’ means and what skills are valued in the classroom in 

order to accommodate the complex and varied ways of being literate.   

2.3.3. Writing Development in the United Kingdom 

When children enter the formal schooling system, the majority of their writing skills, 

processes and concepts are formalised and practiced. As writers progress through school they must 

attempt a number of different tasks that differ in the skills and resources required (Guo et al., 2013; 

Plakans & Gebril, 2013). Progress in this area can be measured over the two axes of time (i.e., age-



 

 

 

 

58 

related developmental milestones) and quality (i.e., perceived proficiency) (Constantinou, 2019; 

Durrant et al., 2021). Proficiency in writing relates to communicative competence, the idea that 

human capacity for language must involve being able to use the required language across different 

communicative contexts (Hymes, 1972). For children in the United Kingdom, these contexts are 

primarily dictated by the curriculum of their school. For example, in England, the national curriculum 

includes an aim for its students to “write clearly, accurately and coherently, adapting their language 

and style in and for a range of contexts, purposes and audiences”, with a specific focus on 

transcription, composition, vocabulary, grammar, and punctuation (Department for Education, 

2014).  

In the English national curriculum, literacy development is described under the areas of 

transcription (spelling and handwriting) and composition (articulating ideas and structuring them in 

speech) (Department for Education, 2014). Transcription involves being able to spell accurately 

through knowledge of both phonology, morphology, and orthography. Writing systems are designed 

to represent the spoken words of a language and are generally based on two principles: sound and 

meaning (Steinberg & Sciarini, 2006). English is based on speech sounds, where each symbol in the 

writing system represents a phoneme or a syllable. Although many writing systems have predictable 

and corresponding orthographies, where the writing corresponds highly to the spoken word (e.g. 

Spanish), English does not have a high correspondence between its orthography and pronunciation. 

This unpredictability makes the English spelling system particularly difficult to learn (Steinberg & 

Sciarini, 2006).  

Once children have mastered writing single words, they then learn to construct written 

sentences. Sentences in the early stage are simple, using early connectives (and, then, but), and 

gradually become more complex, including main clauses as well as subordinate/dependent clauses. 

In the early stage, sentence markers (capital letters, full stops) are used haphazardly, and improving 
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these aspects is the focus of early years education. In England, this is included in the English 

curriculum for Year 1 (5–6-year-olds) (Department for Education, 2014).  

One main aspect that differs between writing and speech is the immediacy of the act. 

Conversational speech tends not to be pre-planned and once spoken, an utterance cannot be taken 

back. In contrast, writing can be planned, revised, and edited, and thus the final written text that an 

external reader might see can be very different to the original text produced. As children age, 

curricula begin to focus on aspects of text cohesion, mastering complex syntactic structures, and 

employing cognitive strategies such as planning, editing and revision. At 8–9 years old, there is a 

marked shift in writing development that reflects “a major cognitive shift and a concomitant growth 

in vocabulary knowledge required to engage with the accelerating demands of curriculum content in 

upper elementary school” (Roessingh et al., 2015, p. 68). Planning and revision, as well as 

understanding of purpose and target audience, are concepts that children come to grips with over 

their time in education, and are often a focus in educational curricula. For example, the writing 

curriculum in England mentions ‘planning’ as early as Year 2 (6–7 years old) (Department for 

Education, 2014).  

Children will now understand that writing is fit for different purposes and be aware of the 

differences in informative writing versus imaginative writing, for example. Vocabulary becomes 

more varied, and the interplay between speaking, listening, reading, and writing is prominent, as 

their English language skills develop as a whole. Writing development past the teenage years places 

a larger emphasis on planning, organisation, and coherence. The initial planning and drafting stages 

are more important, and writing becomes organised in systematic ways, with introductions, body 

paragraphs, and conclusions. There must also be evidence of stylistic adaptations for the audience, 

conveyed by style, vocabulary, and form (Latham, 2002). The end goal of the curriculum is a writer 
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who is capable of conveying information in a variety of ways and for a variety of purposes, and, in 

our society, is capable of using these skills to pass examinations. 

2.3.4. Narrative Competence 

One of the writing skills children are asked to develop is the ability to write fictional stories 

and narrative texts. The ability to produce a coherent, fictional piece of writing (a narrative) can be 

referred to as narrative competence. This is the ability to explain events, tell stories and relay 

experiences, which requires more complex language than normal, daily conversation (Stadler & 

Ward, 2006). In fact, narration is a key language genre that children must learn to employ in a 

socially appropriate way, the same as other discourses and registers, as they develop communicative 

competence (Botting, 2002a). Research shows that children develop narrative competence early in 

childhood and continue developing it through to adulthood (R. A. Berman, 1995; Montello, 2014) 

The transition is long because narration is a complex, multifaceted skill that relies on linguistic and 

cognitive knowledge of genre, structure, and linguistic devices. Children first learn to tell stories 

orally and then transition while developing their formal literacy skills to expressing written 

narratives (Mäkinen et al., 2014; Stadler & Ward, 2006). Fiction has particular linguistic features, 

which be explored further in this literature review, as well as thematic and cultural considerations.  

The study of the relationship between oral and written narratives and the development of 

narrative competence is therefore complicated, because the skills that young children gain in 

reading, speaking, and writing are interrelated (Lonigan et al., 2000). As oral narratives are the basis 

for written ones, oral storytelling and development of oral narrative competence have received 

more attention in the literature than the development of written narrative competence alone (C. 

Fox, 2003; G. Fox, 2004). In particular, the work by R. A. Berman & Slobin (2013), using the Frog, 

where are you? story (Mayer, 1969), evidenced how different options in language affect children’s 

storytelling abilities. Their research showed that as children age, they show increased coherence and 
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put more content in their stories (Clark, 2009). It has also been shown that oral narrative 

competence is associated with literacy ability and that the quality of children’s oral narratives 

predicts reading skills (Reese et al., 2010). Oral narrative competence predicts written narrative 

competence, particularly children’s ability to give structure to their oral narratives; however, oral 

and written narrative competence do not overlap completely, as cohesion and coherence do not 

transfer between the mediums (Pinto et al., 2016). Furthermore, oral narratives are often used to 

assess children with language impairments, as they can show language deficits (Botting, 2002b). For 

example, narrative ability has been shown to be affected by speech sound disorders (Wellman et al., 

2011). Generally, the study of written narratives in L1 English children focuses on specific aspects of 

vocabulary such as lexical diversity, density, sophistication, or on quantifying syntactical 

development. These specific quantitative measures will be further discussed in Section 2.4. 

On top of vocabulary and syntax skills, during the process of writing development children 

must learn to manipulate and produce specific features of narrative texts, such as structure, 

coherence, and cohesion. Furthermore, they must be able to reflect, think, and plan in detail. These 

abilities are shaped by language that provides children with different grammatical, lexical, and 

syntactic options (Berman & Slobin, 2013). As children age they also develop the ability to handle 

and describe more complex temporal states, such as by using complex clauses, passive tenses or 

conjunctions to connect past and future events. Children learn to add cohesion to their stories by 

using referential pronouns, and they develop fine-tuned planning strategies. All of these linguistic 

features aid in more organised, structured stories. These abilities are first acquired orally, then are 

used and developed in their written narratives, and cemented through formal schooling (Stadler & 

Ward, 2006).  

Out-of-school experiences with literacy also impact written development. Furthermore, 

motivation is key. Only half the children aged 8 to 18 surveyed by the National Literacy Trust in 2018 
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stated that they enjoyed writing (C. Clark, 2018). Barriers to enjoying writing included spelling 

difficulties or trouble deciding what to write. Children acknowledge the functional aspects of writing, 

agreeing that practicing writing improves their skills, and that developing writing may lead to better 

job prospects (C. Clark, 2018). All of these considerations have to be incorporated into the 

classroom.  

2.3.5. Summary 

Written language development in children is an extremely complex phenomenon that relies 

on interacting linguistic, social, cultural, and biological systems. The major influence in literate 

societies is the school system, and, in a wider context, the governmental policies enacted in regard 

to language education. The role of language policy is key to children’s written language development 

during their formal schooling years. Policymaking impacts curricula as well as examinations and all 

the related issues involved in language testing. Furthermore, children’s writing development is 

influenced by their out of school literacy practices and a variety of genetic and environmental 

factors. 

 

2.4 Quantifying Written Language 

Sophisticated computer software and developments in corpus linguistics and natural 

language processing have enabled faster and more reliable illumination into changes and patterns in 

texts, and large-scale quantitative corpus-based studies show promising advantages for the study of 

children’s writing development (Durrant et al., 2021). This section of the literature review will 

address how we can quantify children’s written language. We begin by discussing the role of corpus 

linguistics in this sort of research, and then introduce some key metrics used for examining 

children’s writing, focusing on measures to assess vocabulary development (in particular, lexical 
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diversity, density, and sophistication). We then look at the language used in children’s books, and 

examine how this influences their writing.   

2.4.1. Corpus Linguistics 

A corpus is a collection of language data selected to represent a language or language 

variety (Sinclair, 2005). A corpus can consist of spoken or written language; in this thesis we will be 

focusing on written corpora. Corpora are widely used in linguistic research, especially in studies on 

child language development (Behrens, 2008). A corpus may be generalised or specialised, depending 

on the inclusion criteria and research question (Cheng, 2011). Generalised corpora are often very 

large and allow examination of language as a whole, whereas specialised corpora describe language 

in a specific variety, register or genre. Specialised corpora are often compared to general corpora to 

show what language features are under or overrepresented in the specialised corpus (P. Baker, 

2010). For example, a specialised corpus, such as a corpus of academic English, could be compared 

to a generalised corpus, such as the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), to 

understand which words are more commonly used in academic English compared to ‘general’ 

American English.  

The study of the development of written L1 English in children has suffered in the past due 

to practical considerations such as the difficulty in transcribing handwriting (Smith & McEnery, 

1998), which has made the collection of large amounts of original data difficult. However, now, 

corpus linguistic is “inextricably linked to the computer” (Kennedy, 2014, p. 5),  as computers allow 

researchers to create, store, and analyse huge corpora. Researchers now have instant access to huge 

amounts of data and the tools to allow them to search, sort, count, and accurately show the 

occurrence of particular linguistic items in a text. Bespoke or ready-made corpus analysis software 

also allows researchers to search for features in their corpus such as keywords, lexical bundles, 

frequencies of types and tokens, collocations, and other patterns. Some of these concepts, as well as 
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some corpus analysis software, will be further explored in the remainder of this literature review, as 

well as Section 5. 

A corpus may never be large enough to include every example of every language feature in a 

language. A corpus is compiled for a specific reason based on design criteria that ensure the texts 

are representative of the linguistic feature one wants to study. L1 speaker intuition is still something 

that has to be relied upon when making judgments about a particular language feature. But what do 

we mean by representative? And how big does a corpus have to be to be representative? 

Representativeness can be defined as including all possible categories or groups, but in reality this is 

difficult to achieve due to the practical problems of defining all the categories or groups. Thus, it is 

difficult to make one corpus that is truly representative of all people and situations. Larger corpora 

can attempt to overcome these problems, but how big is necessary?  

A corpus can be deemed to be ‘big enough’ when it contains enough occurrences of the 

phenomenon under study, i.e., if a researcher is interested in low-frequency vocabulary, then the 

corpus has to be big enough to include some of these low-frequency words. While much of the prior 

literature in corpus linguistics has used ‘small’ corpora (1–5 million words) to look at 

change/variation, now many favour the use of massive ‘mega corpora’ because they offer more 

scope for stronger analyses of lexical and semantic variation (Davies, 2018). However, the caveat is 

ensuring that the corpus used for studying variation has the appropriate design and structure for 

measuring variation (i.e., a problem with large corpora composed of billions of words pulled from 

the internet is that they cannot be subdivided into meaningful sections). Some linguistic features are 

extremely sensitive to corpus size, such as collocates:  

A one million word corpus is very rarely sufficient for anything but the highest frequency 

words, and even a 100 million word corpus like the BNC often provides meagre collocates 

data for moderately frequent words like riddle, nibble, witty, or serenely, which is probably 
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not enough to really say much of interest about the meaning and usage of these words. 

(Davies, 2018, p. 71).  

A specialised corpus, even if it is smaller, may provide us with enough occurrences of the 

linguistic features of interest. This works around some of the problems in representativeness, by 

allowing us to make corpora which are definitely representative of one particular situation or genre.   

Corpus linguistics is continuously developing, and methodological approaches for building 

corpora are being continuously expanded. For example, the recent development of the Corpws 

Cenedlaethol Cymraeg Cyfoes (National Corpus of Contemporary Welsh) has been thoroughly 

documented in order to provide guidelines for the development of linguistic corpora in any language 

(Knight, Loizides, et al., 2021; Knight, Morris, et al., 2021). Furthermore, new studies incorporating 

technologies such as eye-tracking with corpus research are providing information about the ‘process 

into the product’ through combining psycholinguistic and corpus-based data, e.g., in the Provo 

Corpus (Luke & Christianson, 2018). These are, however, outside the scope of this literature review. 

If we want to analyse large amounts of written data, quantitative corpus linguistics 

approaches seem like the way to go. The following section will now introduce some key concepts in 

how we can quantify written vocabulary development in children in English.  

2.4.2. Linguistic Features of Children’s Writing 

Quantitative research on writing development in L1 English speakers tends to focus on the 

areas of vocabulary, syntax, cohesion, and formulaic language. Prior research has prioritised 

syntactic development but there is now increasing interest in vocabulary (Durrant & Brenchley, 

2019a). A systematic literature review identified 104 studies (published between 1945–2015) on 

language development in the writing of children in Anglophone countries, finding 66 studies on 

syntax, 45 on vocabulary, 19 on cohesion, and none on formulaic language (Durrant et al., 2021). 
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This thesis hopes to contribute to this ongoing research into children’s vocabulary development in 

their writing.   

Historically, in the field of writing development research, there has been more work carried 

out with older writers than younger children, normally due to methodological issues in collecting 

writing samples from younger speakers, and there has also been a stronger focus on writing 

instruction, writing practices, and multilingualism (Juzwik et al., 2006; McEnery & Wilson, 2003; 

Smith & McEnery, 1998). Research on writing development is also interdisciplinary, reflecting not 

just applied linguistics theories and approaches but also educational and psychological research; for 

example, writing has been examined in terms of its psychological processes in the classroom and as 

a practice with different functions in different socio-cultural contexts (Klein & Boscolo, 2015).  

Research on writing development centres around the core principle of proficiency, which 

can be defined as “an individual’s capacity to draw on their linguistic resources so as to 

communicate via the written form” (Durrant et al., 2021, p. 17). Proficiency can be evaluated in 

many ways, and in this thesis we are only going to look at how to evaluate proficiency through 

linguistic analysis. Three main metrics have been put forward for measuring the lexical qualities of 

written text: lexical diversity, lexical sophistication, and lexical density (S. Crossley, 2020; Johansson, 

2008; Malvern et al., 2004; Read, 2000).  

These three ideas can be labelled together by the idea of vocabulary richness, sometimes 

referred to as lexical richness. Figure 2.2 summarises the concept of vocabulary richness, which 

subsumes the interrelated variables of lexical variation (or diversity), lexical sophistication, lexical 

density, and error rates (Read, 2000). Lexical richness involves consideration of the range of 

vocabulary used and how much repetition is in a text, based on the premise that more advanced 

language use includes not only more words, but less frequent words, with more variety. Notably, 

these analyses all work under the assumption that “good” writing has particular lexical features 
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(Read, 2000). In agreement with Read (2000), Malvern et al. acknowledge that lexical richness is 

“multifaceted and can be measured by interrelated but separate variables” (2004, p. 4).  

This chapter will examine lexical diversity, lexical sophistication, and lexical density in turn in 

order to describe how researchers have attempted to quantify written child language development 

using these metrics. 

 

 

Lexical diversity 
Lexical diversity is one measure of the multidimensional features of lexical richness (S. 

Crossley, 2020; Johansson, 2008; Malvern et al., 2004; Read, 2000). Lexical diversity is the 

assessment of the amount of variation and repetition in a written or spoken text, with the 

assumptions that a more diverse text has more variation, less repetition, and so signifies a higher 

quality of language employment. This section will first present the development of methods in 

Figure 2.2 

Vocabulary Richness 
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measuring lexical diversity, and will then look at the results of lexical diversity research in children’s 

written language.  

Diversity is predicated on the separation between types (the number of distinct words) and 

tokens (all words in a text), and the simplest methods for measuring diversity began by investigating 

these type–token ratios. The most basic measure of lexical diversity is the number of different words 

(NDW). However, a methodological problem with NDW is that samples of different lengths cannot 

be compared because as texts increase in length, the number of different words also increases. Even 

though studies have used transcripts standardised by length, there is no guarantee that the 

language samples of the individual will all be of the same length, and length affects results (Malvern 

et al., 2004, p. 17). This led to the creation of the type–token ratio (TTR), which relates the number 

of different words (types) to the total number of words (tokens). A high figure means that the text 

contains many different words and ergo that the writer/speaker has a larger, more varied 

vocabulary; a low figure means that the text does not contain as many different words and words 

are repeated. In theory, the TTR seems like a useful measure of vocabulary diversity, and is easy to 

calculate. It has been used in many research studies as both an input variable and a child language 

variable (B. Richards, 1987). However, the TTR measure, and subsequent measures that aim to 

improve on TTR, have several issues related to (i) size of the text, (ii) proficiency of the learner, and 

(iii) lexical frequency.  

The size of a text will affect LD because a larger sample will have a smaller ratio of types to 

tokens. Eventually, TTR ends up as a function of sample size, and not a true representation of lexical 

diversity. It is imperative that any studies using TTR also control for the size of the sample (McKee et 

al., 2000a). If size is not controlled, then as the size of the sample increases, the availability of new 

words decreases, and thus the TTR inevitably decreases. 
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Essentially, with each new token, there is a corresponding decrease in the likelihood of a 

new type (McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010, p. 382) because some repetition has to occur in any text. So, 

longer texts naturally give decreased values of diversity, even if they may be complicated or highly 

diverse texts. All texts also eventually reach a point of “saturation”, where all the necessary types 

have been used, and no new types are being encountered. When this happens the text or corpus can 

be said to be fully representative of the word types that are indicative of that text’s theme (McEnery 

& Wilson, 2003). A further problem related to text type and size is its subsequent homogeneity, i.e., 

different types of texts will naturally have different diversity levels due to their rhetorical purposes 

and strategies and so text type/genre must be suitably considered when considering lexical diversity.  

 A learner’s proficiency can also impact lexical diversity scores. For example, as proficiency 

increases, types and tokens also increase as learners employ larger and more varied vocabulary. If 

there is a linear relationship between types and tokens, then no development will be able to be 

measured by TTR because it will always have a constant value (van Hout & Vermeer, 2007). Different 

stages of proficiency will also lead to irregular patterns in measuring TTR. An example given by van 

Hout and Vermeer (2007) is the learning of function words such as an and the, which are very 

frequent words that will increase the amount of tokens a learner uses. However, the number of 

types will only have increased by two and the TTR will decrease, despite the student becoming more 

proficient. Therefore, it is important to distinguish between content and function words. 

Thirdly, frequency of words affects the TTR; taking frequency into account will give better 

measures of lexical richness by relating the words in a dataset to their difficulty, which is related to 

lexical sophistication (Van Hout & Vermeer, 2007; Vermeer, 2001). 

Scholars have attempted to solve these problems, notably the problem of text length, in 

several ways through mathematical methods. One measure is the index of Guiraud (G), which uses 

the square root for relating types and tokens (G = types / √ tokens). Another metric, Maas, is a log 
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correction index which shows no effect of text length if analyses are limited to certain ranges. 

However, validation evidence is lacking for Maas and other log correction indices (McCarthy & Jarvis, 

2007).  

One of the more successful solutions takes into account the number of low-frequency 

words, as low-frequency words occupy the largest percentage of words that people use on a day-to-

day basis, through calculating a parameter called D. Proposed by David Malvern and Brian Richards, 

D calculates the probability of a new vocabulary item being introduced into longer samples of the 

text by finding the best fit between empirical and theoretical curves of TTR versus tokens (Malvern 

et al., 2004). The calculation is the result of a series of random text samplings by taking 100 random 

samples of 35 tokens, calculating the TTR for each sample, then storing the mean TTR. This 

procedure is repeated for samples from 36 to 50 tokens, and then a TTR curve is created from the 

means of every sample. Then, a formula is carried out that calculates a theoretical curve that most 

closely fits the empirical curve formed from the random sampling procedure.  

The value that creates the best-fitting curve is D and this value usually ranges from between 

10 to 100, with higher values indicating greater LD. The procedure is run three times, and the 

average D value is the final output. According to McKee et al. (2000b), D is a valid and reliable 

measure of linguistic diversity. It overcomes problems surrounding the previous use of TTR, and has 

the following stated advantages: “(1) it is not a function of the number of words in the sample; (2) it 

uses all the data available; (3) it is more informative because, as opposed to a single value of TTR, it 

represents how the TTR varies over a range of token size for each speaker or writer” (McKee et al., 

2000b, p. 324). Early testing using CHILDES provided evidence for the reliability and validity of D and 

found that if they used random sampling, the results of D were not a function of sample size 

(Malvern et al., 2004). Random sampling is thus integrated into software for calculating D as 

standard. 
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However, D has been criticised. Its notable shortcomings include evidence of significant 

variation in text length, despite assertions to the contrary (McCarthy & Jarvis, 2007), as well as the 

suggestion that D merely replicates another measure, namely HD-D (the hypergeometric distribution 

diversity index), and is thus just “an approximation of a well-established probability function” 

(McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010, p. 382). HD-D is an approximation of the hypergeometric distribution, 

which is the probability of drawing a certain number of tokens of a particular type from a sample of 

a particular size (McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010). Further criticisms of D include that it performs 

unsatisfactorily in concurrent validations and still tells us little about the quality of the lexicon in 

measured texts (Van Hout & Vermeer, 2007). D may also not produce results that correlate with 

other measures of language proficiency or that discriminate well between groups with obvious 

differences in vocabulary. For example, in one study Finnish and Swedish schoolchildren had higher 

scores for D than native English speakers of the same age, suggesting some influence of L1 on D 

(Jarvis, 2002).  

Another measure of lexical diversity is the measure of textual lexical diversity (MTLD) 

(McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010). This is a measure of diversity based on the average number of tokens it 

takes to reach a given TTR value. MTLD is calculated by sequentially evaluating each word of a text 

and assessing whether the word is a new word. This happens until a default TTR factor size value 

(.720) is reached. Once this is reached, the TTR evaluations are reset and the factor count increases 

by 1, then the process occurs again in the next word of the text. At the end, the total number of 

words in the text are divided by the total factor count to produce the final MTLD value, i.e., the 

average of all the factor lengths. The texts are processed both forwards and backwards and the 

mean of these two values is the final MTLD value. The MTLD value represents the average number of 

words needed before a text reaches a point of stabilisation where “neither the introduction of 

repeated types nor a considerable string of new types can markedly affect the TTR trajectory” 
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(McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010, p. 386). In other words, MTLD is “an estimation of the point at which TTR 

stabilizes in longer L1 texts” (Zenker & Kyle, 2021, p. 5). Several studies have indicated that MTLD is 

a valid measure of diversity related to writing quality (S. A. Crossley & McNamara, 2009; D. S. 

McNamara et al., 2010; Zenker & Kyle, 2021). MTLD has been shown to perform well in an initial 

validity study where it correlated with other measures of lexical diversity (D, Maas, and HD-D), and it 

does not seem to be affected by text length (McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010). Zenker and Kyle (2021) 

corroborated this research, summarising that the MTLD Original measure remained relatively stable 

across texts in the range of 50 to 200 tokens. 

To conclude, the best method for assessing lexical diversity is not to rely on one measure, 

but to incorporate a variety of different yet complementary measures. This is because LD can be 

assessed in many different ways using indices that capture “unique lexical information” (McCarthy & 

Jarvis, 2010, p. 391). A combination of HD-D and MTLD will provide a researcher with different 

information on the construct under investigation. Van Hout and Vermeer support this suggestion by 

recommending the combination of three elements: consideration of lexical frequency; the use of 

alternative functions of the type–token ratio (e.g., D and MTLD); and resampling procedures (Van 

Hout & Vermeer, 2007, p. 122). Whichever method is chosen, a researcher investigating LD has to be 

aware of the influence of text length otherwise they risk unknowingly confounding their results. 

They must also consider text type and genre, as different texts will have different diversity levels. Put 

simply, vocabulary must be assessed in a way that relates to the context in which the text has been 

written (McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010).  

The research investigating lexical diversity has suggested that it significantly correlates with 

age, i.e., lexical diversity increases as children get older (R. A. Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2004; Chipere et 

al., 2001; S. A. Crossley et al., 2011; Durrant et al., 2021; Johansson, 2008; Malvern et al., 2004; 

Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013; Uccelli et al., 2013). When testing D (one measure of lexical diversity) 
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using samples of early child language taken from the Bristol Corpus, Malvern et al. (2004) found a 

significant increase in D with increasing age, with consistent upward trajectories and common 

patterns in the data with young children (aged 18–60 months). After standardising the transcripts, 

the researchers evaluated the mean TTR and D scores, and found that TTR decreased with age while 

D increased with age. This showed a significant correlation between D and age. For 5-year-old 

children, a mean score of 64 was found (range, 5–83). This increase in D with age has been found in 

other studies in various populations. In the American context, Crossley et al. (2011) assessed the 

writing development of older students and found that D increased with age from Grade 9, to Grade 

11, to college-aged young adults. Berman and Nir (2010) also found a significant increase in D with 

age, especially with writing samples when compared to speech.   

In a study with UK schoolchildren, Chipere et al. (2001) analysed 899 narrative essays from 

children of 8 to 15 years old. Scripts were categorised according to Key Stage, and within in each Key 

Stage they were graded according to level of writing ability. vocd software was used to extract 

values for D for all essays. Comparing D values with key stage and level, the authors found that LD 

was related to age and writing ability. However, the mean lexical diversity scores were higher for KS2 

children in comparison with KS1 and KS3, although not to a statistically significant level. The authors 

conclude that KS2 scores may possibly be higher due to expected dips in performance in KS3; or, 

older pupils may produce more coherent writing due to using a greater level of lexical repetition, 

which leads to lower diversity scores. This research raises several questions, such as whether 

increasing knowledge of morphological derivations leads to increased lexical diversity. If morphology 

does impact lexical diversity, then this has theoretical and pedagogical implications as it suggests 

that morphological knowledge grows gradually during the school years but at different rates for 

every student (O’Donnell, 1976).  
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The genre of text also significantly impacts diversity scores. D values for persuasive essays 

written by high school students were on average 72.25 (Uccelli et al., 2013), compared to values 

reported for high school students’ narrative texts (70–80) and expository texts (80–90) (Berman & 

Verhoeven, 2002). Olinghouse and Wilson (2013) used MTLD, another measure of lexical diversity, in 

a study evaluating vocabulary across different genres, and found that narrative texts presented 

higher MTLD values than informative or persuasive texts, and that MTLD correlated positively with 

quality ratings for narrative and persuasive writing, but not informative. These values show that 

different genres of writing draw on different linguistic and rhetorical features, and highlight the 

importance of carefully considering and reporting on the genre when discussing any measurement 

of lexical knowledge. 

Lexical sophistication 
Lexical sophistication involves quantifying the frequency and the relative difficulty of words 

employed in writing. So how do we decide which words are more “difficult”, when words may be 

used in different contexts by different speakers (Meara & Bell, 2001), and what may be difficult to 

one speaker may come second nature to another?  

Many assessments of writing proficiency incorporate frequency-based measurements (see 

Section 2.2.2 for a prior discussion on frequency and language acquisition). Less frequent words are 

considered more sophisticated (Kyle & Crossley, 2015) and researchers assume that those with 

higher proficiencies and larger vocabularies are more likely to use less frequent words (Meara & Bell, 

2001). Research supports the idea that “rare words” indicate higher language proficiency (Arnaud, 

1984; Linnarud, 1986). In general, research on lexical sophistication has shown that it is a predictor 

of age, with scores able to distinguish high school and college student essays (Freedman & Pringle, 

1980). 
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However the research is not as conclusive as the research on lexical diversity, mainly due to 

how sophistication is operationalised (Durrant & Brenchley, 2019b). The definitions of difficult, rare, 

or sophisticated words varies (Meara & Bell, 2001). Read (2000) defines lexical sophistication as the 

use of low-frequency words that are outside of ‘general’ vocabulary. Researchers can operationalise 

sophistication by counting the proportion of words in the analysed texts that are not in high-

frequency vocabulary lists. Frequency-based measures are always reliant on the definition of a word 

and the frequency lists chosen. Recent research (Brysbaert et al., 2018) has highlighted the need for 

more robust and modern word frequency lists, such as those based on subtitles (e.g., SUBTLEX-UK, 

van Heuven et al., 2014). There are a number of tools that have been developed to measure lexical 

sophistication, including Range (Heatley, Nation & Coxhead, 1996), P_Lex (Meara & Bell, 2001), The 

Tool for the Automatic Analysis of Lexical Sophistication (Kyle et al., 2018), Coh-Metrix and 

VocabProfile (Cobb, 2013). These tools will be discussed in the following section.  

As children age, they employ more low-frequency vocabulary (Olinghouse & Leird, 2009; 

Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013; Sun et al., 2010). These three studies, analysing texts collected from 

young American schoolchildren (ages 7–11) converge on the same result through different methods 

of operationalising sophistication. Olinghouse and Leird (2009) compared written texts to the ‘Basic 

Vocabulary Spelling List’, a list of the most common 850 words students use when they write. Words 

used by the children in their study were considered infrequent if they did not appear on this list 

(Olinghouse & Leird, 2009). Olinghouse and Wilson (2013) used a similar methodology but compared 

the children’s writing to the General Service List (West, 1953). Y. Sun et al. (2010) used a program 

called Range (Heatley et al., 1996), which can determine the proportion of words in different 

frequency bands. Using this, a higher percentage of words in the first 1,000 most frequent words 

was found to be associated with younger children, with higher amounts of words from the later 

bands associated with increasing age (Y. Sun et al., 2010). This demonstrates how as children age, 
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they draw on an increasingly varied vocabulary and employ more low-frequency words in their 

writing.  

Coh-Metrix is a tool which measures frequency using a reference corpus (CELEX) in order to 

calculate a frequency count for each word in a text, which can then be compared to the texts 

inputted into Coh-Metrix for evaluation. Using Coh-Metrix, Crossley et al. (2011) found that several 

variables distinguished between grade levels and one of the key ones was word frequency. S. A. 

Crossley et al. (2011) found that ninth grade (ages 14–15) essays showed significant differences 

compared to college freshman (age 18) essays in terms of word frequency values, but there was no 

difference between ninth and eleventh grade essays; in other terms, the ninth-grade essays 

contained more high-frequency words and the college essays contained more low-frequency words. 

This suggests that there is some development in vocabulary sophistication between ninth grade and 

college, but due to the lack of analysis for other school years, it is hard to fully compare trends in this 

development.   

Sophistication can also be linked to the perceived quality of a text. Increasing amounts of 

low-frequency words align with increases in text quality (Malvern et al., 2004). Roessingh, Elgie and 

Kover (2015) studied the writing of 8–9-year-olds in Canada using VocabProfile (Cobb, 2002). 

VocabProfile can be used to compare writing samples to frequency lists. In total, they analysed the 

writing of 77 children who produced pieces of persuasive text during an in-school session lasting 45 

minutes. Their aim was to make quantitative insights into the written vocabulary development of 

this cohort of children, and attempt to improve upon the methodological problems of prior studies 

that had limitations on computer tools and lack of motivational prompts or time. They found that 

length of text, number of words, and percentage of “off-list” words correlated with subjective 

ratings of the writing samples. Furthermore, they concluded that better writers not only produce 

longer texts but also use more of their available vocabulary. 
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Frequency of register-specific vocabulary can also be another metric for measuring lexical 

sophistication, such as the proportion of “academic” words used in a text. For example, studies have 

counted the number of words in texts written by children that are on the Academic Word List 

(Coxhead, 2000). The capacity to evaluate this is included in software such as Range and 

VocabProfile. Results are mixed: while Sun et al. (2010) found a significant increase in the proportion 

of words from the AWL as children aged, Olinghouse and Wilson (2013) excluded this variable from 

their study due to low levels of occurrence. Other studies have looked at children’s use of Greek- 

and Latin-based words, which have shown to increase with age (Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2007; Berman 

& Nir, 2010). This indicates that as children get older, they move towards using a greater proportion 

of academic vocabulary. Further investigations into the impact of academic vocabulary on lexical 

sophistication measures are necessary.   

Recent research shows that the concept of sophistication is not as straightforward as it 

initially seems, as frequency interacts with parts-of-speech, lexical diversity, and register. Durrant & 

Brenchley (2019b) created a bespoke corpus totalling 2024 literary and non-literary texts written by 

British children in Years 2, 6, 9 and 11 (ages 6–7, 10–11, 13–14 and 15–16, respectively) in order to 

evaluate lexical sophistication. They modelled sophistication as low-frequency, register-appropriate 

words (Read, 2000), but found that this model may not be the most appropriate due to 

discrepancies found in the data. For example, younger children’s writing was characterised by 

repetition of high-frequency verbs and adjectives but low-frequency nouns. This was due to the use 

of nouns that do not occur in general adult-directed writing, e.g. fairy. They conclude that lexical 

sophistication cannot be separated from lexical diversity, as is often done in writing research, but 

rather that they interact with each other; furthermore, other factors such as collocations or syntactic 

variables may be worth further investigation. This study highlights the importance of measuring a 

range of variables in order to view a complete picture of children’s writing. It also shows how 
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something as straightforward as frequency needs careful consideration and operationalisation to 

ensure that the gathered results are meaningful. This is especially important in lexical analyses, as 

frequency has a big effect on vocabulary acquisition and use.  

Longer words are often considered to be more difficult, and so word length has been 

assessed as a component of lexical sophistication. Word length is a variable that impacts lexical 

processing time, with research showing a U-shaped curve for reaction times based on word length 

(i.e., longer reaction times for both shorter and longer words) (New et al., 2006). Research has 

assessed the number of letters per word, finding no significant age effect (Malvern et al., 2004) but 

some relationship with quality (Malvern et al., 2004; Myhill, 2013). The number of syllables per word 

has been shown to increase in line with age and quality. For example, older writers will use more 

words with more than three syllables and these longer words have some influence on increased 

quality (Olinghouse & Leaird, 2009). Despite these findings, word length is usually not regarded as 

important in lexical sophistication measures as frequency.  

Lexical density  
Lexical density most often refers to the amount of “content words” in a text, i.e., nouns, 

verbs, adjectives, and often adverbs, in proportion to the total amount of words. Content words 

provide us with an understanding of the amount of information that a text contains, i.e., a text with 

more content words rather than function words (prepositions, interjections, etc) contains more 

information. Density can be calculated in a number of ways, such as by simply dividing the number 

of content words by the total number of words in a text (Johansson, 2009; Berman & Nir, 2010; Hall-

Mills & Apel, 2015) or by determining the number of content words per clause (Uccelli et al., 2013). 

Density is often included in measures of lexical richness but presents mixed results. Some studies on 

lexical density in written texts have found no significant differences across age groups (R. Berman & 

Nir, 2010; Hall-Mills & Apel, 2015) or correlations with quality (Uccelli et al., 2013). In a study on 
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developmental aspects of text production in both writing and speech, Johansson (2008) attempted 

to evaluate the developmental patterns in lexical diversity and density in a sample of older Swedish 

schoolchildren, in order to determine whether lexical diversity or density are sensitive to genre and 

modality. The results showed no differences between 10–13-year-olds and 13–17-year-olds for all 

text types, showing that if there is an age factor involved in an increasing lexicon, it will not be 

obvious unless long-term development is looked out. There were bigger trends found for diversity 

measures than for density measures, so diversity is a better aspect to look at if one wants to 

measure differences between age groups. Other research has shown slight increases in lexical 

density with age, but no significant differences (Johansson, 2009). Density may be sensitive to genre, 

with narrative texts showing a higher density compared to expository texts; furthermore, written 

texts showed a higher density than spoken texts (Johansson, 2009). Overall, compared to lexical 

sophistication and diversity, lexical density appears to less important in relation to development 

(Durrant & Brenchley, 2019). 

2.4.3. Linguistic Features of Children’s Literature 

Here I will quickly present some of the research which has been conducted on children’s 

literature, i.e., on fiction books written for children by adults. Although this thesis is not examining 

children’s literature itself, it is important to consider children’s books as one source of language 

input in their development. Linguistic features are heavily dependent on genre and register (Biber & 

Conrad, 2019) and it is important to note that children’s literature represents not just one genre, but 

several interrelated ‘strands’ or types of text, that may overlap linguistically with other types 

(Knowles & Malmkjær, 2002).  

Children’s literature can be analysed using the same methods as described in the previous 

section. However, corpus-based approaches to analysing children’s fiction are rare: “The language of 
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children’s literature receives little explicit attention” (Stephens, 2006, p. 73). More focus has been 

placed on the themes and content of children’s books, rather than the linguistic features being used. 

Before we examine some of these specific linguistic features, it is important to highlight that 

the language of children’s books can be considered a powerful socialising instrument (Halliday, 

1978) through which a child learns customs and attitudes. How children’s literature is used as a 

vehicle for adult ideologies has been “one of the most fertile lines of inquiry in children’s literature 

scholarship since the field’s origins” (Ford Smith, 2021, p. 1). The literature that children consume at 

home and at school (either on their own, or because of caregivers/teachers) is a major influence on 

their cultural development in general and influences their writing as they age (Hunt, 2006; McCallum 

& Stephens, 2011; Sarland, 1998). Children’s books represent a significantly unbalanced power 

relationship, as children’s literature is aimed at children but written by adults, whose social and 

economic power exceeds that of children (Ford Smith, 2021; Knowles & Malmkjær, 2002). As adults 

adapt their writing to suit children, they rely on certain assumptions about the reader, and, 

unknowingly or not, showcase their own ideologies.  

Modern children’s literature has its roots in the mid-nineteenth century, as publishers 

realised there was a significant market for children’s books, and the genre has evolved since then 

alongside changing social values and issues surrounding gender, race, and more, to what is 

nowadays a varied and prolific area of literature (Knowles & Malmkjær, 2002). As children learn to 

read, and immerse themselves in the typical genres of children’s fiction, such as fairy tales, ghost 

stories, fantasy, and, as they age, teen romance or coming-of-age novels, children are exposed to 

distinctive writing styles and learn what constitutes a ‘good’ story. In the nineteenth century stories 

tended to focus on adventures, schools, and, later, fantasy and imagination. Gender held a central 

role in early children’s literature, marked by the idea of stories ‘for boys’ or stories ‘for girls’. 

Characters were one-dimensional and there was a heavy emphasis on morality. The early twentieth 
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century produced little that was original, but post-WWII magic and mythology became central 

themes of children’s books, and now they tend to contain both exciting narratives as well as moral 

truths or lessons (Knowles & Malmkjær, 2002). An increased emphasis on psychological and ethical 

issues, portrayed through complex characters, inevitably reflects writers’ preconceived notions 

about good and evil (Nikolajeva, 2004). Knowles and Malmkjær (2002, p. 32) highlight what they call 

institutions that are prominent in children’s fiction: family, friendship, gender, home, race, and 

religion. Through writing about these institutions, authors ‘locate’ the reader while representing 

their own world view. 

Another feature of children’s literature is the presence of a strong narrative voice, i.e., point 

of view. The narrative voice of a story allows interpretation of the scenes for the reader, and 

controls how a reader understands the text (Stephens, 2006). Readers tend to align themselves with 

a first-person point of view or with a focalising character, with focalisation being “selection or 

restriction of narrative information in relation to the experience and knowledge of the narrator” 

(Niederhoff, 2011, p. 1). Children’s literature has a “moderately sophisticated use of focalisation”, 

according to Stephens (2006, p. 84), as well as a high proportion of conversation, direct speech, and 

communicative events.  

In contrast with informational, noun-heavy texts, fiction tends to contain a lot of action and 

descriptions of action, so include more verbs and adverbs in order to describe actions and events 

(Biber, 2019). Narrative texts often capture aspects of oral language, using familiar language and 

simpler syntactic constructions, with shorter, high-frequency words (Biber, 1988). Neate (1999) lists 

the main differences between informational (or expository) and narrative texts: expository texts are 

more concise, with technical vocabulary; expository texts use present tense rather than the past; 

expository texts use the copular and relational verbs rather than action verbs more often used in 

narrative texts; there are fewer pronouns in expository texts; there are more words between the 
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subject and the verb; and fewer connectives are used in expository writing. In a study on the 

vocabulary content of children’s picture books, Montag et al. (2015) found that picture books have a 

greater lexical diversity and density than child-directed speech. These ‘book words’ are more 

commonly nouns and adjectives, tend to be longer and more morphologically complex, are more 

abstract, and are more emotionally arousing (Dawson et al., 2021; K. Nation et al., 2022). 

In one comparison between a corpus of fiction written for adults and a corpus of fiction 

written for children (all from the BNC), Thompson and Sealey (2007) found remarkable similarities 

between the two in terms of frequency data for words and parts of speech. This suggests core 

vocabulary consistent with narrative texts, a lexicon that differs when it was compared to a news 

corpus. Furthermore, they found that children’s texts have a large focus on living creatures, objects, 

plants, food, communication (i.e., direct speech), with an emphasis on size, speed, bravery and fear 

(Thompson & Sealey, 2007, p. 15). This aligns with findings from an analysis of the Oxford Children’s 

Corpus of fiction written for children which found a greater emphasis on the natural world and 

physical space (Wild et al., 2013). Adult fiction, on the other hand, when analysed from a corpus 

linguistic perspective, is more concerned with time, intimacy, law and order, society, and beliefs 

(Thompson & Sealey, 2007; Wild et al., 2013). 

Upon further analysis of n-grams, Thompson and Sealey (2007) found some subtle 

differences between a number of common words such as finger, neck, and angry, suggesting that 

children and adults will employ core vocabulary in different ways. The corpus used in Thompson and 

Sealey (2007) has been compared to a corpus of writing by Dr Seuss (Foster & Mackie, 2013), and a 

fair amount of overlap was found between the two in regard to lexical verbs and adjectives, 

although they appeared in much lower frequencies. There was not a lot of coverage for nouns, 

mainly due to the specific vocabulary employed and repeated in works by Dr Seuss (e.g. cat, fish, 

zoo). 
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2.4.4. Conclusions 

Quantitative analyses of children’s writing have huge practical implications for measuring 

ability, discovering changes over time, and mitigating issues such as the word gap. Yet, despite 

increased interest in the vocabulary use in L1 English writing, there is a gap in the literature in 

relation to a large-scale analysis of children’s writing. This gap is especially pronounced for the 

analysis of children’s creative or narrative texts, as the sorts of texts analysed in linguistic research 

are often expository essays.  

Whether it’s writing a text or jotting down a shopping list, writing is a skill that adults give 

little thought to. However, writing is a complex phenomenon and learning to write is a gradual 

process that relies on a child drawing on a number of complicated cognitive and physical processes. 

Writing is assessed in academic contexts as a child proceeds through school, with various 

expectations placed upon the child. Children are encouraged to write in different genres (expository, 

narrative, persuasive) with emphasis placed on the elements of writing that practitioners deem the 

best. For example, a key expectation of successful writing nowadays is “control over a large, precise 

vocabulary” (Roessingh et al., 2015, p. 68).  

This degree of control over a lexicon, the ability to employ a wide variety of words, is often 

referred to as lexical diversity or lexical richness. Measures to measure lexical richness have varied 

through the years, with frequency-based measures, type–token ratio, and D all having been 

discussed in this literature review. Research has shown that “better” writers (i.e., those who score 

higher on trait-based rubrics) have higher scores of lexical diversity (Chipere et al., 2001; Roessingh 

et al., 2015); furthermore, lexical diversity measures often correlate with age (Malvern et al., 2004).  

This literature review reflects the wide variety of methodological approaches to the study of 

children’s writing. While some authors have focused on syntactic complexity, analysing metrics such 

as T-units, others have focused on evaluating diversity using D, or have implemented frequency-
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based tools to quantify coverage of high-, medium- and low-frequency words. These variables have 

been compared against subjective ratings or evaluations to evaluate correlations with quality, or 

development has been tracked over time to evaluate correlations with age. The results show that as 

children age, lexical diversity increases (Berman & Nir, 2010; Crossley et al., 2011; Malvern et al., 

2004; Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013; Uccelli et al., 2013); lexical density does not show as strong of a 

relationship; and lexical sophistication presents mixed conclusions, as it may interact with other 

factors such as repetition, frequency, collocations, or otherwise (Durrant & Brenchley, 2019). More 

work is needed in these areas to uncover the connections between different lexical measures. 

Furthermore, there is a dearth of studies on formulaic language in L1 writing development (Durrant 

et al., 2021). 

Another important thing to note is that the authors of prior studies often highlight the 

variability of writing samples received, which are samples generally collected in controlled 

conditions to form small, bespoke corpora. The analysis of larger corpora of texts will allow for 

deeper investigation into the lexical features of children’s writing and provide robust evidence for 

the study of the development of children’s L1 writing.   
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3. Vocabulary Size and Growth in a Sample of British Primary School-Age Children 

Vocabulary size and growth in children is a topic of interest for those investigating language 

acquisition and its relationship with education. Understanding vocabulary size and growth is 

important in designing practical vocabulary programmes based on what students should know, 

already know, and need to be taught (Graves, 1986). However, the assessment of vocabulary size 

and growth is notoriously tricky and requires careful consideration and operationalisation of several 

key concepts (e.g., what is a word, how can we test knowledge of words, productive vs. receptive 

vocabulary, etc.). The preceding literature review discussed the background to vocabulary size 

testing and presented some examples of vocabulary size tests which can be used with L1 English-

speaking children. The following literature review will present a discussion of some of the results of 

investigations into children’s vocabulary sizes.  

There is a great amount of variation both in the estimated vocabulary sizes of children and 

the rate of growth (i.e., how many new words are learned each year). Research on vocabulary sizes 

in children and adults has been ongoing since the 19th century, but methodological shortcomings 

limit these results (Graves, 1986; Lorge & Chall, 1963; T. G. White et al., 1990). These shortcomings 

include overestimations of vocabulary size due to how ‘word’ is defined, as well as the difficulty in 

designing accurate sampling procedures. Measurements of vocabulary size now sample from 

substantial lists of English words, a process made much easier with the help of computers (I. S. P. 

Nation & Coxhead, 2021).  

It has been estimated that preschool children know around 100 to 200 words by the age of 

2. These words are at first acquired slowly, over several months, and then vocabulary begins to 

accumulate at a faster pace, with a period of rapid vocabulary learning (the vocabulary spurt) 

occurring around the time children have acquired 50 words (Goldfield & Reznick, 1990). Vocabulary 

size testing of very young children relies on parental vocabulary reports such as the Communicative 
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Development Index (Fenson, 2007) because infants cannot be expected to complete vocabulary 

testing on their own. Diary methods and home-based recordings provide an estimate of what a child 

knows but may lead to a sub-sampling of the real lexicon if recordings are short, while longer 

recordings can suffer from masking new acquisitions (Mayor & Plunkett, 2009). These diary-based 

methods thus gather productive vocabulary size estimates, based on parents remembering all the 

words their children have produced. The difficulty is recording enough data to gain an accurate 

estimate, as young native speakers’ vocabulary grows very quickly, outstripping the ability of a 

human recorder to keep up (P. Nation and Anthony, 2016).  

As children age, receptive vocabulary tests can be used, whether these are bespoke or 

previously created tests. Many early receptive vocabulary size tests used dictionary-based methods, 

which led to problems with representative sampling. Diller (1978), using dictionary-based methods, 

put forward that high-school students learn 20,000 words a year and know 50,000 words by the age 

of 7 and 100,000 by high school (age 16). However, these figures do not seem feasible as they would 

involve learning over 50–60 words a day. This reflects the difficulties encountered when using 

dictionary-based methods where a dictionary is said to represent the word stock of a language and 

children are tested based on a ‘representative’ sample of those words (Goulden et al., 1990; Nagy & 

Herman, 1987).  

To correct for these methodological shortcomings, Nagy and Herman (1987) recalibrated 

five older vocabulary size studies to correct for the estimated total number of words in English (as 

previous studies had underestimated the total word stock of English). Their recalibration suggested 

that children will know around 10,000 words by the age of 8–9. However, these results vary hugely, 

with figures ranging from 4,000 to 24,000 words. Another study (T. G. White et al., 1990) found that 

by the age of 9–10 years old, the children sampled were estimated to know between 12,000 and 

16,000 words depending on the socioeconomic background of the school where the children were 
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evaluated, with the children from the school in a high-SES area learning more words than the 

children from the school in a low-SES area.  

Anglin (1993) estimated 6-year-olds would know around 10,000 words and 10-year-olds 

could recognise an estimated 40,000 words, suggesting a growth rate of roughly 20 words per day. 

An important caveat of this extensive research is that Anglin highlights that many of the words that 

children were estimated to ‘know’ could actually have been understood through morphological 

analysis and decoding. Taking away these types of words, Anglin suggests that the children would 

know between 6,000 and 20,000 root words from the ages of 6 to 10 (halving the daily growth rate). 

More recent estimates have led to a suggestion of around 2,000 to 3,000 word families 

learned per year (P. Nation, 2013). Nation’s rule of thumb is that a vocabulary size estimate for a 

native speaker can be calculated by taking 2 years away from the child’s age and multiplying the 

result by 1,000 ((age – 2) * 1,000). The vocabulary size scores of particular learners may be 1,000 to 

2,000 words on either side of this average and even the lowest scoring native speakers at most 

levels know several thousand words (I. S. P. Nation & Coxhead, 2021). These figures are backed up 

by research that suggests that by the age of five, children are likely to know 3,000 word families, 

4,000 by the age of 6, and so on (Biemiller, 2005). In 2001, Biemiller and Slonim reported mean 

normative vocabulary values of 5,200 root words by the age of 7–8 and 8,400 root words by 10–11, 

which also back up Nation’s rule of thumb. Biemiller and Slonim used a recall interview test to 

measure the written receptive knowledge of word families in young first and second learners in 

English. In this format participants were asked to tell the interviewers what they knew about a word, 

with words scored as ‘known’ if participants were able to give an accurate definition. For very young 

learners, this can be problematic, and they are unlikely to get perfect definitions; for these, Biemiller 

and Slonim scored a word as known if the learner was able to provide some relevant information 
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about the word. Ensuring consistency for provided definitions and whether they qualify as ‘knowing’ 

a word is a problem with such interview tests.  

Finally, we can look to studies of slightly older children to see if this rate of growth is 

sustained. Coxhead, Nation and Sim (2015) found that 17-year-olds nearing the end of secondary 

school had receptive vocabulary sizes of around 13,000 to 14,000 word families. After this time, 

vocabulary learning slows as speakers gain the vocabulary sizes necessary to meet their needs, and 

encounter fewer unknown words.  

Table 3.1 

Vocabulary Size Studies of Children in the Literature. NR = Not Reported. 

Reference Age Vocabulary 
size 

Methodology Words 
per 
year 

Words 
per 
day 

Notes 

Diller (1978) 7 50,000 NR NR NR  
Nagy & 
Herman 
(1987) 

8–9 10,000  Recalibration of five older vocabulary 
studies. 

2,000–
4,000 

8   

White, 
Graves & 
Slater (1990) 

9–10 12–16,000  Multiple-choice test based on a 
random sample of words from the 
American Heritage Word Frequency 
Book.  

3,300–
5,200 

NR Advantaged 
populations 
knew more 
words. 

Anglin (1993) 6–10 10,000–
40,000 (or 
6,000–
20,000 root 
words) 

Bespoke vocabulary test. NR NR  

Anderson & 
Nagy (1993) 

16–18 40,000  Estimations drawn from schoolbooks. 2,000–
3,000 

  

Biemiller & 
Slonim (2001) 

6–9 5,200–
8,400 

Living Word Vocabulary lists and an 
interview format.  

800 2.2  

Biemiller 
(2005) 

8 5,000–
6,000 word 
families 

NR NR NR  

Coxhead, 
Nation & Sim 
(2015) 

13–17 10–14,000 
word 
families 

20k version of the Vocabulary Size 
Test.  

NR NR  
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3.1 Methodology 

The original aim of this experiment was to gather longitudinal data on the receptive 

vocabulary sizes of a cohort of school-age children. This was intended to fill the research gaps in the 

literature regarding vocabulary development in primary school aged children in the UK; it would 

have also addressed the lack of research investigating growth rate. However, due to the COVID-19 

pandemic and subsequent school closures, data collection could not proceed as planned and only 

one round of data was able to be collected in March 2020, just before the onset of the pandemic.  

A large majority of research testing receptive vocabulary uses the Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test (PPVT) (Beglar & Nation, 2007; Dunn & Dunn, 2007), which is one of the most well-

known vocabulary proficiency tests of American English. However, the PPVT does not provide an 

estimate of vocabulary size, but rather gives a standardised score that, out of context, does not 

provide deep information about a child’s vocabulary. Scores from the PPVT cannot systematically 

represent a larger population of words (P. Nation & Anthony, 2016) and can only be compared to 

another learner’s score; groups of scores can only be compared to other groups or norms for various 

groups.  

However, what is more useful for vocabulary researchers are scores of vocabulary size, 

which can be gained from vocabulary tests such as the Vocabulary Size Test (Beglar & Nation, 2007). 

This test measures written receptive vocabulary knowledge of word families and has been used in 

several studies (Elgort, 2013; McLean et al., 2014). However, this vocabulary size test is not suitable 

for children, and is also not designed for native speakers. The Picture Vocabulary Size Test (PVST), by 

Nation and Anthony (2016), has been designed for younger, pre-literate first and second language 

learners of English. It is yet to undergo the rigorous validation that is necessary for the future of 

vocabulary testing research (Schmitt et al., 2020), but has been designed with a sound methodology, 

with a fair sampling rate and principled corpus selection (P. Nation & Anthony, 2016). The PVST uses 
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a computerised format and includes 96 test items drawn from twelve 500 word family lists (so a 

sampling rate of 8 items per 500 words) made from a specially created corpus of writing for children 

and adult spoken language, also checked against lists from a corpus of children’s writing developed 

by Oxford University Press (Banerji et al., 2013). The test uses lists that follow a consistent word 

family definition, and so when this experiment refers to the number of “words” a child knows, it 

specifically means word families. This test was deemed suitable for the age range in question, is 

based on recent word family lists from a corpus of English relevant to children, has a decent 

sampling rate, and gives an estimation of vocabulary size that we can compare to the literature.  

Figure 3.1 illustrates the setup of the Picture Vocabulary Size Test loading screen, which 

allows you to input the participant’s name, gender, age, and also allows you to tag them for school 

or participant ID if desired. Figure 3.2 displays an example of the testing screen. Four pictures are 

displayed while the test plays an audio recording from a predefined script. For this screen, it would 

play “Along: Along there”. The children were encouraged to point to the correct, matching picture. 

This continued for 96 items, and then the application provides a calculated estimated vocabulary 

size. There are two sets of wordlists (Appendix 1 and Appendix 2), and both were loaded into PVST 

and were used alternately in a split-half design. The children were tested individually in a small, 

quiet room. Testing time, on average, was around 15 minutes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

91 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 

The PVST Loading Screen 

Figure 3.2 

Example Testing Screen in the PVST 
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The school involved in this research was an English-medium school located in one of the 

least deprived areas in Swansea according to the 2019 Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation 

(https://www.swansea.gov.uk/wimd2019 accessed 26 July 2024). The school has pupils from ages 3 

to 11 and a total capacity of 216 children. The first round of data collection commenced on 26th Feb 

2020 and finished on 13th March 2020. A total of three classes were tested: Reception (4–5 years 

old), Year 1 (5–6 years old), and Year 2 (6–7 years old). In this school, the Year 1 and Year 2 classes 

were taught together due to the very small number of children in Year 2, but for the purposes of 

investigation the groups were separated. There was a total of 40 participants. 

Table 3.2 

Participant Demographics for Children’s Vocabulary Size Testing 

 n Female Male 
Reception (age 4—
5) 

14 7 7 

Year 1 (age 5—6)  21 13 8 
Year 2 (age 6—7)  5 3 2 
Total 40 23 17 

 

Scores and demographic information were collected via Excel and imported into SPSS for 

statistical analysis. Graphs were generated in SPSS. This study complied with the ethical 

considerations of Swansea University (ethical review number SU-Ethics-Student-170220/2417). 

Consent was given by the headteacher and all class teachers were given information sheets 

regarding the experiment. All children were sent home with opt-out consent forms to be filled in by 

their parents if they wished to opt-out of the research. 

 

3.2 Results and Discussion 

The results in this chapter showcase the vocabulary sizes of a small group of children aged 4 

to 7 and suggest that children of this age know, on average, around 3,000 to 4,000 word families. 

https://www.swansea.gov.uk/wimd2019
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The scores exemplify the large amount of variation in vocabulary size present in this heterogenous 

cross-sectional sample. On average, across the 40 children tested in this sample, the children knew 

3,503 words. The lowest vocabulary size measured was 2,000 and the highest was 4813 with a 

standard deviation of 571. There was an increasing trend in vocabulary size as children aged. The 

mean vocabulary size score for the 4-year-olds was 3,008, the mean vocabulary size score for the 5-

year-olds was 3,441, the mean vocabulary size score for the 6-year-olds was 3,754, and the mean 

vocabulary size score for the 7-year-olds was 4,063.  

Paul Nation and Avreil Coxhead state that young native speakers of English “begin school 

knowing several thousand words and increase their vocabulary size each year by close to 1,000 

words” (2021, p. 43). In their examples of trialling the PVST in New Zealand, 6-year-olds knew 

around 3,500–4,000 word families and 8-year-olds knew 4,500–5,000. Table 3.3 reports the results 

of this study in comparison with to expected numbers of word families shown in research by 

Biemiller and Slonim (2001), Biemeller (2005), and Paul Nation, using his rule of thumb, i.e., 

vocabulary size of native speakers = (age – 2) * 1,000 (Nation, 2013; Nation & Anthony, 2016). The 

results in the study in this thesis suggest that children learn 300 to 400 word families per year rather 

than the roughly 500 words per year increase given by Nation and Coxhead (2021). 

  

Table 3.3  

Results Of Vocabulary Size Testing 

 

Age Expected 
number 
of word 
families 

n Mean vocabulary size 
score (word families) 

Annual increase Percent 
change 

Number of 
words 
learned per 
day 

4 years old 2,000 8 3,008 
   

5 years old 3,000 15 3,441 + 434 + 14% 1.2 
6 years old 4,000 15 3,754 + 313 + 9% 0.9 
7 years old 5,000 2 4,063 + 309 + 8% 0.9 
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These numbers contradict the very large estimations of vocabulary size from previous 

research and suggest that children learn around one new word a day. The rate of learning, 

illustrated here by percent change, slows down as children age. The implications for this are that the 

vocabulary learning load may be lower than previous literature has suggested. Learning one new 

word a day seems like a much more reasonable endeavour than learning 5, 10, or 20 words per day 

needed to achieve the large vocabulary sizes measured in previous research.  

Figure 3.3 shows a simple scatterplot of age versus score, illustrating the trend of increasing 

vocabulary size with age. A Pearson’s correlation conducted in SPSS showed a modest correlation 

between age of the child and their score (r = .529, p = 0.01, 2-tailed). There is a lot of variation in 

these figures. For example, we can see that some older 4-year-olds demonstrated the same 

vocabulary sizes as some 6-year-olds. This is a result that reflects previous work which shows a wide 

range of sizes when you measure young children’s receptive vocabulary, and that even the lowest 

scoring native speakers know several thousand words (I. S. P. Nation & Coxhead, 2021).   
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We can also assume that vocabulary sizes will increase as we move up the year groups. A 

one-way ANOVA showed a significant difference between groups (F(2,37) = 6.572, p = 0.04). A Tukey 

post-hoc test showed that there was no difference in scores between Years 1 and 2, most likely due 

to the small sample size of Year 2. However, there was a significant difference between Reception 

and Years 1 and 2. If we illustrate scores for the three different year groups, we can see that there is 

less variation in Year 2, with Reception showing the most variation (Figure 3.4). However, this may, 

again, be due to the small sample size in Year 2. We can also see a general increase in scores as the 

year group increases. 

Figure 3.3  

Scatterplot of Age and Vocabulary Size (Word Families) 
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Figure 3.4  

Boxplot of Scores for Each Year Group 

 

 

This chapter was originally intended to address the following research question: “How much 

vocabulary and which vocabulary is learned each year from three years’ old up to the age of 

eleven?” However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic and its effect on the school systems, this section 

will mostly address the resultant limitations and discuss amendments to the research design which 

could be made to future work.  

Data collection points were planned for 3- to 4-month intervals. However, the coronavirus 

pandemic and its subsequent school closures made in-person data collection impossible. Online 

testing was considered as an alternative, but was ultimately rejected due to difficulty in 

administering an in-person test remotely as well as safeguarding issues related to testing children 

remotely. What these results do show is that there is wide variation present in vocabulary sizes, as 

measured in this one sample with one test, and thus all classes have comparatively lower-
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performing learners in the various age groups. It would have been important in future rounds to 

track these low-scoring students to see if they catch up to their peers. If they did not catch up, then 

it suggests that vocabulary interventions may be necessary. It is not clear if the vocabulary growth is 

as regular as numbers given by Nation and unfortunately, as the data collection was interrupted by 

COVID-19 pandemic, it was not possible to evaluate or model vocabulary growth. 

Testing with the Picture Vocabulary Size Test was easy and children were engaged with the 

testing process. Limitations with the test instrument relate to test design and test-taking behaviour, 

which are common problems with testing of this nature. Children’s behaviour was closely monitored 

and if guessing was suspected they were encouraged to carefully consider all options before making 

a choice. The PVST does include an ‘I don’t know’ option, but this was not enabled in this study in 

lieu of careful monitoring of potential guesswork, and to avoid the temptation for children to 

repeatedly choose this option.  

Referring back to the previously described discourse on the vocabulary gap, the sample size 

presented here was too small to draw any meaningful conclusions in relation to socioeconomic 

status. Only two children were eligible for free school meals (a common proxy for identifying 

disadvantaged pupils in the UK). Thus, there was no meaningful way to measure the impact of 

socioeconomic status on these results. Collecting a larger sample size and working with different 

schools would offer more opportunities to investigate the existence of any word gap.  

Finally, it is important to highlight that this was only one test conducted with one sample 

testing one discrete area of vocabulary knowledge, that of receptive vocabulary. The results here do 

not give us any more information about what words children know and how they learn them. To 

investigate this, we have to turn to other methods. The following chapter will present the results of 

semi-structured interviews with teachers conducted after this vocabulary size testing took place.  

 
 



 

 

 

 

98 

4. The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Teaching and Learning in the UK 

The COVID-19 pandemic severely affected countries all over the world and led to 

widespread restrictions on social movement and behaviour. In the United Kingdom, ‘stay-at-home’ 

lockdowns in response to the emerging crisis situation began on the 23 March 2020, and these 

included school closures in all four nations, leading to “the most disruptive period in children’s 

education since at least the start of the Second World War” (Timmins, 2021, p. 4). Legal measures 

meant that all schools closed across the UK (with variations amongst the four nations), with the 

exception for provision for children of critical workers and vulnerable children (Sibieta & Cottell, 

2020).  

Thus, except for these particular cases, teaching in the UK became remote and home-based 

overnight (Welsh Government, 2021). Provision was largely organised by local authorities in Wales 

and Scotland, and by individual schools in collaboration with local authorities in England and 

Northern Ireland (Sibieta & Cottell, 2020). This situation persisted until early June 2020, when 

phased returns to school began. However, ‘firebreak’ and further lockdowns continued to disrupt 

learning. Table 4.1 summarises the restrictions and key dates affecting education throughout 

England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland in response to the pandemic. 
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Table 4.1  

Key Coronavirus Lockdown Dates and Measures In The UK 

Date Description 
23 March 2020 Prime Minister (PM) announces first lockdown in the UK, all schools closed  
1 June 2020 Phased re-opening of schools in England  
29 June 20202 Phased re-opening of schools in Wales 
14 September 2020 Schools open to all pupils in Wales 
31 October 2020  PM announces second lockdown in England 
4 January 2021 Third lockdown announced; schools close across the UK  
22 February 2021 Phased return of pupils began in Wales and Scotland, beginning with 

primary schools 
8 March 2021 All primary schools open in England and Northern Ireland, secondary 

schools begin phased return 
12 April 2021 All pupils return to schools in Wales 
May–July 2021 Data collection for this chapter 

 

This disruption is what motivated this chapter, which was not originally designed as a part of 

this PhD thesis, and instead was developed in response to the interruption of the study presented in 

Section 3, as the opportunity to draw out novel data of the impact of an unprecedented crisis on 

education in the UK could not be overlooked. Thus, this chapter aims to examine, through 

qualitative, interview-based methods, how teachers felt the pandemic and subsequent lockdowns 

impacted their teaching, in particular their literacy teaching, and how it impacted their students’ 

vocabularies.  

 

4.1 Literature Review 

The school closures and learning-from-home measures in response to the coronavirus 

pandemic led to inevitable and difficult-to-measure impacts on children across the UK. Globally, 

school closures presented several challenges and consequences, including increasing inequalities in 

educational outcomes and widening of the learning gap between low- and high-income families (Van 

Lancker & Parolin, 2020). Soon after the first lockdowns began, copious amounts of scientific 
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research began to emerge on the impact of COVID-19 on people in all areas, from impacts on work, 

to health, to education. This extended to evaluating how the pandemic was affecting teaching and 

learning worldwide, as well as the impact of the pandemic on children’s mental and physical 

wellbeing. As the pandemic unfolded, the effect of lockdown on literacy became a key topic 

discussed in the mainstream media as well as in academic publications, editorials, and 

commentaries (National Literacy Trust, 2020; Page, 2021; Woodcock, 2021). This literature review 

will discuss the pandemic’s impact on two key, interlinked areas, with a particular focus on literacy 

at the primary school level: 1) the impact on teachers and teaching practices; 2) the subsequent 

effect of restrictions and new ways of teaching/learning on children’s literacy development 

(contextualised within their overall school experience).  

Global stay-at-home measures had a dramatic impact on education at all levels. Almost 

overnight, teaching in schools across the UK moved from traditional face-to-face learning in the 

classroom to an online interface which was at that point unheard-of in primary and secondary 

schools (Chapman et al., 2021; Lucas et al., 2020; Timmins, 2021; Waters-Davies et al., 2021). This 

emergency situation was unprecedented and, as such, complex policy and legislative decisions had 

to be made under compressed timescales without the usual impact assessment procedures or levels 

of collaboration (Welsh Government, 2020). In England, the Department for Education published 

regular guidance documents for schools and early year childcare providers. These have now been 

withdrawn but we can still access, for example, commentary on the initial guidance by SecEd: 

https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/coronavirus-key-messages-dfe-guidance-schools-closure-

key-workers-covid-19/ (accessed 24 January 2023). In Wales, education-related coronavirus 

legislation was issued from May 2020 with amendments to policies regarding attendance, the 

curriculum, and more, and archived versions of these documents can be accessed here: 

https://www.gov.wales/coronavirus-legislation-related-legislation#Educationandskills (accessed 24 

https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/coronavirus-key-messages-dfe-guidance-schools-closure-key-workers-covid-19/
https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/coronavirus-key-messages-dfe-guidance-schools-closure-key-workers-covid-19/
https://www.gov.wales/coronavirus-legislation-related-legislation#Educationandskills
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January 2023). Scotland and Northern Ireland also issued their own legislations and had different 

lockdowns periods, but will not be discussed at length in this chapter.  

In the UK, caregivers2 were asked to mitigate impacts on their children by assisting them 

with home learning where they were able, and schools assisted with this by providing online 

resources (Sibieta & Cottell, 2020). However, there was no strict or dedicated guidance for this, and 

thus curriculum provision varied and the take-up of home learning was “uncertain” (Waters-Davies 

et al., 2021, p. 9). Teachers were tasked with adapting their ordinary lesson plans to new, online 

interfaces almost on their own, learning how to use new software while also ensuring their students 

could access and use the new software too. Meanwhile, some teachers remained in classrooms, 

teaching children of keyworkers and those who could not remain at home, based on government 

policy recommendations (Sibieta & Cottell, 2020). The transition to online learning presented 

significant challenges for both teachers and students, ranging from the practical limitations of 

adapting teaching to virtual learning environments (VLEs) to whether all students had the same 

opportunities to access online learning (for instance, did they have internet, a quiet place at home 

from which to work, the necessary devices, etc) (Chapman et al., 2021). Case studies, which are still 

emerging, describe how teachers across the globe adapted to the lockdown in different ways. In the 

United States, one report describes how teachers and students became proficient users of diverse 

learning environments as they transitioned to virtual learning (Chamberlain et al., 2020). The 

research from Chamberlain et al. (2020) highlights the ways in which they managed to make this 

 

 

 

2 Throughout this chapter, I will be using both the terms ‘parents’ or ‘caregivers’ to refer to biological 

parents, primary caregivers, or guardians of children. 
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transition more successful by focusing on maintaining a sense of community, “thoughtfully 

plan[ning] instructional strategies” (p. 244), strengthening parent–teacher communication, 

providing counselling services, and building community culture. They emphasise that by focusing on 

student wellbeing and providing natural, flexible opportunities to develop literacy virtually (through 

writing online journals, listening to teachers read stories, and being tasked with delivering daily 

morning announcements), literacy education was continually prioritised throughout the pandemic.  

Governments were quick to commission research and inquiries into the pandemic’s impact 

on education and children’s services. Ofsted, the English school inspection authority, published a 

series of reports in 2020 which concluded that children of all ages and backgrounds showed 

evidence of loss of skills and learning due to coronavirus restrictions (Spielman, 2020). In Wales, the 

Welsh Government awarded grants to the eight Welsh universities in June 2020 to carry out 

collaborative research into the impact of the pandemic on the education system in Wales. They 

produced an empirical body of evidence, the main findings of which were that: (1) rapidly moving to 

blended/distance learning led to challenges, especially regarding access to the appropriate 

hardware/internet; (2) all learning was challenged by the situation, but some continued to thrive 

whereas others struggled especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds; (3) learners who 

thrived did so because of support they received from families, and learners who struggled did so due 

to missing the support of teachers and being unable to receive a high level of support from their 

family; (4) learners missed contact with teachers and peers, as well as specialist resources; (5) many 

learners struggled to progress their Welsh language skills. The collaborative group summarises their 

research by highlighting that the pandemic showed that many young learners are resilient and 

adapted quickly to changing situations. They also stress that “the lack of progress experienced by 

many vulnerable and disadvantaged learners was not a new phenomenon, but it was exacerbated 
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during this period and made more evident” (National Strategy for Educational Research and Enquiry, 

2021). 

Reports on the amount of home learning that took place during the coronavirus pandemic 

present significant heterogeneity based on the data collection process/survey, region, child, school, 

parental involvement, etc., and so reliable figures are difficult to calculate; however, the Education 

Policy Institute (an independent, evidence-based research institute that aims to promote high 

quality education outcomes for young people) in 2020 estimated that children were achieving, on 

average across the UK, 4.5 hours of home learning during the first lockdown period, which is a 25–

30% reduction compared to pre-lockdown activities (Sibieta & Cottell, 2020). A similar figure was 

found in in that primary and secondary students were spending about 5 hours a day on average on 

home learning (Andrew et al., 2020). The Institute for Fiscal Studies highlighted that, almost a year 

after the start of the pandemic, total loss in face-to-face school time amounted to around half a 

normal school year for children across the UK and called for an impactful policy response to aid 

pupils in ‘catching up’ (Sibieta, 2021). The Education Policy Institute calculated that the lost weeks of 

schooling varied across the four nations depending on term times, exam leave, and the different re-

opening times and procedures in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland; lost weeks of 

school thus ranged from about 5 weeks for those taking GCSE or A-Level equivalent exams in 

England, Wales and Northern Ireland, to 13 weeks for children in Scotland (Sibieta & Cottell, 2020). 

Other estimates put the total loss of face-to-face learning at 12 weeks for the majority of pupils 

across the UK in the initial lockdown period (Sharp et al., 2020; Waters-Davies et al., 2021). 

This ‘learning loss’ has been a key theme discussed in publications related to learning during 

the pandemic. Although concerns have been raised about the impact of the pandemic on all areas of 

children’s education, here we focus on literacy, e.g., the risk of losing reading and writing skills while 

not in school. As early as May 2020, researchers and organisations such as the National Literacy 
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Trust (2020) were highlighting the impact that COVID-19 disruption would have on the alleged 

literacy gap between advantaged and disadvantaged children (see Literacy Gap Chapter X). The 

impact of the pandemic on learning was a key area of discussion for news outlets worldwide, with 

dire headlines describing, for example, that the attainment gap in primary schools has widened since 

COVID (“Attainment Gap in Primary Schools Wider since Covid - BBC News,” 2021) and claiming that 

90,000 lack basic literacy because of COVID (Woodcock, 2021). However, it is important to highlight 

that the majority of literature published during the pandemic on this perceived ‘learning loss’ were 

only hypothetical or based on predicted losses, and the empirical research on the actual educational 

losses are scarce. What is now emerging is that learning losses are identifiable (Donnelly & Patrinos, 

2022), but may not be as drastic as once thought (Gore et al., 2021). These impacts were not limited 

to the UK, of course. Language Magazine (Page, 2021), citing research from sources such as the 

United Nations, World Literacy Foundation, and Stanford University, highlighted that millions of 

children worldwide were negatively affected by the pandemic. For example, Merga et al. (2021) 

demonstrated the largely negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on writing instruction in 

Australian schools due to the disruption and necessary adjustments that had to be made to the 

curriculum; 72.6% of the 310 teachers surveyed felt that their writing instruction had been affected 

by the pandemic.  

Learning losses have been found to be exacerbated by already present inequalities, such as 

the ‘digital divide’. The ‘digital divide’ describes the gap between people who have full access to 

digital technologies (such as the internet and computers) and those who do not (C. Baker et al., 

2020; Serafino, 2019). Concerns were raised throughout the coronavirus pandemic that this divide 

would be worsened due to increased reliance on an internet connection and personal computers or 

tablets to use in remote learning (Page, 2021). In the UK, disadvantaged children were also impacted 

by the pandemic to a greater degree than children who were not considered disadvantaged (Andrew 
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et al., 2020; Elliot Major et al., 2021), with research finding that pupil engagement was lower in 

schools with the highest levels of deprivation and that pupil access to IT and an adequate study 

space at home were significant challenges in the move to remote learning (Lucas et al., 2020). 

However, not all the effects of the pandemic were necessarily negative. The National 

Literacy Trust released research in 2020 which showed that children and young people in the United 

Kingdom may have developed new and positive writing habits during lockdown (C. Clark et al., 

2020). Their research was based on 4141 survey questionnaires sent to pupils aged 8 to 18. 

Increased enjoyment with writing was attributed to the increased amount of extra time which 

people had to write and think about writing. Many children used creative writing as an outlet for 

stress caused by the pandemic, with positive effects on their mental health. Some children 

expressed that they found greater benefit with writing digitally on laptops, but some said that the 

increased time spent on their computers for school affected their motivation to continue writing for 

pleasure on computers.  

Technological innovations have had a great impact on literacy over the last decades. Using 

surveys conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic (between January and mid-March 2020, and 

between May and early June 2020) by the National Literacy Trust in the UK found that video games 

were a great source for literacy development for children, serving as a route into stories for young 

people and providing intrinsic motivation to read around wider topics related to video games 

(Picton, Clark & Judge, 2020).  

Negative impacts of lockdowns extended beyond immediate learning needs. Mental health 

impacts due to lockdown restrictions and overall impact of coronavirus were raised as a key issue for 

adults and children, with the mental health charity Mind labelling the impact of the pandemic “a 

mental health emergency” (Mind, 2020). Student wellbeing was heavily affected as peer and teacher 

connections were suddenly removed and students had to adjust to new ways of working. However, 
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despite the initial panic about impacts of lockdowns on children’s mental health, the findings 

emerging from the literature present mixed results, with some children struggling and some children 

thriving. Findings from the Children’s Commissioner (2020) conducted in the very early days of the 

pandemic showed that children were beginning to experience stress regarding the pandemic, with 

55% of children stating they had felt stressed (even if just a little bit) since their schools had closed; a 

higher proportion (61%) of girls felt stressed compared to boys (48%). Stress reduced, however, 

between their survey conducted in March 2020 and a follow-up survey in June 2020, which 

researchers attributed to a reduction in “extra little stresses” (p. 19) experienced at school, such as 

being told off by teachers. The key finding from these surveys was that, when asked what was 

contributing to their stress, responses in June revolved far more around coronavirus than responses 

in March did. Children expressed that they felt stressed about managing their schoolwork at home, 

about getting the correct grades, and about their family, friends and themselves catching COVID-19. 

Researchers also found that in March 2020, 75% of responses mentioned stresses to do with school, 

but by June 2020, this had reduced to 46%, with more stressors related to the pandemic being 

brought up. These results were echoed by a survey of 1046 Year 9 students conducted by the NIHR 

School for Public Health Research (Widnall et al., 2020), which found that, compared to pre-

pandemic, there was an overall decrease in risk of anxiety and an increase in wellbeing, but that, 

when questioned, students had many worries related to COVID-19. The top three concerns were 

worrying about their friends/family catching the virus, worrying about the mental health of their 

friends and family, and worrying about missing school. The study also found that school 

connectedness (measuring a sense of school community and relationships with teachers) increased 

during the pandemic. A survey by Girlguiding (2020) found that positive aspects for the almost 7,000 

girls they surveyed aged 4 to 18 included increased time spent with family, more time spent in 

nature, less academic pressure, and trying new hobbies. 



 

 

 

 

107 

The full impacts of the coronavirus pandemic and lockdowns are complex, multifaceted, and 

still emerging. The UK is now, at the time of writing, attempting to establish the ‘new normal’, and 

school has returned to a standard timetable and structure, with all pupils attending. There are many 

pandemic impacts that can be researched from both qualitative and quantitative perspectives. This 

research hopes to contribute to the ongoing emerging literature by qualitatively investigating the 

experiences during the pandemic of five schoolteachers in England and Wales, as well as on how 

they feel the lockdowns have impacted their students’ literacy levels. 

 

4.2 Aims and Methods  

Thus, in order to contribute to the ongoing literature regarding the impacts of the pandemic 

on children in the UK, the overall aim of this study was to investigate how teaching and learning 

practices were affected during the pandemic and what impact these changes had on children’s 

literacy development. This section introduces and discusses the methodological approach and 

research design used here in addressing this aim.  

The specific research questions motivating this study were:  

1. How did teaching and learning practices change throughout the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2. To what extent do teachers feel their students have had their literacy development affected 

by the COVID-19-related government-mandated lockdowns in the UK? 

3. What lasting impacts, if any, do teachers say the pandemic will have had on themselves and 

their students? 

Qualitative semi-structured interviews are proposed as the best method to answer these 

questions. This section presents a justification for this decision alongside details of the key methods 

employed.  
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To answer these questions within the scope of this thesis, it was decided that several 

teachers would be recruited to complete semi-structured interviews to gather qualitative data. As 

the effects of coronavirus are complex and wide-reaching, interviews were chosen as an appropriate 

method of data collection. Interviews and focus groups have gained popularity in the social sciences 

in recent years, “partly as a consequence of a more general shift from quantitative towards 

qualitative methods” (Litosseliti, 2018, p. 156). In the field of applied linguistics, the use of 

interviews has also been increasing, particularly as a way to investigate participants’ beliefs and 

experiences. Two reviews summarise the value of interviews and what can be learned from their 

application in the wider social science disciplines (Mann, 2011; Talmy, 2010). However, both these 

authors also highlight the fact that the interview is often under-theorised, inconsistent, and lacking 

both context and methodological detail. Talmy distinguishes between interviews as research 

instruments, which takes an intuitive and ‘common sense’ perspective on the interview, and 

interviews as social practice, where the interview is conceptualised and analysed as social action 

(Talmy, 2010, p. 129). 

The advantages of interviews are that they are a useful and economical way to gain 

understanding of an individual’s experience of a particular topic (Howitt & Cramer, 2007). They can 

be especially useful when researchers want to examine opinions, feelings, experiences, complex 

issues, and privileged information in more depth than can be gained using, for example, 

questionnaires (Denscombe, 2017, p. 203). Semi-structured interviews, in particular, allow for 

flexibility but with structure to ensure that research questions are addressed.  

Alongside these benefits, challenges and issues have also been raised surrounding the 

legitimacy of data arising from interviews and focus groups. Bias is one challenge to avoid, and the 

interviewer must be mindful that they are not exerting an ‘interviewer effect’ on the participant, 

with also acknowledging that it is impossible for an interviewer to remain truly ‘neutral’ because 
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they bring with them their own view of the world. It is also important to acknowledge that when an 

interviewee agrees to an interview, they are agreeing to come to discuss a particular topic, and thus 

there is an element of ‘manufactured’ data, as argued by Silverman (2015). Ultimately, the interview 

is ‘framed’ by the theoretical underpinnings; the differences between positivism, naturalism, and 

constructionism approaches to interviews are discussed at length elsewhere (Silverman, 2015). 

Positivism suggests that interview data can provide us with facts about behaviour and attitudes, if 

the data is valid and reliable; naturalism posits than interviewees are subjects who actively construct 

their social worlds and thus interviews must be constructed to gain authentic insight into people’s 

experience, e.g., through open-ended interviews; and constructionism proposes that interviewers 

and interviewees are simultaneously and actively engaged in constructing meaning together, and 

thus the topic becomes how meaning is being mutually constructed. Some of the above limitations 

can be avoided if, as is common in modern social science research, the researcher takes a 

constructionism approach by expecting that their participant will tailor their answers in response to 

the demands of the situation (i.e., respondents say what they believe or do, and interviews cannot 

offer insight into what they actually do) (Litosseliti, 2018). Constructionism also emphasises the fact 

that ‘good’ interview technique may matter less than some believe, as a successful interview 

depends on both interviewer and interviewee (Silverman, 2015). This approach corresponds to 

Talmy’s definition of an interview as a social practice (Prior, 2018; Talmy, 2010). 

The interpretation of meaning in interview-based research, and the theoretical views 

subscribed to, have implications for data analysis. The data analysis approach taken in this research 

was a thematic analysis, as the focus was on ‘what’ the participants produced (i.e., the stated 

experiences and opinions), rather than ‘how’ (Talmy, 2010). The analytic procedures are described in 

more detail below. Therefore, this study used interviews more as a research instrument than a social 

practice, and therefore adopted a more naturalistic approach. The way that meaning was 
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constructed and how knowledge was created were not analysed. However, throughout the 

interview design and implementation processes, the importance of bearing in mind constructivist 

views was maintained, with acknowledgment that data is collaboratively produced throughout the 

interview process. 

3.1.1. Procedure 

The participants of this study were recruited from May to June 2021 via a purposive 

sampling method. The research questions and aim of the study were to qualitatively evaluate the 

impact of COVID-19 and its subsequent lockdowns on teachers in the UK; thus, opinions had to be 

gathered from this population, i.e., teachers who were affected by lockdowns in the UK. In this 

manner, purposive sampling allows a researcher to seek out groups where the concepts being 

studied are likely to occur (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The final sample can be considered to represent 

the wider population of teachers across the UK who were affected by COVID-19 lockdowns.  

A total of five schoolteachers were willing to participate in the study. Two were recruited 

from a local school in Swansea (Grange Primary School) via an email sent out by the head teacher in 

May 2021, inviting participants to express interest in this research study. Then, in June, an open call 

was posted on my personal social media accounts inviting any teacher to express interest. Seven 

teachers replied to this advertisement, and email addresses were gathered via personal message. 

Initial recruitment emails contained a description and explanation of the research as well as ethical 

statements and a consent form. Two participants were sourced from this recruitment. One was 

based in Kent and one in Surrey. The final participant was known to the department of Applied 

Linguistics in Swansea University and was approached personally; she was also based in Swansea. 

Eligibility criteria were that they were currently employed as a teacher in the UK, they had 

worked throughout the COVID-19 lockdown periods, and that they fully consented to participating in 

the research. Ethical consent for this research was obtained from Swansea University (ethical 
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number). Table 4.2 presents the descriptive data of all five participants. The teachers all identified as 

female and were all from a White British background. Three taught in Wales and two taught in 

England. Their teaching experience ranged from 2 to 38 years. One school was a private institution 

and the rest were state schools; the private institution covered primary and secondary years, while 

for the remaining participants, one taught in a high school and three taught in primary schools. 

Table 4.2 

Semi-structured Interviews Participant Information 

Participant ID Years teaching 
experience 

Year group(s) 
taught 

Location 

R1 3 Nursery, reception Wales 
R2 20 Year 1 Wales 
R3 2 Year 6 England 
R4 7 Years 7—11   Wales 
R5 38 Years 5—8   England 

 

Interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams in May and July 2021 and ranged from 30 to 

45 minutes. Interviews were recorded, with consent, and then were transcribed and imported into 

NVivo (Release 1.5.1). A total of 145 minutes of audio were recorded and the transcripts totalled 

25,204 words. The interviews followed a semi-structured interview schedule that included key 

questions to examine how the participants felt the pandemic and its subsequent lockdowns had 

affected their pupils and themselves. The interview schedule is included in Table 4.3, listing the 

questions, probe (i.e., follow-up questions), and the intended rationale for each question. These 

questions were designed following the general interview guide approach, i.e., a semi-structured 

approach where the same general areas of information are collected from each participant, but with 

a degree of flexibility depending on how the interview develops (D. W. Turner, 2010). Specifically, 

this research followed the steps laid out by Bearman (2019, p.8): 

1. Know your phenomenon of interest. 

2. Aim for experiences more than opinions.  
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3. Start with a good warm-up question.  

4. Brainstorm around the experiences you want to know about.  

5. Use open-ended questions.  

6. Consider the valence of your questions.  

7. Leave space for interviewers to improvise; probes can help.  

8. Start concrete and easy, finish with abstract and hard.  

9. Final reflections offer opportunities for interviewee open comment. 

10. Pilot, adjust the schedule and pilot again. 

As Dörnyei points out, most interviews in applied linguistics are semi-structured as they 

offer a compromise between the two extremes of ‘structured’ and ‘open’ (Dörnyei, 2007). The 

interview guide in this research intended to strike this compromise, with a list of general questions 

intended to fulfil the research aim and optional follow-ups (‘probes’) to gather more information on 

research areas if deemed necessary. Semi-structured interviews are a particularly good way to elicit 

recounted events from participants, which Bearman (2019) feels are the key way to obtain ‘thick, 

rich’ experiential data. This type of data tells us much more about a participant’s feelings and 

experiences and thus “a participant’s recounting of events is the essential building block of 

qualitative interviewing” (Bearman, 2019, p.4). The questions in this interview schedule aimed to 

elicit this sort of data from participants by asking them to recount their experiences and describe 

their feelings.  

Each question is presented with its rationale in the Table 4.3. In brief, four general questions 

started the interview, with the aim to understand how the participants were currently feeling and 

how they had felt throughout the pandemic, identify what had changed for them, and identify 

challenges they had faced. The interview started with an open question (framed as a statement, i.e., 

“I’d like to hear about your experiences over the last two years…”), as recommended by Richards 
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(2009). These questions were focused on gathering data to answer RQ1 (research question 1). Then, 

the focus of the interview shifts to asking literacy-related questions, such as how their literacy 

teaching practices had changed, how they felt their pupils’ literacy had been affected, and if they felt 

that there would be any long-term repercussions on literacy development. These questions gathered 

data to answer RQ2. Question 8 was specifically geared towards answering RQ3. The questions were 

structured in such a way as to elicit experiences from the participants. Bearman explains that 

effective interview questions are those that generate rich descriptions and must contain meaningful 

prompts to evoke complex thoughts and descriptions, and that are relevant to the participants 

themselves, and which are clear and non-threatening (Bearman, 2019, p. 4). Open-ended questions 

are often the best way to generate these sorts of answers, as an open-ended question naturally 

elicits more information than a closed, yes/no questions, as open-ended questions minimise the 

number of predetermined responses, encouraging respondents to answer in their own words 

(Patton, 2014). The questions in the interview schedule are all phrased in a way to elicit open-ended 

answers, even if the first question seems to be closed (e.g., “4. Has the pandemic placed new or 

different demands on your role as a teacher?”), using follow-up probes if the participant were to 

answer the question in a closed manner (e.g., “How has the pandemic affected your role?”). This is 

called a closed–open pair and is common in qualitative interviews when an implicit expansion is 

assumed (Bearman, 2019). Every question included an optional probe or several probes to further 

encourage flexibility and “to guide the sort of improvisations necessary for the rich, thick 

description” (Bearman, 2019, p. 7). The final question was an opportunity for the interviewee to 

think about what has been said and add additional insights; the option for open comment is an 

important part of gathering final reflections, which can be a fruitful part of the interview process 

(Patton, 2014). 
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One limitation with such a semi-structured format such as the interview guide below, is that 

comparing participants and generalising findings can be difficult due to the lack of standardisation of 

procedures (Prior, 2018). For these interviews, every effort was made to ensure that all questions 

were asked, even if not in the same order. A limitation with this specific schedule is that, due to time 

and resource constraints, with the understanding that the more time that passed since the events of 

the pandemic, the less participants may remember about their experiences, a pilot questionnaire 

was not carried out, and thus the interview schedule questions, while refined, were not ‘trialled’ 

prior to being implemented in practice.  
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Table 4.3 

Interview schedule including Question, Probe, and Rationale 

Question Probe/follow up  Rationale 
Demographic information 
General questions 
Tell me about your experience 
of teaching over the last year 
during the COVID-19 crisis.  

Best bit and worst bit 
To gain a broad feel of their 
career stage, experiences, 
feelings, and mood 

Can you sum up your 
feelings/experiences of the last 
year in three words? 

Explain the words a bit more 

To gather a series of 
words/phrases that sum up 
teachers’ experiences over the 
last year 

Have there been any changes 
(made by you or others) to how 
you have worked during this 
time?  
4a. If yes: Can you describe 
these changes? 
 

Who made these decisions? Who 
supported you to enact them? 
How have you managed the balance of 
teaching and other demands? 
What might be falling through the 
cracks as a result? (e.g., training, time, 
family, etc) 
Has the pandemic enabled you to do 
new things or do things differently? 

To identify how people have 
had to change their priorities or 
usual teaching methods and 
balance competing demands, 
in general.   
To identify if new opportunities 
have arisen and what these are. 
 

Has the pandemic placed new or 
different demands on your role 
as a teacher?  

Have you had to step up to a 
new/different role? Tell us about this? 
How prepared did you feel for this? 
What support did you receive? Did you 
feel supported? 
How has the pandemic affected your 
role and how have you contributed? 
Where do teachers fit in? 

To identify the challenges that 
teachers have faced and to 
explore whether they have felt 
supported throughout the 
crisis. To explore if teachers’ 
roles have changed.  

Literacy and vocabulary development specific questions 

How has your literacy-related 
teaching changed? 
 

What have you prioritised and focused 
on in terms of literacy development?  
How have you or others decided where 
to focus your time and attention? 
What have you not done that you 
normally would, and what have you 
done differently/what is new? 

To identify what teachers have 
deemed important specifically 
regarding literacy and teaching 
literacy over this year.   
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How do you believe children’s 
literacy development has been 
impacted by the 
pandemic/closures/lockdown?  
 
7a. If yes: What do you think are 
the main factors that have 
impacted children’s literacy 
development and learning over 
this time (whether positive or 
negative)? 

Can you give examples/expand on 
that?  
 
What has helped children succeed? 
And what are the barriers/what factors 
have hindered them or held them 
back? 
 
Are there any specific groups of 
children who have been 
disproportionately affected? 

To identify to what extent 
teachers believe the 
pandemic/lockdowns/school 
closures have affected 
children’s literacy and 
vocabulary development. To 
identify specific factors that 
have affected children’s 
learning, whether positively or 
negatively. To identify factors 
that are out of the teachers’ 
control, how important these 
things are, and to what extent 
they have affected children’s 
learning. 

Moving forward, how do you 
feel children will be impacted? 
What does the future look like, 
in the short-term and long-
term? 

Do you think the children will “catch 
up”? Will there be longstanding 
impacts, in your opinion? 

To identify how teachers feel 
about the impact of the 
pandemic in the long-term.  

Any other comments?   
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4.3 Analytical Methodology  

There are many different approaches to analysing the sorts of talk and texts that emerge 

when conducting social science research involving surveys, interviews, and focus groups, not only in 

applied linguistics, but in the broader fields of sociology, psychology, etc. The usual approach is to 

“reduce what the participants said to some sort of content categories” (Abell & Myers, 2008, p. 145) 

in a systematic fashion so that all sections are treated in the same manner, eliminating potential 

sources of distortion and attempting to establish a uniformity within the data. Although Abell and 

Myers were writing as supporters of qualitative discourse analysis (discussed below) rather than 

thematic coding, their point that this method is widespread in the social sciences still stands. The 

method used to examine the data in this study followed this sort of approach, in particular following 

a thematic analysis methodology.  

The concept of thematic analysis covers a range of possible methodologies and the analysis 

employed in this research draws on work by Guest et al. (2014) and Braun & Clarke (2019). The 

former discuss applied thematic analysis, which requires a researcher to identify and describe 

implicit and explicit ideas within the data, based on patterns which emerge as themes throughout 

the data sets, then develop ‘codes’ to represent these themes and which are used for later analysis 

(Guest et al., 2014, p. 9). It is an exploratory approach that generates codes derived from the data 

which are not pre-determined, and moves beyond merely counting the words or phrases. Braun and 

Clarke (2019) introduce reflexive thematic analysis, which places emphasis on the researcher’s 

“reflexive and thoughtful engagement with their data” (p. 14). Thematic analysis is suitable for 

analysing large data sets and allows researchers to identify and examine nuances in the data that 

mimic real life discussions (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Denscombe, 2017), thus allowing a researcher to 

find patterns to understand the phenomenon under investigation. Above all, Braun and Clarke 
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emphasise the importance of approaching qualitative research in a creative and thoughtful way that 

considers subjectivity as a valuable resource:  

We intended our approach to TA to reflect our view of qualitative research as creative, 

reflexive and subjective, with researcher subjectivity understood as a resource (see Gough & 

Madill, 2012), rather than a potential threat to knowledge production, as it arguably is 

conceptualised in Boyatzis’ and some other approaches to TA. For us, qualitative research is 

about meaning and meaning-making, and viewing these as always context-bound, 

positioned and situated, and qualitative data analysis is about telling ‘stories’, about 

interpreting, and creating, not discovering and finding the ‘truth’ that is either ‘out there’ 

and findable from, or buried deep within, the data. For us, the final analysis is the product of 

deep and prolonged data immersion, thoughtfulness and reflection, something that is active 

and generative. (Braun & Clarke, 2019, p. 7) 

The ideas of thematic analysis, discourse analysis, and grounded theory are often conflated; 

grounded theory is defined as a set of techniques which identify categories and concepts within text 

which are then linked to formal theoretical models (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Guest et al., 2014). 

Thematic analysis is linked to grounded theory as is also has an emphasis on supporting claims with 

data (Guest et al., 2014). The difference is that, where grounded theory builds theoretical models 

from the data, applied thematic analysis does not require a model to be an output of the process. 

What remains important is that our interpretations are supported by real data.  

The largest limitation with this method is reliability, as the method is subject to 

interpretation, bias, and subjectivism; however, it is still a preferred method among social science 

researchers using qualitative interview data as it is systematic, yet flexible and inductive (Guest et 

al., 2014). And, as Braun and Clarke highlight, subjectivity is not necessarily a detriment to 

qualitative research. This emphasis on context is echoed in the theory on qualitative discourse 
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analysis, which is a key methodology in applied linguistics when studying any sort of discourse, 

including research interviews, focus groups, etc. Researchers in qualitative discourse analysis 

highlight the importance of analysing research interviews in their intertextual, interdisciplinary, 

socio-political and immediate contexts, taking into account sociological variables, the history of an 

institution, and the institutional frames of a conversation to reveal the various strategies and 

structures within different levels of text and talk (Wodak, 2008). While these methodologies and 

sub-disciplines (e.g., conversation analysis) have brought an undeniable level of rigour to the field of 

discourse analysis and applied linguistics as a whole, the level of analysis involved in these fields that 

would look at co-text, concordances, intertextual links, context and more in research interviews 

(Abell & Myers, 2008) is beyond the scope of this chapter, and is not of interest to this researcher 

(with focus rather placed on the actual things my interviewees expressed to me, rather than how 

they said it). However, I do acknowledge the importance of considering all the utterances in these 

interviews as rooted in several contexts: the time and place (i.e., post-COVID, online), the 

understanding of the purpose of the interview, and the relationship between the interviewer and 

interviewee.  

Once interviews had been conducted, the data analysis followed procedures outlined by 

Denscombe (2017) and Braun and Clarke (2013). In summary, this process included: (1) Produce 

verbatim transcripts; (2) Identify possible themes; (3) Then, the transcripts were carefully read and 

the data were checked (e.g., correcting typos, ensuring the transcripts were accurate by cross-

referencing with the audio files); (4) Import the transcripts into the appropriate software. In this 

research, the transcripts were imported into NVivo (v.1.6.1). (5) Read and re-read the transcripts as 

many times as necessary in order to identify common themes using NVivo’s ‘codes’ function. The 

resulting codes are presented in the following results section.  
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Bringing this all together, as an example for how the thematic analysis occurred, consider 

the following decontextualised statement:  

“So, using Zoom as our main platform for delivering this, and we did start off using Microsoft 

Teams for some of the kids, but it was more complex for them.” (R5)  

At first glance, this statement seems to be discussing themes of technology and someone’s 

view of how some children coped with a situation. But these decontextualised ideas are not enough 

— we must consider the context of the situation and the interview prompt that proceeded this 

statement. In this manner we can format the extract as below, presenting the preceding statement 

with line numbers which align with the transcripts. The transcripts are not included in this document 

due to their length (approximately 25,000 words) but can be provided upon request. Short excerpts 

will be referred to in brackets, followed by the line number, but longer extracts will be formatted as 

below: 

Extract 1 

Speaker Line #  
Interviewer 27 

28 
So just tell me about your experience of teaching during COVID and the  
pandemic and everything that's been going on 

R5  34 
35 
 
36 

So, using  
Zoom as our main platform for delivering this, and we did start off using 
Microsoft Teams for  
some of the kids, but it was more complex for them 

 

This places the response in more context, namely that the interviewee is summarising a 

change or adaptation made in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. For this extract, once we 

understand the context of the situation (Abell & Myers, 2008, p. 154), i.e., upon knowing the 

interviewee is a teacher, we can surmise that the “delivering this” in the above statement refers to 

delivering a lesson, i.e., teaching. We can infer that the lessons had moved online when we 

understand what sorts of platforms Microsoft Teams and Zoom are (i.e., online communication 
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platforms) and we are made aware of the changes that the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent 

lockdowns led to in terms of remote teaching and learning. Suddenly, when this seemingly simple 

statement is more carefully considered within its larger context, and compared against the rest of 

the interview and the other interviews, we can decide that the actual key themes for this statement 

are: (1) adaptation/changes (to teaching strategies in response to COVID); (2) technology; (3) 

challenges (for teachers and students). This example demonstrates how codes often overlap, or it is 

difficult to decide what theme an utterance was reflecting. Thus, one statement may be coded with 

two or even three themes. This allows us to identify patterns, e.g., changes made during COVID-19 

were often challenging. While seemingly an obvious idea, something that could have been 

hypothesised prior to this research, the fact that these connected ideas emerged through an analysis 

of these data without preconceived notions is extremely valuable. It was in this manner that all five 

interviews were subsequently analysed and coded based on the methodologies of thematic analysis 

and considering the importance of context discussed in qualitative discourse analysis research.  
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4.4 Results, Analysis and Discussion 

All respondents spoke about the impact the pandemic had had on them, their colleagues, 

and their pupils. Following the procedures outlined in the Aims and Methods, a total of ten codes 

were identified as top-level, with some sub-codes grouped together under these umbrella headings 

for better organisation (e.g., first pressure, workload etc. were coded separately, then grouped 

under the subheading ‘challenges’). Thus, the final codes were: (1) access; (2) adaptations; (3) 

challenges (sub-codes: pressure, anxiety and stress, workload, work–life balance); (4) curriculum 

(sub-codes: teaching practices, literacy); (5) development, i.e., social, emotional, and educational 

(sub-code: long-term impacts); (6) health (sub-code: COVID); (7) relationships (sub-codes: parents 

and home, support, communication); (8) positive aspects; (9) technology; (10) wellbeing (sub-code: 

safeguarding). Figure 4.1 presents a treemap chart visualising the number of coding references for 

each of these parent codes and their child codes. 

Figure 4.1  

Treemap Generated By Nvivo where Size Indicates Number of Items Coded for that Label 

 

Figure 5.8 

Word Sketch Visualisation And Concordance Lines For Friend 
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This treemap shows us the distribution of the codes in this dataset. The squares are 

organised by size, with bigger squares indicating that more items were coded for that label. We can 

see that challenges was the biggest code, followed by relationships, and more items were coded for 

parents and home, indicating that parents were a frequent topic of discussion from these 

participants.  

After the coding step was completed, a final inductive step was carried out to evaluate the 

overall narrative of the data. Looking at the datasets all together, three overarching themes were 

discovered: (1) how the pandemic changed teaching and learning practices for the teachers (Section 

4.5: Impact on Teaching); (2) the identified importance of external support for children (Section 4.6: 

The Role of External Support); and (3) the pandemic’s impact on wellbeing for both students and 

teachers (Section 4.7: Impact on Wellbeing). The data in this chapter are presented under these 

overarching themes, with all themes drawing evidence from the identified codes to form the 

narrative. It is not possible to say that each code is only linked to one theme, as many of the codes 

cut across themes (for example, the theme Impact on Teaching draws on the codes challenges, 

curriculum, adaptations, etc); the themes are thus a method to narrativize what was found in the 

dataset. Table 4.4 presents a summary of the codes from the teacher interviews, alongside 

contextualising examples from the data.  

In general, the interviews showed that the coronavirus pandemic and its subsequent 

lockdown restrictions affected children’s learning and wellbeing to different extents. Some children 

thrived, while others struggled. These interviews showed that the teachers felt that the children 

were not only affected academically, but were also sensitive to the changes going on in their lives 

and were affected emotionally and mentally, even in the younger years. Staff were also affected, 

with many different demands placed upon them during the pandemic. The amount of external 
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support that children could access was noted as a key aspect that affected children’s learning 

outcomes. However, as this research did not investigate the direct links between external support 

and learning outcomes, we do not know if there is a causal relationship. What we do know is that 

the ideas that emerged from these interviews are reflected in academic and governmental research 

which will be presented in this section alongside the results from the interviews.  

Table 4.4  

Summary of Codes from Teacher Interviews 

Code Summary Evidence 
Access Not all children had access to the 

required technology to work from home; 
some schools offered laptops or tablets 
to students who needed them, but not 
all could provide this. Some schools 
delivered printed handout packs to 
those who needed them.  

“Just certain children, those who were 
really struggling and who didn't have 
any sort of access to device or really 
weren't able to use it that often.” (R3, 
line 1042) 

Adaptations  Teachers had to quickly adapt to 
changing circumstances using tools 
which most had not used before. Some 
struggled with adapting to the new 
interfaces and some of the new 
technologies led to anxieties in 
respondents.  
 

“So obviously that that was when we 
were all suddenly thrown into this. We 
don't know what we're doing. We had 
to start learning how to use [Microsoft] 
Teams and things like that and teach 
the children how to use it with lots of 
uncertainty around that.” (R3, line 980) 

Challenges 
(including 
pressure, 
anxiety, 
workload, and 
work–life 
balance) 

The most discussed challenges were 
related to adjusting to continuously 
changing circumstances; dealing with 
the transition periods between 
lockdowns; and increased pressure and 
workload on teachers.  

“Okay, so I've got a class which has got 
quite a lot of needs so there were quite 
a lot of children who struggled over the 
initial lockdown period, they missed a 
lot of year five. And so coming back in 
September, it was quite difficult for a 
lot of them. In terms of how much 
learning they'd lost.” (R3, line 909) 

Curriculum 
(including 
changing 
teaching 
practices and 
literacy) 

There were different approaches to 
timetables and delivering pre-recorded 
versus live lessons. Some schools 
adapted their curricula depending on 
what students could handle, while 
others endeavoured to keep to the same 
curriculum. All respondents felt there 
would be some long-term learning loss, 
but they were hopeful the majority of 
their students would ‘catch up’.  

“So we would set assignments using 
[Microsoft] Teams, so we would do a 
maths and then English assignment and 
we’d do set times tables and spelling 
quizzes.” (R3, line 979) 
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Development 
(sub-theme: 
long-term 
impacts) 

Social, emotional, and educational 
regression was observed, especially in 
the younger years. Anxiety upon the 
transition back to the school 
environment was a common theme.  

“But from an educational perspective, 
they progress, I feel, so much more 
when they’re actually in that classroom 
experience, in that classroom education 
environment. It’s that there’s a mind 
switch, to ‘okay, this is what I’ve got to 
do now’. Whereas at home, it’s like ‘I 
haven’t got to do this though.’” (R2, line 
404) 

Health (sub-
theme: COVID) 

Respondents discussed their increased 
focus on hygiene upon return to school 
and mentioned personal brushes with 
COVID-19. COVID ‘bubbles’ and isolation 
were also mentioned throughout the 
interviews as new challenges that were 
dealt with.  

“We used to like chuck the PE mats on 
the floor and then chuck them in the 
corner and chuck them out again. And 
they were never wiped down or, you 
know, so I think people’s awareness of 
such as some really basic things like that 
is much more, you know. We’re much 
keener, really, on everything.” (R5, line 
2143) 

Relationships 
(sub-themes: 
support, 
communication, 
parents and 
home) 

Teachers remarked on the importance of 
staying connected with their colleagues 
in order to support one another. Parent–
teacher relationships evolved, and 
parental input was highlighted as a key 
aspect that contributed to how students 
progressed during lockdown periods.  

“Some parents haven’t done anything 
at all. So then obviously we, we come 
back, then we’ve got the children 
who’ve come on massively because the 
parents have been doing everything 
and more with them. And then we’ve 
got children who have literally done 
nothing. And then it’s like starting from 
the start then.” (R1, line 71) 

Positive aspects Respondents noted that staff and 
students demonstrated remarkable 
flexibility and willingness to overcome 
challenges and try new things. An 
increased sense of resilience was 
observed. Some staff enjoyed working 
from home. Respondents expressed 
pleasure at returning to the classroom 
post-pandemic.  

“But coming back then, it’s just been 
amazing. It just, it just means so much. 
They’ve had that time not being in 
school. And then seeing them in school 
and just seeing how much more they 
get from the whole experience of being 
there.” (R2, line 474) 

Technology Technological innovations and learning 
to use new technology were at the 
forefront of the pandemic. Microsoft 
Teams, Zoom, and Seesaw were the 
primary applications identified in this 
research.  

“We used Seesaw as an engagement 
tool. So I posted some activities online 
and the children would be able to do 
them and then post back and things like 
that.” (R2, line 450) 

Wellbeing (sub-
theme: 
safeguarding) 

Teacher wellbeing was significantly 
affected by an increased workload, 
blurring of the lines between work and 
home, and decreased work–life balance. 
Student wellbeing was affected by the 
stress and upheaval of the year and by 

“You really need is time to be able to 
talk to those parents, build those 
relationships up, have sessions with the 
children about their wellbeing and have 
that as the focus rather than the focus 
being on the academics at this stage 
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the transition periods between remote 
teaching and in-classroom learning.  

because they’ve had such a, it’s been 
such a difficult time for them.” (R3, line 
1226) 

 

 

4.5 Impact on Teaching  

This section will explore the complex and varied impacts mentioned by respondents that the 

pandemic had on teachers and students specifically in regard to their teaching and learning, covering 

aspects such as the adaptation to remote teaching, the implementation of new technologies, how 

schools approached the need to adapt their curriculum and timetables, and the perceived impact on 

the students’ literacy. All respondents described how the lockdown had affected their teaching as 

they all moved to a fully remote and/or blended teaching experience (fluctuating over the duration 

of the pandemic depending on local lockdown rules). Approaches to the curriculum varied, with 

some schools adopting a more flexible routine and others trying to keep things as much the same as 

possible. As teaching moved online, different schools trialled different strategies, trialled different 

technologies, and implemented varying policies; these are summarised in Table 4.5. The particular 

technologies are described further in this chapter where relevant. The results and discussion in this 

section answer both research questions. 
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Table 4.5 

Approaches to Online Learning  

Participant Approach to online teaching 
R1 Tried to keep things “as normal as possible”  

Microsoft Teams meeting once a week 
No big writing topic; focus on skills-based work 
Seesaw, Microsoft Teams, Reading Eggs 
Pre-recorded lessons  

R2 Seesaw as the main engagement tool 
Microsoft Teams meetings started off every day, now once a week 
More prescriptive approach 
Pre-recorded lessons 

R3 Microsoft Teams with class notebooks where activities were placed 
Teachers were given specialist subjects to teach across three classes 
Children were called by phone once a week 
Pre-recorded lessons at first, then later trialled live lessons 

R4 Timetable did not change and was streamed live all day   
Emailing, email groups on Hwb (a digital learning platform used by schools in 
Wales) 
Later started Instagram and Twitter pages to keep everyone 
connected/informed 
Mini whiteboards, Quizlet, Kahoot! 
Live lessons 

R5 Zoom as their main platform, with a camera-on policy, and also used Microsoft 
Teams 
Adapted the timetable so that there were fewer lessons, but lessons were 
longer (an hour for each session) 
All afternoon sessions were creative or sports-based  
Continued with some extra-curricular activities online e.g., linking up children 
playing music to produce orchestral pieces  
Live lessons 

 

4.6.1. Adapting to Remote Teaching 

This sudden shift to online teaching presented a dramatic challenge for schools across the 

UK as they scrambled to adapt to this emergency. Whereas previously institutions may have had 

crisis management protocols in place in terms of, for example, school violence or sudden natural 

disasters, i.e., sudden impact events with a defined beginning and end, the COVID-19 pandemic 
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presented a gradual, drawn-out crisis, also referred to as a “creeping crisis” or “compound crisis” 

(Hulme et al., 2021). This event necessitated a high level of collaboration, preparedness, leadership, 

flexibility and compassion and research has highlighted the wide range of adaptive leadership 

strategies employed by headteachers across the UK (Hulme et al., 2021). Teachers, as leaders in 

their own right in their classrooms (Lieberman & Miller, 2005), were key in this adaptation. The 

move to online teaching was primarily supported through several different tools, applications, and 

websites that schools utilised in their teaching. This section will summarise ‘how’ the respondents 

teaching changed during the pandemic as they adapted to remote learning (and the following 

section will cover the ‘what’, i.e., their delivery of the curriculum and educational content).  

Online teaching and learning is not a new concept, particularly in higher education (A. Sun & 

Chen, 2016), and many terms are used to refer to this style of teaching to differentiate it from 

traditional face-to-face teaching and learning: the literature refers to numerous combinations of the 

words digital, online, e-, or virtual with the terms remote, distance, home and the nouns education, 

learning, teaching, instruction or schooling (Coleman, 2021), which makes a review of the literature 

on online education challenging due to the variable uses of these terms. The term remote learning 

was not widespread in the literature until the COVID-19 pandemic; emergency then began to be 

added into the mix (Barbour et al., 2020). This new term ‘emergency remote teaching’ has been 

defined as “a temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis 

circumstances. It involves the use of fully remote teaching solutions for instruction or education that 

would otherwise be delivered face-to-face or as blended or hybrid courses and that will return to 

that format once the crisis or emergency has abated.” (Hodges et al., 2020, p. 7). This reflects the 

position that online teaching held in the education sector in the UK during the COVID-19 era.  

Following a review of 134 empirical studies published prior to the pandemic, Carrillo and 

Flores (2020) concluded that an effective online educational experience is derived from several 
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interlinking factors, including teaching presence (e.g., pedagogical approach, learning design), social 

presence (e.g., participation, interactivity), and cognitive presence (e.g., contextual factors). Their 

literature review highlighted that the “active and thoughtful participation of all the members 

involved in the online learning environment was core to the achievement of effective practices” 

(Carrillo & Flores, 2020, p. 477), and that supportive interactions are needed to mediate the learning 

process across the internet. The important contextual factor relevant to this research was the 

emergency nature of the shift to online teaching, and thus the lack of preparation and knowledge of 

how to transition to remote learning. Teachers were not able to efficiently capitalise on the 

extensive research carried out on online learning or receive adequate training due to the sudden 

and emergent nature of the pandemic, as has been highlighted in prior research (Noor et al., 2020). 

The shift to online learning began by identifying the appropriate remote tools. Microsoft 

Teams was referenced by all participants as a main application used to adapt their teaching to the 

online sphere. The video-conferencing platform Zoom was also mentioned by one participant (R5). 

Microsoft Teams and Zoom are both platforms that facilitate one-on-one or group video calls, with 

Microsoft Teams in particular a successor to the video-calling application Skype, but with the added 

benefit of further features that were capitalised on during the pandemic to facilitate online teaching 

and learning, such as being able to being able to set and mark assignments in the platform. While 

both applications existed before the pandemic, they had a noticeable increase in users during 2020: 

from March to June 2020, Microsoft Teams had a growth of 894%, and as of 2023 over 183,000 

educational institutions are using Microsoft Teams; Zoom had a similar boom in use during the 

pandemic, and at its height over 90,000 schools were recorded to be using Zoom (Curry, 2023). 

Many of the teachers surveyed in this research discussed their experiences of using these 

applications for the first time, highlighting that both staff and students had to get to grips with a 

myriad of new software (Extract 2). 
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Extract 2 

Speaker Line #  
R3 980 

 
981 
 
982 
[…] 
1004 
 
1005 

So obviously that that was when we were all suddenly thrown into this. 
We  
don't know what we're doing. We had to start learning how to use Teams 
and things like  
that and teach the children how to use it with lots of uncertainty around 
that. […]  
We were suddenly having to learn how to do all these things and there 
was still the expectation that  
we were marking everything, that we were then phoning children. 

 

As the pandemic unfolded, managing these new technologies became easier (“But second 

lockdown, it was a little bit easier in terms of knowing what to do, because we set up Teams […]” 

(R4; line 1320)). These applications were the main way in which schools managed their curricula and 

timetables, but were used to varying degrees. Some schools endeavoured to keep their teaching “as 

normal as possible” (mentioned by R1, R2, and R4) and tried to emulate a normal school day as 

much as they could on these video conferencing apps. R4 explained that their timetable was kept 

essentially the same and was streamed live all day on Microsoft Teams (Extract 3). 

Extract 3 

Speaker Line #  
R4 1321 

1322 
 
1323 
 
1324 
 
1325 
 
1326 
 
1327 
 
1328 

The school decided we needed to follow the  
full timetable on Teams so we were streaming then registration at 8:40 
all the way through  
then to 3:10, live to everybody. Students weren't allowed to have 
cameras and mics on,  
so they were just communicating via chat and we were just basically 
talking through the  
work, trying to make it as engaging as possible. And then, we were 
tracking them, with the  
assignments you can see on Teams who did what and how long they 
were in your  
lesson for. But to be honest, it was stressful because children weren't 
engaging, they were  
just sitting on, not joining in the lesson. 
 



 

 

 

 

131 

This quote illuminates several salient points which will be further explored in this section: 

the challenges of engaging students online, the quandary over whether to deliver live or pre-

recorded content, and the decisions that had to be made over certain policies (e.g., camera-on or 

camera-off, mic-on or mic-off). Adapting to online teaching and learning came with many difficulties 

for both staff and students and all the participants touched on these challenges and difficulties in 

managing remote learning compared to in-person delivery. For younger children, difficulties 

revolved around learning to use the software and managing distractions; for older children, there 

were more problems with students turning off their cameras, muting themselves, or not completing 

work. For example, R5 described problems with their ‘camera-on’ policy: “We had a camera-on 

policy. Some schools went for camera-off policy. We went for a camera-on, we wanted to see the 

kids. But the older children sometimes were very reluctant to do that.” (R5; line 1975). Camera-on 

versus camera-off policies can affect both engagement and connectedness during remote teaching 

and learning, with educators having to manage the fine line between ensuring their students are 

‘present’ and engaged in their lessons, and not pressuring or making students feel self-conscious if 

their cameras are always turned on (Martin & Bolliger, 2018; Schwenck & Pryor, 2021). Comparing 

Extract 3 with this quote from R5, we can see that problems were encountered no matter whether 

the schools implemented a ‘camera-on’ or ‘camera-off’ policy.  

Rather than delivering live lessons, R1 and R2 described how they delivered pre-recorded 

lessons, utilising Microsoft Teams and Seesaw as their primary engagement tools. Thus, although 

they said that they endeavoured to make their teaching as normal as possible, the difference 

between those who streamed lessons live was the pre-recorded and thus asynchronous nature of 

the teaching. Some schools trialled mixed approaches; for example, R3 described how during the 

first lockdown they did no live lessons but set assignments, spelling quizzes and worksheets using 

class “notebooks” in Microsoft Teams. Lessons were pre-recorded, which she described as time-
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consuming, as often you would have to do five or six takes due to mistakes and, thus, a ten-minute 

lesson might take over half an hour to pre-record. In subsequent lockdowns, they trialled live lessons 

over Teams followed by tasks, which worked better. R2 also described how pre-recording lessons 

was extremely time consuming and described how she kept deleting and restarting video lessons as 

she felt a lot of pressure and anxiety to get it ‘right’ (Extract 4). 

Extract 4 

Speaker Line #  
R2 647 

648 
 
649 
 
650 
 
651 
 
652 
 
653 

we had to, not just me, do a lesson starter and that would  
be a video for one or two of the lessons that you're posting for that day. 
And that  
I thought, I was anxious about that because when you're in the classroom 
with the children, you can  
talk, they know your way, you know their way and they know, you know, 
what they respond  
to. But because you've got your online lesson and parents can hear you, 
that caused some  
anxiety within me and I don't know how many times I started a lesson, 
deleted it, started a  
lesson, deleted it, it used to take me all day. So that was quite of an 
anxiety with me, really. 

Interviewer 655 Well, it's a completely different interface, isn't it?  
R2 657 

 
658 
 
659 
660 

Yeah. Yeah, it really is. And sometimes you said, my gosh, have I said the 
right  
thing, have I used the right words, have I been engaging with the 
children? But in the end I  
just had to post something. Because that was the expectation. But it used 
to take me all day to think about one lesson starter. 
 

These pressures and anxieties (“expectation”, as said in Extract 4, line 659) to produce 

content they had never had to produce before (line 657) contributed to the increased workload felt 

by several participants and which is further discussed in Section 4.2. The participants also discussed 

how it was difficult to manage parents’ expectations, as the parents were also getting to grips with 

the new software and systems (e.g., “I had some messages from parents saying I'm really struggling 

to keep up with the tasks that you're posting online” (R2; line 633)). Parental involvement 
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throughout the pandemic was a key theme in these interviews and is discussed in more depth in 

Section 4.2. 

In contrast to those who tried to keep their timetable similar to an in-person timetable, R5 

described how their school adapted the timetable quite a lot, so they had fewer but longer lessons 

and afternoon sessions were dedicated to creativity or sport, and they used Zoom as their main 

platform and delivered live lessons. They offered a level of flexibility to their children based on what 

they could manage (Extract 5). 

Extract 5 

Speaker Line #  
R5 1614 

 
1615 
 
1616 
 
1617 
 
1618 
 
1619 
 
1620 
 
1621 

Obviously, we adapted the timetable significantly. So they didn't have 
exactly the  
same number of lessons. They had fewer lessons, but they were for a 
longer period of time.  
And so roughly about an hour for each session. And I'm talking only about 
the children from  
year 5 to 8 at the moment. And then we, we made all the afternoon 
sessions were creative  
and sport based. So some kids actually couldn't manage to do a full day 
of online learning at  
home and they would dip out after lunch time. We're very flexible and 
we adapted to the  
needs of children on an individual basis because some of them couldn't 
manage things like  
French when they were working at home. 

 

These varying approaches to delivering remote teaching throughout the pandemic are 

reflected in the literature. In their COVID-19 schools briefing series, Ofsted described how the 

schools they visited (a total of 121 pilot visits) were “generally using online methods of delivery – 

recorded online lessons, individual study modules or often a combination of the two. Occasionally, 

leaders said they were using live online lessons.” (Ofsted, 2020a, p. 4). A report one month later 

described how some schools had reservations about running live lessons, due to potential 

safeguarding issues (e.g., children being alone in their rooms while ‘attending’ the lesson); however, 
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on the other hand, some schools “considered live video lessons important for children’s emotional 

and social health, and said these allowed teachers to spot potential safeguarding issues at home.” 

(Ofsted, 2020b, p. 6). While the interviews in this research did not capture the reasons why these 

schools had implemented pre-recorded or live lessons (as these were ultimately up to the 

headteachers’ discretion), the split in approaches even in this small sample exemplifies the 

heterogeneity in how schools dealt with remote teaching in the face of the pandemic. It is also 

important to highlight that the remote teaching situation during the COVID-19 pandemic was 

constantly changing, and as schools closed and reopened, or sent off ‘bubbles’ (i.e., groups with 

close contact) of self-isolating students, teachers had to constantly adapt. This was referenced, for 

example, by R4, who commented that she found the times when she was teaching some children 

online while also dealing with an in-person class stressful (Extract 6; line 1312), although in the same 

line she also indicated some relief in returning to her classroom.  

Extract 6 

Speaker Line #  
R4 1311 

1312 
 
1313 
 
 

Um, we went back to school then in July,  
but that was just, and then a bit of a relief, but a little bit stressful as well 
teaching online.  
Um, and then, and when we were in school we were teaching about 
groups of up to ten, so I  
was in this class and then I was streaming the lesson then to two or three 
other classes. 

Interviewer 1316 Oh okay, yeah. 
R4 1318 

1319 
 
1320 

So we weren't really getting 1 to 1 time with anybody really, because 
even  
though I was in the class with people, you were so, so trying to get all of 
the technology and  
trying to stream, etc. 

 

The circumstances in Extract 6 were reflected in the Ofsted briefing series, which stated that 

school leaders felt it was more challenging to offer remote education for small numbers of pupils 

given that teachers still had to teach in school simultaneously (Ofsted, 2020b, p. 6). To deal with this, 
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the report explained how schools would sometimes send out packs of work to children who were 

self-isolating, or set work on digital platforms as well as in exercise books. These situations are 

examples of how, during the COVID-19 pandemic, as schools had to adapt to consistently fluctuating 

scenarios, students experienced high levels of disruption to their lives, with knock-on effects on their 

educational development and emotional/physical health (Section 4.3.1). The following sub-section 

will explore in more detail how these respondents felt the move to remote learning had affected 

their literacy content in particular. 

Returning to the new technologies implemented during COVID-19, other applications 

mentioned by participants included Seesaw, Quizlet, and Kahoot!.  Seesaw, specifically mentioned 

by R1 (line 355) and R2 (Extract 7), is an application which is marketed as a “platform for student 

engagement” (Murphy, n.d.), where teachers can create activities to share with students, students 

can capture their learning in a portfolio, and families can see their children’s work (based on settings 

that the teachers choose). A short report published by Seesaw evaluated the perceived efficacy of 

the application based on a survey of 300 teachers, and concluded that the tool is effective in 

engaging students and teaching them “21st century skills, like collaboration, problem solving, 

creative/critical thinking and digital citizenship” (Seesaw, n.d.). Furthermore, 76% of teachers 

reported that Seesaw saved them time and 92% reported that they had seen an increase in parent 

involvement since using Seesaw (of note, parent engagement was a critical theme that emerged in 

this study, and will be explored further in Section 4.2). However, it is important to highlight that the 

reports published by Seesaw were not peer-reviewed and lack a critical description of aims, 

methodology, dates, or author. However, in the present study, participants did discuss enjoying 

using Seesaw to supplement weekly Microsoft Teams meetings, and they elaborated on the way 

they used Seesaw to post similar activities to normal in-person teaching that the children would 

engage with (Extract 7). Some difficulties were encountered by R1 with the Seesaw app, mainly that 
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parents were able to contact her beyond normal working hours, which affected her work–life 

balance (line 355; this is discussed further in Section 4.3.2).  

Extract 7 

Speaker Line #  
R2 450 

451 
 
452 
 
453 
 
454 
 
455 

It was lovely because we used Seesaw as  
an engagement tool. So I posted some activities online and the children 
would be able to do  
them and then post back and things like that. So we had a really good 
kind of interaction  
with children online and then very offline then. So once a week, it started 
off as every day,  
but then once a week we do a Teams meeting, like we're doing now. 
Which would be lovely  
too. 

 

All participants described difficulties faced when attempting to manage the disruption 

caused by the sudden move to remote learning. Engagement was perceived as more difficult 

without the ‘face-to-face’ nature of regular teaching, and because they “weren’t working with the 

children [them]selves” (R1; line 21), there were fewer opportunities to work ‘on the fly’ and adapt 

the lesson based on problems as they arose. In a ‘normal’ classroom, a teacher can monitor and 

observe their students to ensure everyone understands the work, but this is much more difficult 

remotely, and the interviewees described how it was difficult to not know whether their students 

were struggling if they did not ask for help. This was illuminated by R4 in Extract 8.  
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Extract 8 

Speaker Line #  
Interviewer 1353 

1354 
How did you find that? You know, being online all day? You  
know, because obviously you’re used to teaching all day normally. Did it 
feel different? 

R4 1356 
 
1357 
 
1358 
 
1359 
 
1360 
 
1361 

Oh, gosh, yeah. Because the thing is, you haven't got any interaction, so 
you  
couldn't gauge anything. Normally, in school, if you see that people 
aren't on task. You can  
go by, you can help them, there's questions coming from them, so they 
sort of lead what you  
do. Whereas online, you would just, well you were just hoping really that 
they were getting  
it done. We were recording lessons. Some people were looking back at 
them afterwards. It  
was that not knowing if they were doing it. 

Interviewer 1363 Yeah. Not been able to keep track. 
R4 1365 Yeah.  

 

This difficulty in managing engagement and lack of creativity and spontaneity in remote 

teaching was echoed by other respondents. R5 attempted to maintain a similar lesson structure to 

in-person during remote learning, with lots of repetition and routine, but found it difficult and noted 

that she also missed the face-to-face aspects of teaching such as being able to observe children 

working and offer immediate feedback, as also described by other respondents. R5 mentioned how 

she had to maintain a necessary level of adaptability for remote teaching and modify lessons based 

on how she could keep the children engaged, as engagement levels differed between sets: “So my 

top set group were fantastic online. They were really, really engaged, really good. The [other] group 

were okay online. But, you know, they weren't they weren't as responsive.” (R5; line 1971) 

This shows that teachers had to adjust their teaching styles to combat engagement issues 

and continue achieving their educational goals, and one of the main methods to achieve this was to 

make their teaching style more prescriptive rather than loose and creative. Some described how 

they were expected to use different strategies to normal teaching, such as making the content more 

prescriptive and specific (“It’s very, very prescriptive. And also, there's not a lot of room for 
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creativity. It's just much more when you are online, this is what you need to do and you need to do 

this now, kind of. Step by step instructions.” (R2; line 556)), and this could be tricky as she could not 

get the kids as excited as she normally would in person. R5 again described being prescriptive 

because the children would struggle with open-ended or more creative tasks: “[…] if you gave them 

a very open-ended task, they found that incredibly difficult. Yeah, that's what we found anyway” 

(line 1962). Examples of prescriptive tasks included rewording sentences, anagrams, ordering 

‘jumbled-up’ sentences (R1; line 694). Using different software was another strategy to increase 

engagement; R4 mentioned how they implemented different applications, such as Quizlet and 

Kahoot!, into their teaching to try and overcome some of these perceived engagement problems: 

“To be fair, a lot of work was done in school then trying to get interactive things put in. So then we 

started using mini whiteboards, Quizlet, Kahoot!, at least then you could see the type of things they 

were doing” (line 1339). However, no further comments were made on their perceived 

effectiveness. Reading Eggs was mentioned by R1 (line 400) as an application used to facilitate 

reading for her younger students, but again no comment was made on its perceived effectiveness.  

To summarise these difficulties encountered during the move to remote teaching, R5 

succinctly touched on the missing ‘human touch’ when teaching online: “Obviously teaching is a is a 

very people in a people-based profession. I mean, it's not our world to be down a camera.” (R5; line 

1749). This lack of in-person interaction led to some teachers feeling a sense of ‘detachment’ from 

their students, leading to anxiety over the children’s welfare: “I didn't hear from some of the 

children at all in that whole time […] it does worry you when you don't hear from them in that long 

and you don't know how they're getting on.” (R1; line 167). These sorts of anxieties will be further 

discussed in Chapter 4.7. 

Despite many challenges, the adjustment to remote teaching was not seen as difficult by all 

respondents. For example, R5 commented that “the school responded really quickly and we got into 
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an online learning situation very fast” (line 1607), which she attributed to the fact that her school is 

an independent prep school where the parents pay “quite a lot of money for fees” (line 1606), and so 

there was pressure to ensure that the continued delivery of teaching was as seamless as possible 

(and, perhaps, the school had more resources to do so, but there is no evidence to support this). R4, 

who primarily taught older children, said that the transition to remote learning was not as difficult as 

expected. There was more planning involved to make sure all children were staying on task and able 

to keep up, especially if they had missed a lesson. However, as the children were older, they were 

more independent, and she described how they were easy to manage from the sense that the 

children had a different mindset as they were in ‘big school’ and working towards GCSEs (“I think 

there's that mindset and that in secondary school to my gosh, I got lots of work to do. I've got to do 

it. You know, big school now.” (R4; line 1553)). Exams were tricky and involved collating evidence for 

grades rather than sitting exams as normal; however, grades worked out basically as expected. 

Exams were not discussed by the majority of teachers, as most were teaching primary years. What 

was discussed at length was the adaptations that had to be made to the curriculum, which will now 

be discussed.   

4.6.2. Approach to Curriculum 

Thus, as evidenced in the sub-section above, rapid changes had to made to ‘how’ teachers 

delivered their content throughout the pandemic; this sub-section will now cover the ‘what’, i.e., 

what content they delivered and how they felt the pandemic had impacted their curriculum delivery. 

This section will specifically focus on literacy content, as it is the interest of this thesis as a whole. 

The information in this sub-section was mainly gleaned from Questions 6–8 in the interview 

schedule and pertains to RQ1, ‘How did teaching and learning practices change throughout the 

COVID-19 pandemic?’.   
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Respondents described having to make several adjustments to their curriculum content 

throughout the pandemic. As briefly touched on in Section 4.1.1, many felt they had to make their 

content more prescriptive, avoiding certain topics in favour of others, in order to ensure that 

children (and parents) could follow their instructions with ease without their in-person guidance. For 

example, their usual story writing topic was abandoned in favour of focusing solely on phonics for 

R2’s class (Extract 10), and phonics was also mentioned as a key aspect of what R1 focused on 

(Extract 9), as well as writing- and formation-based work (i.e., handwriting).  

Extract 9 

Speaker Line #  
R1 230 

231 
 
232 
 
233 

It was more just skills-based. So just phonics-based 
writing-based, formation-based. And that's all we could do for literacy 
because... They, they,  
I didn't want the parents doing the big pieces of work when they might 
not all do it and they  
might not all get those skills, then. 

 

Extract 10 

Speaker Line #  
R2 684 

685 
 
686 
 
687 

But online,  
the expectation was to post different kinds of strategies. So instead of 
doing the kind of  
fluid, story planner or story mountain or story starter sentences and 
things like that, it was  
much more specific. So we needed to be teaching phonics more than 
anything else. 

 

This focus on phonics teaching was echoed in a report by Ofsted conducted in October 2020 

which surveyed teachers upon their return to face-to-face teaching (Ofsted, 2020b). The report 

states that upon their return to school after the first lockdown, almost all schools were 

concentrating “strongly” on phonics (p. 4), and that some schools were teaching phonics to all pupils 

twice a day or extending their phonics teaching into Year 3 (beyond where the curriculum would 

ordinarily stop teaching phonics). Of note, Extract 9 indicates that one of the key reasons R1 did not 
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want to offer creative tasks to the children was that parents would help the children too much to 

complete larger pieces of work, and thus the children would not gain the necessary skill levels in 

those areas (line 232); parental involvement is discussed further in Section 4.7. Examples of the 

specific, prescriptive tasks given in these interviews included rewording sentences (line 694), 

anagrams (line 695), and using SAT books which they would not ordinarily use in the classroom (R5; 

line 1959). R2 went on to illustrate how she found these tasks different from her usual practices: 

“Yeah, and you can read them stories when you're in the classroom, whereas you couldn't really 

online. So it was much more, much more prescriptive.” (line 697). Some did attempt to read to their 

classes remotely, and R1 spoke of more success with this through pre-recording her class a story 

every day (line 250). R4, who taught older children, described how it was more difficult to teach 

GCSE English language and literature as it was trickier to annotate set texts or discuss literature to 

the same level of depth remotely. She adapted her curriculum to a ‘flipped learning’ approach (line 

1444), wherein students prepared before they came to class. This worked well when children did 

prepare, but, as she remarked, if they had not prepared it was difficult to do the same lesson and to 

ensure the students caught up. Flipped learning has also been reported to be an effective instruction 

technique for remote teaching during the pandemic in university students (Rehman & Fatima, 2021). 

The importance of adapting a curriculum for online learning throughout the COVID-19 pandemic has 

been observed in other studies  (Noor et al., 2020) and research has also highlighted that teaching 

methods that encourage active engagement, such as project or small group activities, mitigated the 

negative effects that the pandemic had on learning (Orlov et al., 2020). 

Finally, one benefit of remote teaching noted by a respondent was the speed of work which 

could be covered, as, for example, R1 acknowledged that, to her surprise, they were getting through 

more work and topics than they normally would (Extract 11). 
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Extract 11 

Speaker Line #  
R1 17 

18 
 
19 
 
20 
 
21 

Normally we have, in a week I plan for maybe even one maths, one 
literacy,  
one topic for the whole week. Um, but because the children were at 
home with their parents  
and it was just one on one with them. I found they were getting through 
a lot more as well. 
So I was finding that we were completing more and we were catching up 
a lot more than  
what we would have. That was positive. 

  

Question 8 in the interview schedule asked the respondents whether they felt there would 

be any long-term impacts on their students after the pandemic. The predicted ‘learning loss’ due to 

COVID has been a widespread theme in academic and news articles over the last few years (Andrew 

et al., 2020; National Literacy Trust, 2020; Sibieta, 2021; Underwood et al., 2020), but qualitative 

evaluations of the long-term impacts of lockdowns on student achievement are lacking (Gore et al., 

2021) and many reports concerning ‘learning loss’ only pertain to hypothesised or predicted loss 

(Donnelly & Patrinos, 2022).  

Research is still being conducted into the effect of the pandemic on students’ learning in the 

UK and worldwide. A recent systematic review (Donnelly & Patrinos, 2022), which analysed recorded 

learning loss evidence documented in studies conducted between March 2020 and March 2021, 

found that seven of the eight studies included in their review identified learning losses among at 

least some of their students. The small number of studies discussed was due to the novelty of this 

subject. These losses have been identified across a range of subjects, grade levels, languages, and 

geographic regions (including Belgium, Australia, the Netherlands, the USA, and Switzerland). The 

authors highlight that some students are experiencing more learning loss than others based on 

already present, intersectional inequalities (e.g., poverty, race), a fact that has been repeated in 

prior research (Education Policy Institute, 2020; National Literacy Trust, 2020). These intersectional 
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inequalities are echoed in the word gap ideologies which have been previously discussed in Section 

2.1.  

In this study, the interviewees also felt that there would be some long-term impacts for 

some children depending on how they had personally reacted to the pandemic and also on the 

support that they had received from their parents and the work they had done at home. These 

findings support the research on learning loss during the pandemic as discussed above. A brief 

summary of any perceived long-term impacts for each respondent is listed below: 

• R1 felt that there would definitely be long-term impacts for some children (line 85), 

especially those who had not done anything at home, and she felt these children would be 

about six months behind where she expected them to be. She commented that their ability 

to catch up would be impacted by any future lockdowns. 

• R2 said that some children would certainly catch up, but that it would take longer for others 

as they had “already settled into the behaviour of not doing things” (line 793). She felt that 

the ones who would take longer to catch up were those who had received more parental 

support.  

• R3 described that a few of her children would definitely have their literacy impacted long-

term, and she distinguished between those children who had spent all lockdown reading 

versus those who would only read at school (line 1136). For the latter, “their vocabulary has 

completely dropped, their ability to form coherent sentences has dropped. And it's then 

quite hard. It's really hard to then build that back up again to the level it should be.” (line 

1139). 

• R4 was not sure, but felt that Year 7 may have been particularly affected as they missed 

their last year of primary school and some of their first year of secondary, where they 

normally get ‘back to basics’ in grammar and so the staff are not sure of all the children’s 
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levels (line 1458). She also commented that there may be more long-term impacts on those 

children who had missed exams as they won’t know what areas they have to work on (line 

1462).   

• R5 mused that the long-term impacts of the pandemic were really “the unknown” (line 

2007), and commented that she liked to think her students would catch up academically. 

Emotionally, however, she felt that there would be a lot of long-term impacts on mental 

health, especially for older children (line 2020).  

To assess the divide between underperforming and ‘as expected’ children, and determine 

the children’s progress post-COVID, several schools had implemented assessments and 

interventions. R1 described how they had introduced afternoon intervention sessions led by 

teaching assistants (line 90) for those children who were not performing as well upon their return to 

school (assessed by a phase two phonics assessment), covering “some phonic work and some maths 

work”, and she hoped this would lead to them catching up. In R5’s school, children were assessed 

upon returning to school and those who tested below their chronological age were offered basic 

literacy support, but they were unable to offer individual support. Some children were identified as 

having specific speech and language difficulties after lockdown, and R5 noted that she thought these 

were especially common in children who were unable to read as much, those with complicated 

family lives, vulnerable children, and those with smaller families. Their school ended up with 6 or 7 

speech and language referrals post-lockdown which was higher than normal. She described how 

their school implemented intervention programmes and that, by the summer of 2021, most children 

were making encouraging progress based on their normal spelling and reading assessments. Ofsted 

had also highlighted that, post-COVID, many schools were offering interventions to those children 

deemed to be struggling, implementing interventions such as one-to-one or small-group tuition, 

during school hours or sometimes before or after school (Ofsted, 2020b, p. 4). Specifically, Ofsted 
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highlights that interventions were often focused on reading, and sometimes mathematics and 

writing. To mitigate these long-term impacts, Ofsted offered schools additional funding, termed the 

“COVID-19 catch-up premium” (Ofsted, 2020b, p. 16).   

In regard to specific literacy skills, the respondents observed several areas which they 

perceived to had been affected the most. For example, R3 described how some children had 

obviously spent a lot of lockdown reading, and so returned from lockdown with a high level of 

reading abilities, while others had done no reading and so had lost six months of progress. 

Interviewees felt that the main literacy skills that had been lost or not learned over lockdown were 

phonics (as discussed above) and writing. One respondent noted that the over-reliance on 

technology during remote learning had affected handwriting and spelling abilities, and thus they 

were spending more time on these skills now that the children had returned to school. Punctuation 

rules had been forgotten, children were using ‘text speak’ inappropriately (Extract 12), and this was 

attributed to the fact that students had been spending more time writing on devices rather than 

completing handwritten work during the pandemic. These devices contain features such as 

autocorrecting spelling, or the formats the children were writing in (e.g., text messages) did not 

require careful use of punctuation. These regressions were perceived to have not affected older 

children as much, as they were already more confident with writing (R3, line 1100). Another 

respondent suggested that the loss of writing skills was down to missing the basic teaching in 

primary school: “I think it's more to do with reading skills and basic grammar skills that I think 

they've missed time in primary school, especially Year 7 coming up. So I think [I’m] finding more 

basic errors in their writing.” (R4, line 1450).  
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Extract 12 

Speaker Line #  
R3 1080 

 
1081 
 
1082 
 
1083 
 
1084 

Um, I'd say that one of our main focuses when we came back was on 
reading  
and spelling and stamina, overall, I think. Because a lot of the work 
they've been doing was  
not handwritten. They're doing lots of stuff on devices, and so a lot of 
their actual writing  
skills weren't as strong as they were. So yeah, handwriting and spelling 
in particular because  
using devices which have like autocorrect.  
 

Interviewer 1086 Autocorrect!  
 

R3 1088 
 
1089 
 
1090 
 
1091 
 
1092 
 
1093 
 
1094 

Exactly. I had so many children saying I just can't remember how to spell 
it. I  
had one girl in particular who was who was always saying, "Look, it's just 
I'm so used to  
autocorrect and typing and things like that". And a lot of sort of text-like 
writing the word  
your as "ur" and things like that, was particularly common, in the 
beginning. And basic  
punctuation and things like that. Missing commas and capital letters and 
full stops, which  
again you tend to do more when you are messaging or typing, which then 
isn't reproduced  
in that writing. That was one of the biggest challenges. 

 

A focus on prioritising writing, particularly stamina and handwriting, upon return to school, 

was also reflected in a report by Ofsted carried out in October 2020, which stated that their 

surveyed teachers felt that “pupils had lost this [writing] ability during the first national lockdown, 

when they had not had the chance to practise their writing style and posture” (Ofsted, 2020b, p. 4). 

A study from Australia, which surveyed 310 schoolteachers, found that 72.6% of teachers felt that 

COVID-19 had affected writing instruction in their class, and this impact was mostly perceived as 

negative (Merga et al., 2021). The themes which emerged from their study showed that teachers felt 

that their students’ writing skills had been negatively impacted by interruptions and adjustments to 

the normal curriculum, leading teachers to focus solely on familiar tasks and skills; limitations to 
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instructional approach (e.g., less peer interaction, no in-person interactions to ensure children had 

learned the necessary skills); device limitations; and lack of or overreliance on parental support. 

These themes align with other research (National Strategy for Educational Research and Enquiry, 

2021) and with the themes that emerged in the present study, especially in regard to curriculum 

adjustments, such as focusing on prescriptive strategies, which been previously discussed. Parental 

support and device limitations will be discussed further in Section 4.7. Reading does not seem to 

have been impacted as much, which we could ascribe to the stated continuation of reading work 

carried out by the teachers in this report (see below) and by parents at home, which has also been 

discussed as an important mitigating factor in children’s continued literacy education in other 

research on reading practices in the pandemic (Chamberlain et al., 2020; Gore et al., 2021; Wheeler 

& Hill, 2021) and will be further explored in the next section.  

On the flip side, some teachers were surprised by some of their children “surpassing 

expectations” (R2). R1 described how her top sets were doing well in general too (line 246) and 

noted that the imagination and vocabulary of several of her students was impressive, “especially the 

boys”, who were using new words (e.g., habitat, damp, soil) that she had not explicitly taught them, 

and thus their vocabularies were better than expected (line 247). Extract 13 contains some further 

examples of how she had noticed their vocabularies improving. She attributed this to several 

potential factors: she had recorded them a story every day, maybe their parents were reading them 

stories, or maybe they were watching a lot of YouTube videos over the lockdown period.  
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Extract 13 

Speaker Line #  
R1 264 

265 
 
266 
 
267 
 
268 
 
269 
 

I definitely think it's improved. I mean, for  
example, one of the boys, we were writing our story and he was talking 
about a bug who's  
climbing up a mountain and then he saw a volcano and the volcano was 
erupting. You know,  
and he's Reception. And then we had some a little girl who was writing 
about an ice cream  
that was dropped. And she said she, the ice cream shop was closed, 
sadly. You know, it's  
like, where have you come up with these? 

Some research suggests that this is not an isolated incidence of vocabularies improving 

throughout lockdown. Kartushina et al. (2022) evaluated the vocabularies of 1742 children aged 8–

36 months across 13 countries and 12 languages, at the beginning and end of the first lockdown 

period from March to September 2020. They found that children gained more words than expected 

during lockdown, which could be due to the intense caregiver–child interaction during lockdown or 

the extra awareness that caregivers had regarding their child’s development. Positive impacts of the 

pandemic on literacy have been observed in other research, as, for example, the National Literacy 

Trust highlighted that children were enjoying having more time to write on their own and think 

about their writing, and that they enjoyed writing on digital devices as well (C. Clark et al., 2020). A 

study conducted in New South Wales, Australia, found that the growth in student achievement 

during the 2020 school year only varied minimally compared to the 2019 year, based on 

assessments of reading and mathematics achievement (Gore et al., 2021). The authors posit that 

additional time spent reading at home, supported by family members, may have contributed to the 

minimal losses in reading achievement. All of this research highlights the important role of parental 

involvement in education during the pandemic, which will now be further examined. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

149 

4.6 The Role of External Support  

With the shift to home learning, parents, who until then had played a smaller role in their 

child’s education, were suddenly front and centre of the experience. Thus, alongside the impact of 

the pandemic on students and teachers, the ongoing crisis situation was also placing new demands 

on parents and caregivers. The impact of ‘stay at home’ orders meant that some parents were 

working from home while their children were learning from home, while other parents, especially 

those of key workers, were still working outside of the house. For parents who were working from 

home, they were suddenly expected to juggle their own work and ensure that their children could 

manage their schoolwork and keep up with remote learning. The respondents in this research 

described how they had much more contact with parents than before the pandemic and were 

having to manage parental worries and anxieties, but this also meant that they were able to observe 

which families were able to offer more support to their children. Thus, children from homes where 

the parents were furloughed, for example, and so who were able to be at home to support their 

children’s remote learning, were perceived to perform better and return to school with the expected 

(or even better than) level of progress compared to those children from homes where parents were 

still working, or those from single-parent households or households with many siblings. Respondents 

acknowledged the differing circumstances amongst caregivers (R2, line 618) and remarked at length 

on the difficulties presented to them regarding caregivers. For example, the teachers had observed 

that many parents were struggling with managing their work and family alongside, for example, 

illnesses in the family or lack of devices for the household (Extract 14). 
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Extract 14 

Speaker Line #  
R3 1026 

1027 
 
1028 
 
1029 
 
1030 
 
 
 

so I got to know some of the parents quite well.  
And, and some parents were really struggling because of their own 
personal situations. With  
everything, with family members being ill, with job insecurity, having 
suddenly all their  
children at home and only having one device which they could use 
between all of them. I  
think that was something that was a really big struggle for a lot of 
families. 
 

This awareness of the challenging situation led to respondents feeling that part of their new 

role was managing parental anxieties and expectations, so much so that respondents felt they were 

‘also looking after’ the parents as well as the students: “I kind of knew that you, you were guiding 

the parents and children through a difficult time. And they kind of did need you there, you know, if 

you know what I mean, they kind of needed to know that you were there at any time” (line 604). 

Respondents had to support parents through understanding how to help their children complete 

their schoolwork (R1, line 357; R2, line 633), and also had to manage parents’ expectations (R2, line 

674) surrounding their children’s education. This sentiment has been echoed in the literature, which 

shows that parents had increased involvement in the minutiae of their children’s education during 

the pandemic (e.g., ensuring differentiated instruction) and that parents also had higher levels of 

stress as they got to grips with their new role as ‘parent/teacher’ (Letzel et al., 2020). Furthermore, 

the Institute of Fiscal Studies found that many parents of both primary and secondary school 

students struggled with supporting home learning during the pandemic (Andrew et al., 2020), which 

was also noticed by respondents in this study. This increased pressure from parents alongside 

adapting to the remote education contributed to the decreased work–life balance discussed in 

Section 4.3.2, due to teachers receiving texts at all hours, for example (R2, line 622). 
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When asked about whether they had an idea of what separated the children who were 

underperforming to others, all respondents mentioned that they believed support at home was a 

key factor in how the children were coping emotionally and academically. Those children who had 

better support at home or had “stable homes” (R2, line 749) generally remained at the level 

expected of them and adjusted better to the online teaching, while those who the teachers believed 

were not being supported as well were underperforming. Respondents explained that children with 

parents who could spend a lot of time with them were performing at the level expected of them or 

even exceeding that level, while those children with busy parents who could not provide the same 

level of support were struggling. In this way, the success of the children’s education during the 

pandemic was determined in a large part by their parents. Extract 15 demonstrates this, as R1 

compares the children whose parents did ‘everything’ with them to those who did ‘nothing’. The 

implication is that the latter were now behind and having to start from scratch when they returned 

to school, which meant that some students were further ahead than others. 

Extract 15 

Speaker Line #  
R1 68 

 
69 
 
70 
 
71 

Some parents haven't done anything at all. So then obviously we, we 
come back, then we've  
got the children who've come on massively because the parents have 
been doing everything  
and more with them. And then we've got children who have literally 
done nothing. And then  
it's like starting from the start then. 
 

Respondents specifically noted differences between children in supportive families where 

parents were furloughed and able to help their children with extra work versus those with working 

parents, single parents, or in large families where children had to help look after their siblings. One 

respondent commented that parents controlled a large portion of what her class learned during the 

pandemic, leading to a perceived learning loss amongst those with parents who did not encourage 

their children to complete their set work: “Parents have just kind of just, if they didn't want to do it, 
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they haven't. If they could, if the child could do it before, they can't do it now.” (R1, line 24). R1 

explained how she felt some children had come on more than what she would have expected 

normally, and felt that this was due to parents helping at home; she especially noted that it made a 

big difference if their parents were also teachers (line 49). This sentiment was echoed by R2, who 

explained that one child who surpassed expectations had a parent who was a teacher (line 711). R4 

noted a “prominent gap” (line 1426) between the children who had been supported versus those 

who had not and also said that the children who had ‘flourished’ had done so due to structure at 

home (Extract 16).  

Extract 16 

Speaker Line #  
R4 1392 

1393 
 
1394 
 
1395 
 
1396 
[…] 
1427 
1428 
 
1429 
1430 
 
1431 
 
1432 

we've come  
across, you know, homes that are really, really, really supportive. And I 
think those are the  
children that have really grown and flourished in lockdown because you 
can see that they've  
had structure at home. Parents have been helping them with certain 
things. And I think it's  
made that bond between home and school stronger. I guess it's not true 
for everybody. 
Those that have had some sort of guidance at  
home, and that have really slowed things down and done activities with 
the families, I think  
they've benefited in some sense from lockdowns. I think  
they've been reading more, I think they've had discussions around the 
tables. I think they've invested time really in, in helping,  
whereas I really do see some students coming in and they haven't lifted 
a pen, they haven't  
read anything other than social media posts etc. 

 

Extract 16 also provides several other observations: the lockdown had impacted the bond 

between school and home in a positive way, children in families who spent more time together 

benefited from the lockdowns, and parent-led reading and helping made a perceived big difference 

in the children’s development. Other respondents also discussed reading, explaining how some 

parents reported reading more with their children, while others did not get that same reading time; 
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these inconsistences then led to differences in literacy levels for some children. Respondents also 

explained that they felt that exposure to a variety of experiences during lockdown, such as quality 

time with parents (R2, line 716) and exposure to different types of media (R1, line 251), also 

contributed to reducing the learning loss during the pandemic for their students. The literature 

shows that caregiver-led home reading practices during the pandemic may have had a large 

contribution to mitigating the negative impact of lockdowns (Gore et al., 2021). One study found 

that parents read more often to their preschool children during COVID-19, although a statistical 

difference could not be observed (Wheeler & Hill, 2021). Furthermore, vocabulary development, 

which is significantly affected by caregiver–child interactions, improved during lockdown for one 

cohort of children evaluated during the pandemic, and this was attributed to the intense caregiver–

child interactions during the pandemic as well as increased emphasis on child development 

(Kartushina et al., 2022). Merga et al. found that parent support (either too much or not enough) 

also had a major impact on writing development in their cohort of analysed students (2021). 

However, some respondents expressed that they felt some parents were helping their 

children too much. For example, R1 described how she felt that one child, who was previously very 

independent and top of the class, had struggled during lockdown and upon return to school. The 

teacher felt this was due to her mother “spoon feeding” her the correct answers: “[… ]when you 

looked at the work that she'd sent back from online learning, it looked like she was still keeping up 

with it and doing all herself. But I think the mum had been doing it either for her or, you know, spoon 

feeding it to her. So she hasn't got, she lost all independence really with her work.” (R1, line 39). The 

second half of Extract 17 supports the idea that some children were really struggling with their 

return to school due to lacking their parents’ support (line 807–8).  
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Extract 17 

Speaker Line #  
R2 795 

796 
 
797 
 
798 
 
799 
 
800 

But some of the children's reading has been very impacted. So I was 
doing  
key words with some of the children a couple weeks back and whereas 
the children that  
have had lots of input at home, they're flying. So some of them have 
done really, really well  
with the key words. But others that haven't had as much support are 
really behind in that  
respect. So I think that the children that are behind in an educational 
sense are very aware  
that they are. So that spikes an anxiety within them too. 
 

Interviewer 802 Yeah, I bet.  
 

R2 804 
 
805 
 
806 
 
807 
808 

So whereas they didn't have that pressure of reading or doing some work 
or  
reading, writing or doing the number work or whatever, now they do 
have that pressure  
and they're really feeling it. So that, um, adjusting to not having to do it 
when they're at  
home, when mum or dad or can't do it and haven't got the support to, 
adjusting to now  
having to do it. 

 

The results from the respondents in this study strongly reflect the qualitative and 

quantitative research which is emerging regarding the impact of caregivers during the pandemic. 

Caregiver educational involvement is a key contributing factor to the educational success of children 

(Epstein, 2018; Seginer, 2006). The impact of parental engagement with their children’s learning is 

not a new area of research and has been found to have a generally positive effect on learning 

(Goodall, 2013, 2018; Jeynes, 2014). While traditionally it has been seen that education is the duty 

of the schools and wellbeing is the duty of the parents, now these duties are merging and the roles 

of teachers and parents are also merging (Levinthal et al., 2019). This merging of roles has only been 

hastened by the pandemic, as almost overnight boundaries and responsibilities were dissolved and 

new paradigms emerged. Suddenly, parents had to become much more involved in their children’s 
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schooling. Research commissioned by the Welsh Government showed that during the pandemic, 

teachers valued engaging parents in the schooling process and parents themselves engaged with 

their children’s learning in many ways during lockdowns, both through supporting formal learning 

tasks and prioritising non-academic learning experiences (e.g., play, cooking) (Goodall et al., 2021). 

This research also showed that parents appreciated direct and clear communication from schools 

and that a focus on supporting relationships with parents for wellbeing was emphasised.  

Research commissioned by both Welsh and English governments has shown that the 

impacts of the pandemic were wide-ranging and that prior disadvantages and access to support at 

home were key factors influencing students’ success during the move to remote learning (Chapman 

et al., 2021; Goodall et al., 2021; Spielman, 2020; Waters-Davies et al., 2021). The impact of the 

‘digital divide’ and the exacerbating impact of the pandemic on vulnerable children has been a 

prominent theme in the literature (C. Baker et al., 2020; Coleman, 2021; Underwood et al., 2020), 

and also emerged in these interviews. The Institute of Fiscal Studies found that children from better-

off families in the UK spent 30% more time on home learning than those from poorer families and 

had better access to resources for home learning (Andrew et al., 2020). Extract 18 presents an 

account of how one school tried to provide devices, but not all children received them and some just 

had to ‘make do’.  
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Extract 18 

Speaker Line #  
R3 1236 

1237 
 
1238 
 
1239 
 
1240 
 
1241 
 
1242 

The biggest  
factor is social and economic situation at home. And how much help and 
support they've  
had and also just physical devices they've been able to use during the 
lockdowns because  
there have been so many. And if you, you know, you might have a parent 
that's really  
supportive, but if they've only got one mobile phone to share between 
four children, that's,  
that's not going to be great. So I'd say that's probably the biggest factor 
in terms of how  
their literacy is coming back to school.  
 

Interviewer 1244 And you said you work in quite a big school, so I guess they couldn't 
provide devices to children?  
 

R2 1247 
 
1248 

We had a few devices that we were able to get out to the ones extremely 
in  
need. But yeah, there were some who just sort of had to make do. 

 

However, it is important to highlight that some research showed that deprivation had a 

lower impact compared to support structures, i.e., children’s experiences during the pandemic were 

affected more strongly by whether they had a good support structure around them and the amount 

of time they spent with families/carers (Spielman, 2020). These findings were echoed by this 

research, as all teachers described that they felt the students who had better support at home 

coped better with the changes and were able to better handle continuing their schoolwork. 

 

4.7 Impact on Wellbeing 

This section will now turn from the educational impacts of the pandemic to the physical, 

emotional, and mental impacts mentioned by the respondents. Although wellbeing was not a 

specific part of the interview schedule, the answers to several of the first interview questions 

revolved around mental health, workload, and wellbeing, and so this became an important theme of 
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this research. The mental health impacts of the pandemic have been widespread (Mind, 2021), with 

some calling the mental health crisis a ‘second pandemic’ (Choi et al., 2020). These impacts derived 

from the extreme disruption that the pandemic caused to people’s normal routines, isolation, 

loneliness, as well as disrupted health services and difficulties accessing treatment. The interviews 

reflect this; all respondents discussed the wellbeing of staff and students at many points throughout 

the interviews, especially when asked to summarise the general themes of the past year. Student 

wellbeing will be examined first, followed by staff wellbeing.  

4.6.3. Student Wellbeing and Mental Health 

Mental health impacts throughout the pandemic have not been limited to adults, although 

few peer-reviewed and non-peer-reviewed reports have focused on children and young people 

under the age of 18 (Ford et al., 2021). A report from the mental health charity Mind found that 68% 

of the 1756 young people aged 13–24 surveyed experienced worse mental health during the 

pandemic. Similar findings were echoed by England’s Mental Health of Children and Young People 

survey, which reported that there was an increase in probable mental health problems affecting 

those aged 5–16 years old in England (from 10.8% in 2017 to 16.0% in 2020), with those surveyed 

citing sleep disturbances, loneliness, disrupted access to healthcare and physical distance from 

adults outside their family contributing to decreased mental health during the pandemic (Newlove-

Delgado et al., 2021). Furthermore, a rise in referrals to mental health and eating disorder services, 

as well as further effects on adolescent health, have been noted (Reed & Ort, 2022). In these 

interviews, mental health problems were noticed by teachers and were attributed to the transition 

to remote learning and then coming back to school and the direct impact of COVID on children’s 

health, their families’ health, and the group isolation/‘bubbles’ systems.  

All respondents mentioned concerns for their pupils’ wellbeing throughout the pandemic 

and several noted that their pupils seemed to be suffering from increased levels of stress. In the 
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younger years, this was apparent in observed regression (e.g., in social skills, separation anxiety, and 

in toileting behaviour). For example, one respondent who teaches nursery-aged children noticed 

that more children were struggling to come to school compared to pre-pandemic: “We've got 

children who come in crying, still in reception, and they didn't come in crying before lockdown and 

now they're coming in crying every day because they miss their mum. We have that quite a lot, ‘I 

miss my mummy.’” (R1, line 196). Some were struggling more with their emotions and confidence, 

e.g., not wanting to take risks, feeling insecurity upon their return to their classroom, and expressing 

that they didn’t feel they could do the work (R1, line 720). In the older years, mental health impacts 

were observed in increased observed levels of anxiety, depression, and stress: “We found a lot more 

children have been more anxious, I'd definitely say that. Anxiety is definitely something that we've 

picked up more of.” (R5, line 2039). These reactions were being observed more clearly upon the 

children’s return to school. Extract 19 summarises a few of the things that one respondent had 

noticed in her class: children dealing with deaths in the family, children struggling with the 

transitions between home/school, an awareness amongst the children of the pressures of the 

pandemic, dealing with new hygiene routines, and being overwhelmed in the sensory-heavy 

classroom environments upon return to school when they had been used to being at home, and 

again the perceived increase in anxiety amongst the students.  
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Extract 19 

Speaker Line #  
R3 1156 

 
1157 

Well, I had a few children lose family members, so obviously that was, 
having  
to manage that. A lot of children have developed anxiety. 
 

Interviewer 1159 Yeah? 
 

R3  And there were some who were really struggling to come to school, not  
wanting to leave their families, not wanting to come out. A lot of them 
are really excited to  
see their friends again. But then again, that transition just to the freedom 
you have at home  
and the rules of school, and especially all the new rules that were in 
place, like washing our  
hands sort of five or six times a day and of the timetable not being able 
to go and see, a lot  
of, often the year six's get lots of roles of responsibility throughout the 
rest of the school,  
like going to read to children or things like that. So they weren't able to 
do anything like  
that. And, um, that... I can't remember what I was saying. 
 

Interviewer 1170 We're just talking about well-being. When you said, you said a lot were 
anxious to come back. 
 

R3 1173 Lots of anxiety about talking in class as well. And getting very 
overwhelmed by  
sort of sensory things, like lots of noise suddenly, being in a whole class 
of children, being  
overwhelmed by the amount of work and the pressure and expectation 
on them to get that  
work done to a certain level because those expectations sort of filter 
down. 

 

The ‘pressures’ mentioned in Extract 19 that the children were experiencing were echoed by 

other respondents, leading to resistance to being in a classroom environment and a struggle to be 

independent again: “[…]we're back from Easter now for six weeks and still we're having, from some 

of the children, still we're having that resistance. To kind of settle and concentrate, and engage.” (R2, 

line 808).  
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Isolation and lack of socialisation during the pandemic were discussed by participants in this 

study. Respondents noted the impact of lack of socialisation, describing how some children were 

coming back to school far more isolated and apprehensive about independent learning (R4, line 

1389), and mentioning that some children had had “a lot of time to themselves” (R1, line 331), and 

so were having to adjust to being back in a classroom with many other people. On the positive side, 

respondents also discussed how some children were really happy to be back in the classroom and 

amongst their friends again (R2, line 470; R3, line 1163). There was a sense among respondents that 

they were having to ‘reteach’ basic rules and re-establish boundaries in the classroom once the 

children were returning (R2, line 533). This extended to the curriculum, too. Respondents mentioned 

that now that they were back into school, they found they were recapping or going back over the 

same things more than usual because the children were not confident enough to move onto other 

topics (“[…] we've had to go back. We're recapping things more than I have before.” (R1; line 207)).  

Research has shown that mental health deterioration was worse during the pandemic in 

children whose families were already struggling (Ford et al., 2021) and this was also mentioned by 

the respondents: “Children that have got [problems] in their home life, those are the ones that 

struggle. […] There is [sic] different pressures on parents. Ergo, their home life, the work life and 

some children have adjusted very well and other children haven't, you know.” (R2, line 751/780). This 

is indicative of the present inequalities that were only exacerbated during the pandemic, leading to 

worse mental health outcomes for vulnerable and disadvantaged children due to varying factors 

such as poverty, difficulty accessing equipment (Mind, 2021). 

In response to the mental health impacts, some schools had made wellbeing a particular 

focus. One respondent acknowledged that her students had changed a lot over lockdown, and upon 

returning to school they had needed more flexibility, which resulted in them discarding their strict 

uniform policy (R5, line 1989). They also extended their wellbeing support services in the light of the 
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pandemic: R5, who works in an independent school, described the external counselling service 

offered by a children’s mental health charity (Place2Be) they had partnered with and spoke at length 

on the success of the project: “Having that support in school has been really valuable. Because what 

that service allows to happen is for a child to have an absolute ringfenced period of time in the week 

if there is 1-to-1 counselling when they know that they're going to get dedicated time.” (R5, line 

2041).  

A non-peer-reviewed cost–benefit analysis conducted on behalf of Place2Be found that the 

individual counselling services that they offer as part of their ‘whole school’ interventions have a 

positive impact on the mental health of young children and have a favourable cost–benefit ratio 

(Gomez, 2022). While this is a really positive example of how schools can help the wellbeing of their 

students, it is important to note that the R5’s independent and fee-funded school paid for this 

service and did not ask parents to contribute anything towards it; this sort of service would not be 

accessible for other schools or parents, especially those in lower-income areas. Finally, just as 

research has shown that lack of external wellbeing monitoring impacted children’s mental health in 

the pandemic, (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2021), two respondents (R4, line 1377; R5, line 1674) 

specifically highlighted safeguarding concerns, explaining that the pandemic and remote learning 

made it more difficult for them to ensure that their pupils were not experiencing issues at home; 

another interviewee also spoke of the worry that came if they did not hear from their students for a 

while over lockdown (R1, line 168).  

4.6.4. Staff Wellbeing and Workload 

When discussing their own wellbeing over the COVID period, some of the words used to 

describe the year included: stressful, weird, worrying, chaotic, challenging, and exhausting. Figure 

4.2 shows a word cloud of the most common words used in the parts of the transcripts coded for 

‘anxiety/stress’.  
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Figure 4.2  

Word Cloud of Responses Coded with 'Stress/Anxiety' 

 

These feelings of stress and uncertainty stemmed from several key areas: changing working 

practices (i.e., the move to online learning, adjusting curricula, etc.), worry for their students, health 

concerns, increased workload, and the changes to work–life balance. COVID-19-specific issues were 

also raised, such as dealing with colleagues having to isolate, becoming sick from COVID-19 

themselves, and, for one respondent, dealing with the death of a colleague due to COVID-19. A 

general sense of uncertainty was illustrated by several respondents and Extract 20 shows how the 

respondents were in a constant state of flux as they waited to see what would happen with the 

lockdown situation in their areas. It also illustrates other feelings felt by the respondents, e.g., that 

the year was chaotic and a large upheaval.  
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Extract 20 

Speaker Line #  
Interviewer 490 

491 
If you could summarise the last year in just a few words, maybe  
three words, what words would you choose to summarise it?  

R2 493 I think... From an education perspective?  
Interviewer 495 Just from personal or educational. 
R2 497 Chaotic.  
Interviewer 499 Yeah. 
R2 501 Upheaval.  
Interviewer 503 Yeah. That’s a good one.  
R2  505 Insecure. Insecurity, I guess. 
Interviewer 507 What do you mean by that? 
R2 509 

 
510 
 
511 
 
512 
 
513 

I just mean that you don't know... If it's actually... Outside of the 
lockdown,  
you don't know if you're actually gonna stay there. You know, it's just 
this insecurity of not  
knowing what's coming next. Or, you know, we're back in school, are we 
gonna stay, or do  
we have to isolate again, or will there be another case? And, you know, 
it was the insecurity  
of establishing something and not knowing if you're going to see it 
through. 

 

A main factor that negatively affected the respondents’ own wellbeing was increased 

workload. Working hours had increased during the move to remote learning due to increased 

demands for creating new educational resources or adapting prior resources, as described in Section 

4.6. Work–life balance was brought up as all respondents had worked from home at least part of the 

time, and some found this adjustment difficult, especially if they did not have a specific area from 

which to work or were working in the same household as their family. Remote working presented 

challenges in staying connected with their colleagues, and respondents felt they had to “work that 

much harder keeping in touch” (R5, line 1632). It was also more difficult to develop a sense of 

connection with their students: “trying to keep the relationships going with the children over Zoom 

was not impossible, you know, it was manageable but, but it's just a bit different” (R5, line 2164). 

Increased demands from parents were raised as issues, with respondents explaining how parents 

would be messaging them at all times during the day/night and at the weekend. This led to a feeling 
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of being unable to ‘switch off’ from work (Extract 21 and R3, line 1007) as they were often 

responding to parental requests on their phones until late at night (R2, line 598). Specifically, R2 said 

she often would not be able to shut down her computer until 9pm in the evening (line 603).  

Extract 21 

Speaker Line #  
R1 364 

 
365 

When you're working from home, I kind of felt like I needed to see what 
it was straight  
away. Like, I couldn't switch off from the notification that it was there.  
 

Interviewer 367 Yeah. 
 

R1 369 And then you can't switch off then. You're constantly thinking about 
work.  

 

These interview results reflect research on teacher wellbeing. The increased workload and 

blurring of work–life boundaries was shown in these interviews and reflects findings from the 

literature which show that teachers’ wellbeing was affected by stressors arising from the pandemic 

situation, such as changing teaching practices and working from home (Jakubowski & Sitko-Dominik, 

2021). Research has also shown that work-related anxiety increased in the week before lockdown 

and again in the week that schools reopened in June 2020, based on longitudinal survey data of 

around 8,000 teachers (Allen et al., 2020). This anxiety spike was more pronounced in headteachers, 

who had higher and more sharply increasing anxiety levels throughout lockdown. One in five 

headteachers also said that the experience during COVID made it more likely they would leave the 

profession (compared to one in ten teachers). Their research did show, perhaps unexpectedly, that 

the anxiety levels of teachers in general (not headteachers) returned to pre-COVID levels after the 

end of March 2020. Their results also showed that teachers who were part of their school’s skeleton 

staff, i.e., those teaching children of key workers in person, had higher anxiety levels at the start of 

the pandemic compared to those working from home. This is in agreement with their findings that 

providing ‘live’ online teaching was the most stressful teaching activity during the move to online 
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teaching and learning (compared to delivering pre-recorded lessons or nothing). This was in part 

reflected in these interviews as well, in that some teachers struggled streaming live to their students 

(Section 4.6). Using broader measures of wellbeing, Allen et al. (2020) found that teachers were 

more likely to agree that the pandemic had negatively impacted their mental health, although 

overall levels of wellbeing did not change between October 2019 and April 2020.  

These mixed findings support some of what came out in these interviews, as some teachers 

said that they struggled with the constant changes and challenges of the year, while others said that 

they coped better than they expected. Thus, although the pandemic had obvious negative impacts 

on staff and students and presented several challenges, some positive aspects emerged from the 

interview data related to wellbeing and mental health. For example, although increased workload 

was mentioned by all, some respondents also acknowledged that, at times, they enjoyed working 

from home and found that they were able to catch up more and get more done. R1 said that she 

found the job less stressful than normal (line 9), and R4 described the entire experience as a 

challenge, but one that was “quite positive” (line 1525), in that she learned a lot over the course of 

the pandemic. R5 remarked that she was glad to see how her school had realised hybrid working 

was possible (line 2147). R2 also said that she still enjoyed working from home (line 595) despite the 

challenges presented in Extract 20. 

Thus, a key positive aspect that came out of these discussions was that it highlighted the 

adaptability and resilience of both staff and students. All respondents remarked that, although 

students did struggle in some ways, in others they demonstrated remarkable flexibility and 

willingness to overcome challenges and try new things. R5 described how she felt the school and 

staff “coped really well” (line 1624), managing to host extracurriculars, encourage music and 

creative pursuits at home, and even put on a school play remotely. She also acknowledged how their 

school was able to be flexible and adapt to the needs of the children, such as by, for example, 
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dedicating afternoon sessions to sports or creative topics, rather than ‘heavy’ subjects such as 

French (which some “kids couldn’t handle” (line 1954)). Finally, an increased sense of 

‘connectedness’ was noted by all respondents, between their colleagues and their students. There 

was a sense that they had ‘banded together’, and several acknowledged that maintaining contact 

with their colleagues was vital during the pandemic. This feeling of ‘togetherness’ and social support 

is one key component of preventing burnout amongst teachers, especially in times of increased job 

demands (Brouwers et al., 2011; Russell et al., 1987). The job changes experienced by the teachers 

interviewed in this research involved the already discussed teaching and curriculum changes, as well 

as working from home, but also changes to how they approached their day-to-day tasks, such as 

ensuring more stringent standards of hygiene than normal (R1, line 186).  

It was also acknowledged by respondents that when they were able to return to school, it 

was special to see their class again, and that her children were generally very happy to be back in 

school with a ‘normal’ structure and flow, and that it “means more now” (line 455) to her to see her 

children happy and safe after the chaotic period. This was echoed by R5, who stated that what made 

teaching worthwhile was being able to come back after the difficult adjustment periods and see her 

students’ “smiling faces” (line 2162). 

 

4.8 Limitations 

This chapter has presented a myriad of qualitative evidence, most of which aligns with the 

increasing research on the impacts of the pandemic on teaching and learning in the UK and 

worldwide. However, there are some limitations to the work carried out in this chapter. First and 

foremost, the impact of the pandemic on education is a highly complex topic and the faceted nature 

of the problem presents several issues when attempting to measure it. The measurable impacts on 

children are confounded by associated and overlapping factors, both external (such as 



 

 

 

 

167 

socioeconomic status, geographic location, and race) and internal (such as inner resilience and 

individual differences). Furthermore, unless we have pre-pandemic control data, it is even more 

difficult to quantitatively measure the impact of the pandemic, which is a problem that has been 

highlighted in recent research (Donnelly & Patrinos, 2022).  

Importantly, this experiment was not a planned part of the current thesis project and, 

although the novelty of the research is a strength of this study, the designed interview schedule, 

while crafted with care following procedures outlined in the literature, was not piloted. 

Furthermore, the sample size was small at five teachers across four schools in England and Wales 

only, lacking participants from Scotland or Northern Ireland. The four nations were not considered 

critically throughout the study, with examples and data mostly focusing on England and Wales; this 

is due in part to the inherent bias for research to focus on England, and in part due to time, focus, 

and length constraints of the thesis (i.e., systematically presenting data for all four nations would 

increase the length of the chapter, and is also beyond the scope of the research questions).  

Even in light of these limitations, qualitative data in educational research can make a 

valuable contribution to causal inquiry and be a rich and valuable source of what works in education 

(Maxwell, 2012). Thus, although we have no statistical evidence and we acknowledge the limitations 

of presenting decontextualised quotes as data (despite attempts to acknowledge the contextual 

factors surrounding these data) (Talmy, 2010), I posit that the observations presented in these 

interviews are evidence of the causal impacts of the pandemic on children and teachers in the UK. 

 

4.9 Conclusions  

There remains a wealth of cross-cutting research, policy, and government interventions 

needed to address the impacts of COVID-19 on education in the UK. This research discusses the 

experiences of several schoolteachers in England and Wales and highlights the key impacts of the 
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pandemic on both staff and students, and is an original contribution to the emerging research of the 

impact of the pandemic on both teachers and learners in the UK. The data presented in this study 

found that teaching content and styles drastically changed, staff and students both had to adapt 

rapidly to a constantly changing situation, and several challenges emerged during this transition. 

Staff workload increased as the line between work and home was blurred, and parents became an 

increasingly influential factor in the educational success of their children (according to those 

interviewed). Some students struggled and staff noticed changes in emotional and mental wellbeing 

as well as impacts on grades and schoolwork. However, respondents in this research also brought up 

positive aspects of the pandemic, such as adaptability, resilience, and increased connectedness to 

pupils and parents. This resilience is not to be forgotten: as research moves forward, it is important 

that, when we acknowledge the impact of COVID-19 on young people, we do so while also 

acknowledging the strength shown by children and teachers across the UK (Senedd, 2021). The 

strength shown by all throughout this crisis can be succinctly summarised by R5: “I think we've all 

found that, that we can adapt. Yeah. You know, that we, we are adaptable and we are resilient, 

really” (line 2150). 
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5. A Lexical Investigation into the Oxford Children’s Corpus of Writing 

This chapter presents an investigation into a corpus of short stories written by children for a 

national writing competition in the UK. These samples are held in the Oxford Children’s Corpus, a 

large corpus of writing by children in English collected by Oxford University Press. This repository of 

original children’s writing has received some attention in the literature (Banerji et al., 2013; Hsiao et 

al., 2021; Wild et al., 2013) and this chapter builds on this research to contribute to the literature on 

aspects of children’s writing in English. This study employs a quantitative corpus linguistic (QCL) 

approach to quantifying specific aspects of written language use in a sample of children’s writing. 

This is a useful method for researching writing development and illuminating developmental trends 

in language use.  

Sketch Engine is a corpus analysis tool where users can create and analyse bespoke or pre-

loaded corpora to identify linguistic features (e.g., collocations) in context. Sketch Engine has a 

variety of ready-to-use corpora in several languages and a number of tools to analyse a corpus. 

Established by Lexical Computing Ltd and Adam Kilgarriff in 2004, Sketch Engine is able to execute a 

number of useful functions for corpus linguists, including word sketches, collocations, and 

concordances. Sketch Engine can also provide frequency data, keyword analysis, and can show 

collocations and concordances for single- or multi-word search terms. Sketch Engine is a particularly 

useful tool for lexicographers who wish to explore patterns of language use, and this has led to it 

being used heavily by dictionary publishers and university presses (Kilgarriff et al., 2014). Sketch 

Engine also includes parallel corpora for translation and corpora from specific time periods so that 

linguists can study language development and change.  

 In this research, it is used to lexically analyse the entire Oxford Children’s Corpus, 

presenting frequency data for different parts of speech and keywords. A handful of keywords are 

analysed using Sketch Engine’s word sketch and concordancing tools to investigate the contexts in 
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which children use these words in their own writing. Then, a smaller corpus of the winners’ stories 

from the last three years is constructed to facilitate more fine-grained offline analyses into lexical 

diversity and sophistication. Thus, using comparative corpora and Sketch Engine, this chapter 

highlights some differences between writing by children, writing for children, and writing by and for 

adults, and illuminates patterns in children’s language use in one particular genre (creative writing) 

in one context (submitting to a competition). 

Quantitative corpus analyses of children’s writing generally focus on assessing how writing 

changes over time, or on what distinguishes ‘successful’ writing from the rest. This research thus 

operates along two axes—time and quality (Durrant, 2022a)—and it is along these axes that this 

chapter is structured. In the discussion, the results and the competition/corpus itself will be 

discussed under the language policy framework encapsulating this thesis. A literature review follows 

this introduction, followed by two studies (the larger-scale Sketch Engine analysis, and the smaller 

offline analysis), a discussion, and an analysis of the limitations of this corpus and areas for future 

work. 

 

5.1 Literature Review 

A corpus is a collection of texts which can be examined for specific language features. 

Sophisticated computer software and developments in corpus linguistics and natural language 

processing have enabled faster and more reliable descriptions of changes and patterns in texts 

(Durrant et al., 2021). Quantitative corpus linguistic (QCL) approaches enable the analysis of large 

amounts of data, and these larger sample sizes allow researchers to find patterns in language use 

that may not be otherwise readily observable (Sinclair, 1991). This is important for studies of first 

language users, as research is increasingly highlighting that school-age development is not marked 



 

 

 

 

171 

by the emergence of new syntactic structures but rather by writers’ abilities to handle increased 

complexity and genre differences in their writing (Applebee, 2000; Bazerman et al., 2018).  

Finding the linguistic features of a text is one thing, but extrapolating to interpretations 

about communicative aspects is another. QCL approaches are based on samples of actual written 

use produced in specific communicative contexts, capturing writing proficiency ‘in situ’ (Durrant et 

al., 2021). However, this means that QCL only considers writing as a product, ignoring the inherent 

psychological, sociocultural and physical complexities involved in the act of writing and which have 

been touched on in the literature review (Bazerman et al., 2009, 2017; Grabe & Robert, 1996; 

Herrington & Curtis, 2000). Thus, corpus methodologies only offer one piece of the puzzle and 

bearing these limitations in mind is key when implementing QCL approaches.   

Research quantifying writing development generally focuses on the areas of vocabulary, 

syntax, formulaic language, and cohesion. A systematic review of the literature from 1945–2015 

identified 104 studies on L1 language development in the writing of children in Anglophone 

countries, distributed in the following way (with the caveat that some studies looked at multiple 

areas, and so these numbers will not add up to 104): 66 on syntax, 45 on vocabulary, 19 on 

cohesion, and 0 on formulaic language  (Durrant et al., 2021). Vocabulary research has included 

evaluating lexical diversity (Malvern et al., 2004; Malvern & Richards, 2012; McKee et al., 2000b) or 

using frequency-based tools to quantify coverage of high-, medium- and low-frequency words (i.e., 

lexical sophistication) (Durrant & Brenchley, 2019b; Kyle et al., 2018, 2020; Kyle & Crossley, 2015). 

These variables are often compared against subjective ratings or evaluations to investigate 

relationships with quality, or development is tracked diachronically to evaluate correlations with age 

(i.e., the axes of quality and time).  

This chapter will focus solely on vocabulary. Lexical richness measures (Read, 2000), 

introduced in Section 2.4, in L1 English-speaking children generally increase as children age, along 
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with associated increases in perceived quality. For example, lexical diversity of writing tends to 

increase as children get older and more lexically diverse texts are also assessed as higher quality (R. 

A. Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2004; S. A. Crossley et al., 2011; Malvern et al., 2004; Olinghouse & Wilson, 

2013; Uccelli et al., 2013). Lexical sophistication also increases, as children use more low-frequency 

words and more abstract words as they mature, as well as more ‘academic’ vocabulary, and low-

frequency vocabulary is associated with text quality (Malvern et al., 2004; Durrant & Brenchley, 

2019). However, there is no evidence for a relationship between lexical density and development 

(Johansson, 2008; Uccelli et al., 2013). Children also develop an increased awareness of register and 

style as they age. Genre impacts vocabulary richness measures, with, for example, narrative texts 

giving higher MTLD values than informative or persuasive texts (Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013). 

There are several important methodological considerations that must be addressed before 

we begin research into lexical richness. First is that genre and contextual factors must be given their 

due consideration. Little research has looked at patterns of language use and how these patterns 

develop or are influenced by specific genres, topics, contexts, and audiences (Durrant et al., 2021). 

More research on patterns of language use in specific contexts will illuminate what these patterns 

look like in different texts and discover what drives quantitative patterns of language use. In the UK, 

the mastery of writing across genre is embedded in the English curriculum (Department for 

Education, 2014). Writing in different genres involves writing with a particular communicative 

context in mind, whether this be making a persuasive argument, writing a letter, or developing a 

narrative. This is a complex task that must be carried out considering the audience and overall 

purpose of a text. The idea of different communicative contexts is key when analysing writing 

development, as the characteristics of writing will differ depending on the communicative context, 

or genre, at hand (Grabe & Robert, 1996). It is, surprising, then, that research on writing often 
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overlooks or only partially reports on genre, but this may be in part due to the inherent complexity 

involved in controlling for it (Durrant et al., 2021).   

After genre and contextual factors, it is also important to clarify the operationalisation of 

linguistic measurements, as lack of clarity leads to the inability to examine whether different studies 

have measured the same thing. Transparency about what is being measured, clear definitions of the 

construct under examination, as well as critical and active discussions of the hypothesised constructs 

are vital for future linguistic assessments of writing. Furthermore, measures must be linked to one 

another, and consideration must be given to the full scope of the target construct, as no linguistic 

construct exists in a vacuum. For example, lexical sophistication cannot be separated from lexical 

diversity, as is often done in writing research, because they interact with each other (Durrant & 

Brenchley, 2021). Other factors such as collocations or syntactic variables may be worth further 

investigation alongside vocabulary measures. Research on vocabulary would benefit from more fine-

grained measures, as generalised mean word frequency hides an underlying complexity in 

vocabulary use which is revealed when vocabulary is examined per separate parts of speech. 

Integrating simple grammatical constructs into vocabulary examinations allows for highlighting 

patterns that would not be seen if these categories were not differentiated.  

An example of the links between different constructs is that frequency has been found to 

interact with parts-of-speech, lexical diversity, and register and models of lexical sophistication as 

low-frequency, register-appropriate words (Read, 2000) may not be the most appropriate for studies 

of children’s writing (Durrant & Brenchley, 2019b), and more work is needed in these areas to 

uncover the connections between different lexical measures. An interaction between frequency and 

PoS has been reflected in research on children’s writing: younger children’s writing is characterised 

by repetition of high-frequency verbs and adjectives but low-frequency nouns (due to the use of 

nouns that do not occur in general adult-directed writing, e.g., fairy) (Durrant & Brenchley, 2019). 
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This highlights the importance of measuring a range of variables in order to view a complete picture 

of children’s writing. It also shows how something as seemingly straightforward as frequency needs 

careful consideration and operationalisation to ensure that the gathered results are meaningful.  

Another example of this interaction between frequency and parts of speech can be found in 

regard to children’s reading materials as well as their own writing. Quantitative corpus linguistic 

approaches have shown that writing for children differs from writing for adults in several key ways 

(Wild et al., 2013). Comparing a corpus containing child-directed fictional texts (the Oxford 

Children’s Corpus, which is described in more detail later in this section) to a generalised adult-

directed English corpus (the Oxford English Corpus) showed that fictional texts for children tend to 

have specific features: a large focus on the natural world (living creatures, plants, food), objects, 

communication (through direct speech), with an emphasis on size, speed, bravery, and fear, as well 

as physical space. Adult fiction, when analysed from a corpus linguistic perspective, is more 

concerned with time, intimacy, law and order, society, and beliefs (Wild et al., 2013). There are, 

however, remarkable similarities between fiction written for adults and fiction written for children in 

terms of frequency data for words and parts of speech. Furthermore, this study showed that the 

child-directed corpus contained more modals and auxiliaries, more nouns and pronouns, and overall 

shorter words than the generalised corpus. This suggests that there is core vocabulary consistent 

with narrative texts written for children and this core vocabulary differs when compared to other 

corpora. This finding was reflected through analysis of the CLIIP corpus by Thompson and Sealey 

(2007), which found that while narrative fiction written for both adults and children is characterised 

by some similar linguistic features, writing for children does differ in ways mainly related to how 

children perceive the world. The language in children’s books has also been found to contain less 

frequent words and be more lexically diverse and denser compared to child-directed speech 

(Dawson et al., 2021). This reflects research showing that written language is more lexically diverse 
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and syntactically complex than spoken language (Malvern et al., 2004). Thus, written language is a 

rich source of vocabulary for children and being able to compare children’s reading input with their 

writing output is meaningful. 

A final thing to note is that studies often show variability in writing samples received, which 

are samples generally collected in controlled conditions to create a corpus with a specific aim in 

mind. The variability is due to the different experimental procedures implemented in different 

studies and general lack of operationalisation of constructs (Durrant, 2022a). Thus, the analysis of 

larger corpora of texts, especially those collected under naturalistic conditions, may allow for deeper 

investigation into the lexical features of children’s writing and provide robust evidence for the study 

of the development of children’s L1 writing.   

Based on the identified need to operationalise linguistic assessments of writing quality more 

extensively, especially in younger writers, as well as consider previously neglected issues such as 

genre, this investigation used the Oxford Children’s Corpus to conduct several investigations. The 

Oxford Children’s Corpus, held by Oxford University Press and hosted on Sketch Engine, is split into 

two parts: a reading corpus, including fictional books and materials children are likely to encounter, 

and a writing corpus, which includes writing produced by children aged 5–13 for the annual BBC 

Radio 2 500 Words Writing Competition. The former has been investigated in regard to relative 

clauses and in a comparison to an adult corpora (Hsiao et al., 2022; Wild et al., 2013) and the latter 

corpus has been investigated in one study on gender bias, which found a clear bias for male names 

in the corpus (as characters), especially in regard to the boys’ writing (while girls were more 

balanced when choosing male or female characters) (Hsiao et al., 2021). This was linked to the 

gender bias that is present in literature on the whole (for both children and adults), with the authors 

concluding that the literature children consume influences their own writing (Hsiao et al., 2021). 
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Further analysis, contextualised in the methodological considerations discussed above, of this large 

corpus of children’s writing is worthwhile. 

This chapter sought to answer the following questions: 

1. What characterises the writing that children submit to the 500 Words short-story writing 

competition?  

2. What characterises the writing of the winners of the short-story competition? To what 

extent do the winners’ stories differ from the other entries? 

3. To what extent does the writing of the 5–9-year-old group differ from the writing of the 10–

13-year-olds group? 

These questions reflect the need to look at patterns of language use in context to see what 

drives quantitative patterns and illustrate what these patterns look like in text. They also allow 

examining these patterns in relation to assessments of quality and age (i.e., the two axes defined by 

Durrant (2022)).  

To answer these questions, two experimental studies were designed. The first aimed to 

analyse the entire corpus of the BBC 500 Words short-story writing competition using Sketch Engine, 

where it is stored and managed by Oxford University Press. The second involved the creation of a 

‘mini-corpus’ of the winners’ stories in order to perform a complementary and more detailed lexical 

analysis and relate lexical features with assessments of perceived quality. This winners’ corpus was 

analysed separately from Sketch Engine using different tools and software for measures of lexical 

diversity, density, and syntactical complexity. It was also uploaded to Sketch Engine for keyword and 

other comparisons. 
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5.2 Study 1: Sketch Engine 

This first section attempts to answer the first research question presented above: (1) What 

characterises the writing that children submit to the BBC 500 Words short-story writing competition? 

To answer this question, lexical analyses of the BBC 500 Words corpora were conducted using 

Sketch Engine. In this section, the corpus under investigation will first be presented, then Sketch 

Engine’s tools and functions will be discussed, the methodology will be summarised, and then the 

results will be presented. 

5.2.1 The Oxford Children’s Corpus  

The Oxford Children’s Corpus in its current state exists in two separate parts: the Oxford 

Children’s Corpus of Reading (OCCR) and the Oxford Children’s Corpus of Writing (OCCW). Both are 

annotated corpora tagged for PoS and some metadata which vary depending on the corpus. The 

former was identified as “the first of its kind” in 2013 (Wild et al., 2013, p. 190). The OCCR contains 

over 60 million words of writing targeted at 5–14-year-olds. It includes fiction, non-fiction, 

magazines, curriculum materials, and texts from the internet (e.g., the Minecraft Wiki) from the 19th 

through to the 21st century. It is used by lexicographers to develop children’s dictionaries (e.g., the 

Oxford Children’s Dictionaries) and track trends in children’s language (Banerji et al., 2013) and has 

also been used in research of children’s literature (Wild et al., 2013).  

The second part of the Oxford Children’s Corpus is the Oxford Children’s Corpus of Writing 

(OCCW). This corpus is formed of writing produced for BBC Radio 2’s 500 Words short-story writing 

competition, which is jointly hosted by Oxford University Press. This annual competition asks 

children aged 4–13 to write fictional, original stories that are no longer than 500 words with the 

aims of encouraging literacy and creativity across the UK, as well as the development of online 

learning resources. Since its inception in 2011, the competition has received over a million 

submissions, and with thousands of submissions every year the corpus is a rich source of 
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information on children’s writing development, their interests, and their new and imaginative use of 

words (Oxford University Press, 2020). Every year, the entries are gathered, collated, and organised 

by the Children’s Dictionaries & Children’s Language department of the Educational Division of 

Oxford University Press. The team at Oxford Children’s Dictionaries uses these corpora to produce 

annual language reports as well as to choose an annual ‘Children’s Word of the Year’. These words 

are chosen based not on overall frequency but on words that have become particularly prominent 

for various reasons. They may have increased in usage by a noticeable amount or represent a theme 

that captured the minds of children across the UK. Examples for the past four years are coronavirus 

(2020), Brexit (2019), plastic (2018), and refugee (2017). This vocabulary shows that the stories 

submitted to 500 Words represent the inventiveness of children and the range of topics that 

children are engaged by and subsequently want to write about. Competitions such as this are a 

valuable way for children to develop their out-of-school literacy practices, and can shed light on how 

children use language to interpret the world around them (Knobel & Lankshear, 2003). 

The competition has been running since 2012, and Oxford University Press produces a 

separate corpus for each year of the competition. Table 5.1 presents the breakdown of the corpora. 

At the time of designing this study in 2020, the 2019 corpus was the most recent addition to the 

Oxford Children’s Corpus and thus was the corpus used for the more detailed analyses in this 

chapter. The competition was paused in 2021 and 2022 due to COVID-19. It resumed in 2023, but 

there was not enough time remaining in the PhD thesis to analyse this dataset.   
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Table 5.1  

Number of Words Per Year in The Oxford Children’s Corpus (Writing) (OCCW) 

Year Number of words 
2012 32,670,477 
2013 39,940,239 
2014 50,697,572 
2015 50,069,664 
2016 54,463,610 
2017 54,802,425 
2018 55,507,155 
2019 46,340,063 
2020 47,400,231 
Total 431,891,436 

 

After 2012 and 2013, the number of words per year is generally stable at around 50 million, 

which represents over 100,000 different entries annually. In total, over the nine years, there have 

been 1,040,982 stories submitted to the competition. At the time of writing, the Oxford Children’s 

Corpus of Writing is the largest corpus of children’s writing in English in the world, containing 

approximately 440 million words.   

The following metadata labels are available for each entry in the corpus:  

• Age (from 4- to 13-years-old); 

• Gender (male and female); 

• Keystage (KS1, KS2 and KS3); 

• Region (119 regions in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland; by county); 

• Wordcount. 

Oxford University Press have divided the corpora into sub-corpora based on either age 

(younger, age 5–9; and older, age 10–13) or gender (male/female). These age bands are the 

competition age bands. Notably, the competition age bands for the upcoming 2024 competition 

have been adjusted (to 5–7 and 8–11).  
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5.2.2 Methodology 

The methods employed to interrogate this corpus are as follows: 

1. Parts of speech analysis (frequency data); 

2. Keyword analysis (using reference corpora); 

3. Collocational analysis (using word sketches, concordances, and collocation tools). 

These measures all contribute to quantifying the lexical sophistication of this corpus to 

answer the first research question for this study.  

5.2.3 Frequency Analysis 

The most basic sort of analysis we can do in a corpus is a frequency analysis, where we find 

its most common words. In this study, frequency information was generated for the entire corpus 

and then for each part of speech separately, to produce the more fine-grained analysis as 

recommended by previous work (Durrant et al., 2021). These frequencies are generated as 

occurrences per million words and are presented as percentages of the total corpus in the results 

sections. The Oxford Children’s Corpus is tagged for parts of speech using the Oxford English Corpus 

tagset, which is described on the Sketch Engine website [https://www.sketchengine.eu/oxford-

english-corpus-tagset/ accessed 24/04/2023]. When producing this frequency information, Sketch 

Engine uses lemmatised word lists, and thus when calculating percentages the parts of speech were 

divided by the total number of lemmas in each corpus. The search parameters for the word list 

function were: case insensitive, minimum frequency = 5, exclude non-words (tokens which do not 

start with a letter).  

In linguistics, there is an ongoing discussion on which lexical unit is most appropriate for 

research and pedagogy (D. Brown et al., 2021; Webb, 2021). The choice of whether to define words 

at the lemma or word family level is a key methodological consideration in lexical analyses. 

Theoretically, the question is whether having knowledge of one item can predict knowledge of the 
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other items in the group; practically, grouping more tokens together will affect calculations, i.e., 

lower scores in measures of lexical diversity. The lemma level seems to be the most appropriate as 

there is evidence that learners who can recognise one member of a lemma are usually able to 

recognise other members, but that this is not the same for word families (D. Brown et al., 2020); 

using lemmas may also allow for greater precision and fewer assumptions about knowledge, 

especially in corpus linguistics where the tools used can easily find and count lemmas (Gablasova & 

Brezina, 2021). Webb (2021) argues that there is no ‘lemma dilemma’ due to the fact that the 

majority of software tools are lemmatised and using lemmas is more precise and requires fewer 

assumptions about the morphological and semantic knowledge of learners. For this research, 

lemmas were chosen as the most appropriate unit as we can assume that these children have some 

working knowledge of the verb and noun inflection system (Kyle, 2019). 

5.2.4 Keyword Analysis and Reference Corpora 

Keyword analysis is used to provide information about a corpus. Essentially, a keyword is a 

word that occurs more frequently (statistically speaking) in one corpus when compared to another. 

A keyword analysis using Sketch Engine has been described as a corpus-driven approach, as it 

involves finding out statistically more frequent words in one corpus compared to another; the 

researcher does not form prior hypotheses about the language used. Keywords often have to be 

investigated in context, by also looking at concordance and collocation information. The keyword 

function of Sketch Engine compares a focus corpus and a reference corpus using statistical formulas 

which are described in detail on the Sketch Engine’s website; for further information on both 

keywords and the Sketch Engine in general, see Kilgarriff (2009), Wild et al. (2013), and Kilgarriff et 

al. (2014). 

Using reference corpora is a common way to investigate differences between two or more 

corpora and allows the investigation of keywords, providing important information for measuring 

https://www.sketchengine.eu/documentation/simple-maths/
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lexical sophistication  (Durrant, 2022a). Generally, reference corpora are split into two types: input 

corpora and target corpora. An input corpus represents what a group has likely been exposed to, 

and a target corpus exemplifies the sorts of language a group is ‘aspiring’ to. For example, for 

analysing L1 writing development in children, an input corpus could be a collection of children’s 

books (content that children are likely to consume) and a target corpus could be academic texts 

(assuming that education in the UK is preparing children to produce these sorts of texts). In this 

study, three corpora are used for making comparisons. Their size, genre and audience are 

summarised in Table 5.2. 

Table 5.2 

Reference Corpora 

  Size (lemmas) Genre Audience Corpora 
type 

BNC (Written imaginative) 16,341,915 Fiction Adult Target  

Oxford English Corpus 2,087,793,021 General Adult Target 

Oxford Children’s Corpus 
Reading (2017) 

63,289,908 Fiction and 
non-fiction 

Children Input 

 

Large national corpora are often used as a proxy input due to difficulties in sourcing large, 

representative corpora of child learner input, but using such generalised corpora can lead to 

problems when calculating the relevant distributions of vocabulary items because real learner input 

is narrower than a national corpus (i.e., a generalised input corpus may not actually represent the 

items that learners are being exposed to such as social media, cinema, television, etc). In this study, 

the Oxford Children’s Corpus of Reading (OCCR; described above) is used as an input corpus. The 

most recent corpus available at the time of carrying out this analysis (2019) was used in order to 

present the most recent available data. Using the OCCR allows us to compare writing for children to 

writing by children and gives us an idea of how children are being influenced by texts they are likely 

to be consuming.  
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Choosing the target corpus is more difficult. Durrant (2022) describes two types of target 

corpora: a peer target corpus and a prospective target corpus. The former represents writing 

deemed as successful produced by learners at the same level as the group being investigated. In 

Study 2 (Section 4.3), a bespoke corpus was created using the stories produced by the winners of the 

500 Words competition.  The second type of target corpus is a prospective target corpus and 

describes corpora containing texts which learners “might realistically hope to produce at some point 

in the future” (Durrant, 2022a, p. 50). A prospective target corpus allows us to trace development 

across ages by having a fixed point of reference. Choosing a prospective target corpus involves 

identifying what sorts of writing we are hoping that the children who have submitted stories to this 

competition might produce in the future. For this case, the written imaginative domain sub-corpus 

of the British National Corpus (BNC) was chosen. This is a corpus of English fiction (novels and short 

stories) written by and for adults during the latter half of the 20th century. Using the BNC gives us a 

prospective target, i.e., in that children producing these short stories may eventually be aiming to 

produce written fiction of this standard. It allows us to examine the differences between writing 

by/for adults and writing by/for children. The second comparative corpus is the Oxford English 

Corpus (OEC), which is a generalised English written corpus that takes its data from the web. This 

acts as a sort of “control” corpus, allowing comparison of the other corpora to generalised English. 

Sketch Engine provides a corpus comparison tool to demonstrate how similar two or more 

corpora are. Figure 5.1 demonstrates how the reference corpora used in this study differ from each 

other.  
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Figure 5.1  

Comparison Of The Reference Corpora Used In This Study 

 

The greener the square, the more similar the corpora are, and the redder the square, the 

more dissimilar. Thus we can see that the OCCW is most similar to the OCCR, as expected, and most 

dissimilar from the BNC followed by the OEC. Sketch Engine calculates these figures as follows (see 

https://www.sketchengine.eu/guide/compare-corpora/ accessed 1 June 2024):   

1. The keyness score for every word is computed. The corpus with a higher relative 

frequency of the word is set as the focus corpus. The corpus with a smaller relative 

frequency of the word is used as the reference corpus. Thus, the resulting number is 

always more than 1 or 1 in case the frequency is the same. 

2. The 500 words with the highest keyness score are identified. 

3. The arithmetic mean (average) is calculated from the keyness scores of the top 500 

words. The result expresses the similarity of the corpora. This is the number 

displayed in the chart on the corpus comparison result screen. 

The keyword comparison tool is a key feature of Sketch Engine. Figure 5.2 depicts the 

keywords analysis screen in Sketch Engine. The focus corpus, i.e., the OCCW 2019 corpus, is at the 

https://www.sketchengine.eu/guide/compare-corpora/
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top. The reference corpus in this example is the Oxford Children’s Corpus (Reading) 2017 Ptag 

(tagged for parts of speech). Sketch Engine allows adjustment to focus on either higher or lower 

frequency words using their add-N parameter (Kilgarriff, 2009). For the keyword analyses in this 

study, this parameter was set at 10, giving a very slight preference for rarer words. This gave the 

best balance between rare and common words. Setting the slider all the way to the left (rare) meant 

that the results were generally things like names or typos, whereas moving it to the right meant that 

the results generated highly frequent words in both the focus and reference corpora, such as be, 

they, she, go, my, etc., and thus were uninteresting. The results are organised by their keyness score 

computed using the simple maths method, which compares the likelihood of encountering a word in 

one corpus with another.   

 

Figure 5.2  

Keyword Analysis in Sketch Engine 
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5.2.5 Collocational Analysis 

One of the main features of Sketch Engine is its word sketch tool, which allows a user to 

search for a particular word to view a one-page summary of its grammatical and collocational 

behaviour. In this way one can see how a word is used in context, across different genres, and can 

compare a word across different corpora, if desired. Word sketches and the concordance analysis in 

Sketch Engine organise their collocations by a score calculated by the logDice algorithm, which 

expresses the typicality (or strength) of the association while remaining unaffected by the size of the 

corpus (Rychlý, 2008). A typicality score is generated by ranking more ‘flexible’ associations as 

weaker than more specific associations. For example, when looking at collocates for bedroom, a 

small bedroom would be a weaker collocation than a twin bedroom, because the adjective small is 

very frequent and can be combined with a large number of other nouns. An example of the word 

sketch screen is seen in Figure 5.3 for the word dog in the OCCW 2019 corpus. A number of useful 

pieces of information are included in this word sketch. We can see that the frequent collocations of 

dog, such as cats and dogs, pet dog, or puppy dog eyes; the word sketch also breaks these 
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collocations down for different parts of speech, so that we can see what verbs or prepositions often 

modify dog, for example.   

Sketch Engine’s word sketch features also enables data visualisation, where more common 

words generate bigger circles. An example for dog is presented in Figure 5.4. There are four key 

features to be aware of when studying these visualisations: (1) the distance from the centre 

indicates the typicality score, e.g., hot dog is more typical than other dog; (2) the size of the circle 

indicates frequency; (3) the circle colour indicates which grammatical category the collocation 

belongs to; (4) the segment size indicates the size of the grammatical relationship in relation to the 

other visualised relationships, i.e., how many collocations it contains in total. In this example, there 

are more instances of prepositions modifying dog (noun) than cases where a verb is paired with the 

Figure 5.3  

Word Sketch Example For 'dog' in the Oxford Children's Corpus Of Writing (2019) 
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noun dog as an object. These visualisations are used in this study, modelling Wild et al. (2013), to 

exemplify how some particular words are used in children’s writing.  

It is important to note that there are several parameters which can be adjusted when 

producing these visualisations, such as the number of collocates produced and how they are 

presented. In this research, Sketch Engine’s default parameters were used.  

 

 

Finally, Sketch Engine allows one to search for concordances of a particular word. When 

these are presented in this study, a random sample of lines was taken (set at Sketch Engine’s default 

of 200) using Sketch Engine’s ‘get a random sample’ feature. 

Figure 5.4  

Word Sketch Visualisation Example For 'dog' In The Oxford Children's Corpus Of Writing 
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5.2.6 Results 

This section will present the results of the investigation into the Oxford Children’s Corpus. 

The most recent corpus available at the time of writing is the 2020 BBC 500 Words Corpus. It is 

pertinent to check whether this corpus is representative of the rest of the corpora. Figure 5.5 

displays how similar each year’s corpus is to the others, and shows that they are all fairly similar in 

regard to keywords. A score of 1 indicates that the corpora are identical. This figure shows that the 

OCCW corpora are all fairly similar, with the largest difference seen between the oldest and most 

recent corpora. If there had been large deviations, further investigation would have had to occur to 

investigate why one particular corpus was less similar than others. 
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Figure 5.5  

Screenshot Showing Results From The 'Compare Corpora' Tool In Sketch Engine, Attribute: 'Lemma'. 

Only Six Of The OCCW Corpora Were Available For This Comparison 

 

Next, we can present the demographic data of this corpus. If we wish to investigate the 

word gap, and the idea of the word gap is predicated on the influence of poverty on the language 

environment of children, it is interesting to examine the region distribution within the Oxford 

Children’s Corpus of Writing. Each text in this corpus is tagged for ‘uk_region’, which separates the 

texts into UK counties. The following figure is the output from Sketch Engine when you ask it to 

show you the distribution of regions within the corpus.  The ‘Other’ section in this figure includes all 

other counties in the UK grouped together, as they each represented <1% of the total corpus. 
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Figure 5.6  

Region Distribution as Tagged In The OCCW 

 

It is useful to be able to separate the data in this way if one were interested in evaluating 

the vocabulary used in a particular county, for example. However, statistics on poverty in the United 

Kingdom are often based on region. For example, see the latest poverty statistics on the UK by the 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation (https://www.jrf.org.uk/uk-poverty-2024-the-essential-guide-to-

understanding-poverty-in-the-uk accessed 6 Jun 2024). Thus, these numbers from Sketch Engine 

were downloaded into a .csv file and imported into Excel. Using a list of counties and their regions 

obtained from github (https://gist.github.com/radiac/d91d2ed1b971c03d49e9b7bd85e23f1c 

accessed 6 Jun 2024), the counties drawn from Sketch Engine could be grouped into regions. 
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Figure 5.7 

Token Coverage By Region In The OCCW (2020) Corpus 
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Most entries in the corpus are from South East England, followed by the East of England and 

South West England. The following table presents poverty rate figures in percentages, as determined 

by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, using figures from the Department of Work and Pensions, 

which operationalises poverty as number of households below average income.  

	

Table 5.3  

Poverty Rates in the UK 

Region Poverty rate 
West Midlands 26.9% 
North East England 25.4% 
London 24.6% 
Yorkshire and the Humber 23.3% 
East Midlands 23.0% 
North West England 22.7% 
Wales 21.5% 
Scotland 20.5% 
South West England 19.5% 
South East England 18.9% 
East England 18.0% 
Northern Ireland 16.5% 

  

Putting this information together, we can see that the general trend is that the texts in the 

OCCW tend to come from area in the UK with lower poverty rates (Figure 5.6). There are fewer 

submissions from the areas with higher poverty rates, such as the West Midlands and London.  
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In terms of gender, 58.7% of the texts in the OCCW (2020) were tagged as female and 41.3% 

as male. In terms of age, in the OCCW (2020) corpus the majority of texts are written by children 

aged 9, 10, and 11. The BBC 500 Words competition has changed the way it organises the 

competition by age over the years. At the time of writing, the age bands were 4–9 and 10–13. 

However, as we can see by Figure 5.7, very few entries come from children aged 4, 5, 6, or 13. In the 

next iteration of the competition, which commences in September 2024, the age categories are 5–7 

and 8–11.  

Figure 5.8 

Regional Distribution In The OCCW By UK Poverty Rate 
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5.2.6.1 Nouns 
The twenty most common nouns for all four corpora are presented in Table 5.4. The most 

common nouns in the OCCW can be sorted into several thematic groups: people (friend, man, 

people, girl, boy), parts of the body (eye, head) nature (tree, life), time expressions (day, time, year, 

one), places (door, house, school, thing, room), and other (thing, way, name). The nouns that occur 

in the most common 20 in the OCCW but not in the OCCR are friend, school, room, tree, one, life, 

and name. In fact, friend, school, tree, one and name are nouns unique to the most common twenty 

nouns for the OCCW, indicating that these are words that children particularly like to use in their 

writing despite them not being as common in their reading materials.  

Furthermore, noticeable changes occur in the adult-directed corpora. The top twenty nouns 

in the BNC include woman, nothing, night, and voice appear as distinguishing words in adult fiction. 

Figure 5.9  

Token Coverage in the OCCW by Age 
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The top eight nouns in the OEC do appear in the OCCW, but the rest of the nouns do not. This may 

be due to a focus on non-fictional adult topics such as business, news, and politics (e.g. government, 

company, country, case). The OEC includes no body parts, which are a common semantic group in 

the other corpora. The OCCR and OEC both include the word child, but this word is not common in 

the OCCW, suggesting that even though children write stories where children are often the 

protagonist, they do not explicitly refer to either child or children. In the table below, asterisks 

indicate that the word was unique for being in the top 20 for that corpus. 

Table 5.4 

Top 20 Most Common Nouns In The OCCW (2020), OCCR (2019), BNC, And OEC 

 OCCW OCCR BNC OEC 
# Item % Item % Item % Item % 
1 day 0.21% time 0.20% time 0.21% people 0.18% 
2 time 0.21% man 0.17% man 0.20% time 0.17% 
3 friend* 0.16% way 0.12% eye 0.14% year 0.16% 
4 door 0.16% day 0.12% hand 0.14% way 0.10% 
5 house 0.15% hand 0.12% way 0.14% day 0.09% 
6 eye 0.14% thing 0.11% thing 0.12% thing 0.08% 
7 school* 0.13% eye 0.11% day 0.12% man 0.08% 
8 man 0.12% people 0.10% face 0.11% life 0.07% 
9 people 0.12% head 0.10% head 0.10% work* 0.07% 
10 thing 0.12% year 0.08% door 0.10% part 0.07% 
11 room 0.12% face 0.08% something 0.10% world 0.07% 
12 girl 0.12% child 0.08% room* 0.09% child 0.06% 
13 way 0.12% house 0.07% woman 0.09% country 0.06% 
14 year 0.11% boy 0.07% house 0.08% number 0.06% 
15 boy 0.10% door 0.07% people 0.08% government* 0.06% 
16 tree* 0.09% something 0.07% nothing 0.08% company* 0.06% 
17 one* 0.09% place 0.07% year 0.08% case* 0.06% 
18 life 0.09% water* 0.07% life 0.07% group* 0.06% 
19 name* 0.09% world 0.07% night 0.07% place* 0.06% 
20 head 0.09% girl 0.07% voice* 0.07% woman 0.06% 

 

Friend is the third most common noun in the OCCW corpus and is the first noun which is not 

also in the top twenty for the other corpora. For this reason, it was chosen for further analysis. 

Figure 5.8 presents its word sketch and some concordance line examples. Its most frequent collocate 
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was good, used the majority of the time in the phrase best friend, followed by new and my. The most 

frequent verbs found near friend are have, make, and become, and friends often go, come, call, and 

say. Friend is often pluralised and often occurs with possessive structures. These uses of the word 

friend emphasise how children experience their friendships: in an active and positive manner, 

marked by direct involvement in the world around them in which they move.  

 

 

 

 

School is another noun that is especially relevant to children, who spend a large proportion 

of their time in school, and was unique to being in the most frequent nouns in this corpus. Despite 

this, school is not one of the most common words used in texts directed at children, i.e., reading 

materials present in the Oxford Children’s Corpus of Reading. This suggests that children may enjoy 

Figure 5.10  

Word Sketch Visualisation and Concordance Lines For Friend 
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writing about school because it directly relates to them and their life experiences, even if they do 

not necessarily often read about the same experiences. Figure 5.9 presents the word sketch for 

school, followed by some example concordance lines. From this we can see that their writing 

exemplifies different types of school (high school, boarding school, primary school, secondary school 

or new school), and that children often write about going to or from school. Ideas related to school 

are also present, such as school bus, school trip, or school run. Again, this noun represents 

something important to children which they then want to write about.  

5.2.6.2 Verbs 
The top twenty most common verbs in all four corpora are presented in Table 5.4. This table 

shows us that the OCCW presents a very similar profile to the other corpora, with the exception of 

run, start and call, which are only most common in the OCCW. The most common verbs in the OCCW 

can be grouped into semantic groups that are indicative of narrative texts, such as moving and 

existing (be, go, come), performing actions (say, do see, look, find, run, call, tell, make), and verbs 

that involve mental actions (think, know). Many of the verbs common in children’s writing are 

similar to the verbs used in other sources of writing (e.g., say, exclaim), indicating a “pool” of verbs 

Figure 5.11 

Word Sketch Visualisation and Concordance Lines For School 
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common amongst different types of written English. In general, the common verbs in the OCCW 

represent the ‘core’ processes in narrative texts, and shows children’s preoccupation with 

movement, physical space, and direct speech (Thompson & Sealey, 2007; Wild et al., 2013). The 

BNC, on the other hand, includes verbs that do not occur in other corpora (want, feel, ask and 

leave), and which suggest a focus in adult fiction on emotional rather than physical states. In the 

table below, asterisks indicate that the word was unique for being in the top 20 for that corpus. 

Table 5.4  

Top 20 Most Common Verbs In The OCCW, OCCR, BNC (Written Imaginative), And OEC 

 OCCW OCCR BNC OEC  
Item % Item % Item % Item % 

1 be 4.12% be 3.61% be 4.18% be 4.03% 
2 have 1.14% have 1.28% have 1.76% have 1.24% 
3 go 0.81% do 0.60% do 0.87% do 0.49% 
4 get 0.61% say 0.57% say 0.67% say 0.39% 
5 say 0.60% go 0.36% go 0.40% will 0.35% 
6 do 0.50% see 0.29% know 0.34% would 0.25% 
7 see 0.45% will 0.28% see 0.30% can 0.23% 
8 come 0.33% would 0.28% think 0.29% make 0.22% 
9 look 0.30% make 0.26% get 0.29% go 0.21% 
10 could 0.29% get 0.25% look 0.27% get 0.20% 
11 know 0.28% come 0.25% come 0.26% take 0.17% 
12 find 0.25% know 0.24% make 0.23% see 0.15% 
13 think 0.24% could 0.23% take 0.22% know 0.15% 
14 would 0.23% can 0.22% tell 0.18% could 0.13% 
15 run* 0.23% look 0.21% want* 0.17% come 0.13% 
16 make 0.23% take 0.20% feel* 0.15% think 0.13% 
17 start* 0.21% think 0.20% ask* 0.13% use* 0.13% 
18 take 0.20% find 0.14% give 0.13% give 0.11% 
19 call* 0.18% tell 0.13% find 0.13% find 0.10% 
20 tell 0.16% give 0.13% leave* 0.12% should* 0.10% 
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Figure 5.10 presents the word sketch and some concordances of go, and shows the main 

uses: N + went, going to + V, go to school, and go to sleep. Children often write about going to bed, 

going home, or going to school, the beach, shops, or parks. 

 

Get is another common verb in the OCCW that is more common than in the other corpora. A 

word sketch and concordance investigation show that get is commonly used reflexively, with other 

verbs such as try and get, go and get, or with nouns such as get revenge, get food, or get ideas. 

5.2.6.3 Adjectives 
The adjectives used in the OCCW overlap less with the other corpora. Although the top ten 

adjectives are similar, individual differences are apparent. For example, big is used twice as much in 

Figure 5.12  

Word Sketch Visualisation and Concordance Lines For Go 
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the OCCW (0.11%) compared to the OCCR (0.05%), and dark is present in the top ten adjectives in 

the OCCW but only appears far down the list in the BNC, and not at all in the OCCR or OEC. After the 

top 10, further differences between the OCCW and the other corpora emerge. Black, bad, happy, 

red, blue, and ready are found in the OCCW’s top 20 adjectives but are not this frequent in the other 

corpora. In fact, colours do not appear in any other corpora. Upon further investigation into the 

OCCR, white is the first colour at #25. Great, own, many, young, such, sure, large, more, and high are 

present in the OCCR but not the OCCW. In the table below, asterisks indicate that the word was 

unique for being in the top 20 for that corpus.  

Table 5.5  

Top 20 Most Common Adjectives In The OCCW (2020), OCCR (2019), BNC (Written Imaginative), And 

OEC 

# OCCW OCCR BNC OEC  
Item % Item % Item % Item % 

1 good 0.12% little 0.13% good 0.15% other 0.14% 
2 old 0.11% good 0.13% other 0.12% good 0.13% 
3 big 0.11% other 0.11% little 0.10% new 0.12% 
4 little 0.09% old 0.10% old 0.09% first 0.10% 
5 other 0.08% great 0.09% more 0.09% many 0.08% 
6 new 0.07% first 0.08% own 0.08% such 0.07% 
7 dark 0.06% long 0.07% first 0.07% great 0.06% 
8 first 0.06% new 0.06% last 0.07% same 0.06% 
9 long 0.06% own 0.06% long 0.07% high 0.06% 
10 small 0.06% many 0.06% small 0.06% own 0.05% 
11 black* 0.06% same 0.06% few* 0.06% more 0.05% 
12 bad* 0.05% young 0.05% young 0.06% big 0.05% 
13 happy* 0.05% small 0.05% same 0.05% different* 0.04% 
14 same 0.05% last 0.05% great 0.05% old 0.04% 
15 red* 0.05% such 0.05% next 0.04% large 0.04% 
16 blue* 0.04% big 0.05% new 0.04% small 0.04% 
17 ready* 0.04% sure 0.04% sure 0.04% young 0.04% 
18 next 0.04% large 0.04% many 0.04% local* 0.04% 
19 scared* 0.04% more 0.04% much* 0.04% important* 0.04% 
20 last 0.04% high 0.04% dark 0.04% second* 0.04% 
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Figure 5.9 depicts the word sketch and concordance of good, the most common adjective in 

the OCCW. Children use this word mainly in combination with friend, as in best friend, as noted 

above, but they also like writing about good luck, good ideas, or good players. Things are described 

as really good, very good, or pretty good, as well as good and bad or good and evil.  

 
Figure 5.13  

Word Sketch Visualisation and Concordance of Good 

 

5.2.6.4 Adverbs 
The most common adverbs present some overlap between the OCCW and the other 

corpora, but the percentage values show some key differences. Up, the most common adverb in the 

OCCW, represents 0.43% of the corpus, and while it is the most common adverb in the OCCR, it only 
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represents 0.31% of that corpus; it is not present in the top 20 adverbs in the BNC but is the second 

most common adverb in the OEC. Off, home, really, and still occur in the OCCW but not in the OCCR. 

Too is a common adverb in the three corpora except the OCCW, suggesting children write this word 

less often than it occurs in children’s reading, and less than it is used by adults. 

Table 5.6  

Top 20 Most Common Adverbs In The OCCW (2020), OCCR (2019), BNC (Written Imaginative), And 

OEC. Asterisks Indicate Adverbs Unique To Being In The Top 20 Of That Corpus 

 OCCW OCCR BNC OEC 
# Item % Item 

 
Item % Item % 

1 up 0.43% up 0.31% not 1.23% as 0.20% 
2 out 0.30% as 0.24% so 0.30% up 0.19% 
3 then 0.28% so 0.23% then 0.27% also 0.16% 
4 back 0.26% out 0.23% now 0.21% out 0.15% 
5 just 0.22% then 0.20% just 0.19% just 0.14% 
6 so 0.22% now 0.17% back 0.18% so 0.14% 
7 down 0.21% down 0.15% as 0.18% more 0.13% 
8 as 0.19% back 0.15% well 0.14% now 0.13% 
9 there 0.19% just 0.15% there 0.13% well 0.12% 
10 now 0.14% very 0.14% here 0.13% then 0.11% 
11 very 0.14% only 0.11% too 0.13% only 0.11% 
12 away 0.12% well 0.11% again 0.12% very 0.10% 
13 off* 0.12% away 0.11% only 0.12% even 0.10% 
14 again 0.11% again 0.10% very 0.12% here 0.08% 
15 home* 0.10% there 0.10% never 0.12% back 0.07% 
16 never 0.10% more 0.10% even 0.12% still 0.07% 
17 here 0.09% too 0.10% still 0.11% most 0.06% 
18 really 0.09% here 0.10% all 0.10% down 0.06% 
19 still 0.09% never 0.10% away 0.09% really 0.06% 
20 only 0.09% even 0.10% more 0.09% too 0.06% 

 

5.2.6.5 Proper Nouns and Pronouns 
The analysis of this part of speech presented some methodological problems with the 

tagging systems. The Oxford Children’s Corpus collapses proper nouns and pronouns together, 

whereas the BNC does not distinguish between nouns and proper nouns, and so only has a pronoun 
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part of speech tag. The OEC, meanwhile, has a proper noun tag but no pronoun tag. Thus, only a few 

key facts are discussed here rather than a full frequency and keyword analysis.  

I, the first-person singular pronoun, appears over 1 million times in the OCCW corpus and is 

2.21% of the entire corpus, the sixth most common word overall. In contrast, I occurs half as many 

times in the OCCR (0.86%), accounts for 1.75% of the BNC (1.75%), and only accounts for 0.01% of 

the OEC. This suggests that children write in the first person twice as much as texts written for 

children do and more than general adult fiction. This is likely due to the OCCR and OEC including 

non-fiction, or other texts that do not employ the first person. 

5.2.7 Keywords and Collocation Analysis 

Keyword comparisons between the OCCW and the OCCR, BNC, and OEC offer further 

insights into the differences between these corpora. In order to investigate the context of some of 

the words that are salient in the OCCW, the following sections present concordance and word sketch 

information for high-frequency words and keywords in the OCCW. These are organised by parts of 

speech, following the order of the preceding sections. First, I present examples of the results of the 

most basic keyword analyses using each reference corpus in turn. These offer a starting point for 

choosing the most salient words to investigate.  

  



  

 

 

Figure 5.14  

Keywords Using the OCCR as a Reference Corpus 
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Figure 5.15  

Keywords Using the BNC (Written Imaginative) as the Reference Corpus 
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Figure 5.16  

Keywords Using the OEC as the Reference Corpus 

.



  

 
 

Some general conclusions about the keywords in the OCCW can be drawn by considering 

these results. It is plain that this sample of children’s writing is characterised by references to 

fantastical and fictional creatures and some particular adjectives, adverbs and verbs indicative of 

narrative texts, as well as a large proportion of proper nouns (names of characters). Some keywords 

are now examined in more detail in terms of separate parts of speech.  

5.2.7.1 Nouns 
Ignoring proper nouns (i.e., character names), the key nouns in the OCCW are largely related 

to fictional creatures (unicorn, dragon, monster, fairy, alien, zombie, mummy, witch), places (cave, 

planet), creatures (dinosaur, shark, monkey, puppy), and objects (portal, potion, rocket, robot). Many 

of these key nouns do not appear when using the OCCR as the reference corpus, indicating that 

these nouns are used in similar amounts in both the OCCR and OCCW, and thus that children’s 

writing and children’s reading are thematically similar. These data support the findings of prior 

corpus-based research into children’s literature which found core vocabulary common in child-

directed texts (Dawson et al., 2021; Thompson & Sealey, 2007; Wild et al., 2013).  

These themes are in obvious contrast to writing produced by and for adults. The OEC’s key 

nouns have a focus on words related to current affairs (policy, development, authority, industry, 

government, programme). As for the BNC, its key nouns represent themes of intimacy, relationships, 

and other themes found in adult fiction: breast, marriage, pleasure, affair, bastard, cigarette, sex, 

telephone, doubt, shrug, wine. Obviously, these are not going to be present in children’s fiction and 

they are also not common in children’s writing. 

Thus, we can draw the conclusion that children employ specific low-frequency vocabulary 

that does not occur to the same extent in other English corpora. The words occurring in the OCCW 

more than in the other corpora represent semantic areas that are particularly relevant to children, 

such as people, places, and nature. Their writing shows children’s interest in fictional creatures, 

monsters, animals, and magical objects.  
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5.2.7.2 Verbs 
Several key verbs characterise this sample of children’s writing, such as those related to 

speech, e.g., shout, scream, whisper, exclaim, say, cry, reply; actions such as wake, grab, stare; and 

others, e.g., creak. These are indicative of key features of children’s fiction, such as direct speech 

acts and emotive actions (Stephens, 2005). Go is far more common in the OCCW (0.81%) than it is in 

the OCCR (0.36%), BNC (0.40%), or OEC (0.21%). Due to children’s focus on physical space, direct 

speech acts, and movement through worlds, as well as expressive language close to the self (Britton, 

1972), there is a reliance on core verbs to express these actions (Thompson & Sealey, 2007; Wild et 

al., 2013). 

5.2.7.3 Adjectives 
A keyword analysis reveals key adjectives using the OCCW corpora as a focus corpus and the 

OCCR, BNC and OEC as reference corpora. Scared/scary, super, favourite, magical, excited, fluffy, 

amazing, and weird are adjectives which characterise this sample of children’s writing. Other key 

adjectives are cute, worried, and rainbow (used as part of a compound adjective i.e., rainbow-

colored). In comparison, there are few key adjectives in the BNC except grey, closer, and least; this 

suggests that the BNC gets by with the ‘core’ adjectives, many of which are also frequent in the 

OCCW. In contrast, the OEC has several adjective keywords that do not appear in the other corpora, 

mainly related to current affairs, such as economic, political, available, and financial. These are 

unsurprisingly serious, “adult” topics that do not occur in other sources of writing and represent the 

different thematic areas that children and adults address in their writing. 

5.2.8 Age Effects  

To answer “RQ3: To what extent does the writing of the 5–9 group differ from the writing of 

the 10–13 group?”, the corpora were investigated for any trends and effects in relation to age. 

Firstly, because the use of different parts of speech has been shown to change as children age 
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(Durrant and Brenchley, 2019), the use of parts of speech were investigated for each age group in 

the OCCW. 

Figure 5.17  

Proportions of Parts Of Speech By Age In The OCCW 

 

 

Table 5.7  

Proportions of Parts of Speech By Age In The OCCW 

Age  All lemmas Nouns Verbs Adjectives Adverbs 
5–9 30,611 11,014 (36.0%) 3736 (12.2%) 3453 (11.3%) 1242 (4.1%) 
10–13 38,033 13,602 (35.8%) 4546 (12.0%) 5484 (14.4%) 1681 (4.4%) 

 

The results showed that the distributions of parts of speech were relatively similar, but that 

the older group used more adjectives and adverbs compared to the younger group. The younger 

group used slightly more nouns and verbs than the older group. The next goal was to examine what 

words were typical in each group. To facilitate this, the 5–9 sub-corpus and 10–13 sub-corpus were 
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used as reference/focus corpora between each other using Sketch Engine’s keyword analysis 

feature. Simple n = 11, minimum frequency = 5.  

As we start to conduct the analysis, the limitations of this method are revealed. Using Sketch 

Engine’s default keyword ‘focus on’ number (1), leads to the following screens in Figure 5.16 and 

5.17. We can see misspellings and proper nouns (e.g., names) end up in the keyword list. The 

screens show that the corpus has not been corrected for spelling (e.g., adrenalin rather than 

adrenaline, the first word on the older writers’ list). This means that misspellings will cloud the 

results we are interested in (but does have the advantage of being able to investigate misspellings if 

interested).  

 

 



  

 

Figure 5.18 

Words More Common in The 5–9 Sub-Corpus Compared To The 10–13 Sub-Corpus (OCCW 2020) Organised By Relative Frequency 
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Figure 5.19  

Words More Common in The 10–13 Sub-Corpus Compared To The 5–9 Sub-Corpus (OCCW 2020) Organised By Relative Frequency 

 

  

 

  



  

 
Adjusting the keyword number to 10, i.e., a focus on ‘more common’ words, eliminates the 

majority of these misspellings and proper nouns. The top 50 results for each corpus are shown in 

Table 5.9, allowing for a thematic analysis of keywords in this sample of children’s writing, 

dependent on age. These are organised by keyness score, as calculated by Sketch Engine, which is 

the default way to order results. Table 5.10 illustrates the raw frequencies for the top 30 for each 

corpus.  

Table 5.8  

Top 50 Keywords From The Oxford Children's Corpora Depending On Age 

Younger (4–9) 
 

Older (10–13) 
 

unicorn volcano pain pale 
fairy daddy victim throat 
mermaid wand murder adrenalin 
rainbow super reality glance 
mummy romans emotion thought 
magic pearl lifeless sense 
chapter sparkle engulf memory 
pirate robber pierce attempt 
tiger marshmallow silence tear 
princess elf fate death 
owl potion surroundings isolate 
candy dolphin soul blood 
dragon enchant hell vein 
yummy poppy vision social 
witch crocodile myself torture 
bunny castle sweat anxiety 
naughty baddie lung pace 
troll treasure abruptly trickle 
magical santa silhouette proceed 
sparkly ninja innocent corpse 
wizard lot comfort due 
rosie* queen gunshot suffer 
evie* happily grasp presence 
panda daisy regret tears 
lilly* penguin spine rot 
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Table 5.9  

Frequencies for Keywords in the Oxford Children’s Corpus by Age 

Younger (4–9) Older (10–13) 

Item Frequency 
(focus) 

Frequency 
(reference) 

Item Frequency 
(focus) 

Frequency 
(reference) 

unicorn 7264 2249 pain 6348 1306 

fairy 7781 3208 victim 1378 178 
mermaid 2692 986 murder 2581 453 
rainbow 4464 1838 reality 1699 274 
mummy 4634 1947 emotion 1360 196 
magic 8856 4324 lifeless 1176 157 

chapter 3824 1891 engulf 1008 123 
pirate 2216 1030 pierce 2011 375 
tiger 3914 2038 silence 5630 1298 

princess 4477 2377 fate 1017 133 
owl 2412 1200 surroundings 1453 249 

candy 3000 1552 soul 2733 597 
dragon 13405 7684 hell 1536 287 
yummy 1111 447 vision 1821 368 
witch 5183 2893 myself 13355 3539 
bunny 1833 895 sweat 2942 692 

naughty 1197 524 lung 1415 275 
troll 1448 685 abruptly 878 135 

magical 5631 3311 silhouette 1116 204 
sparkly 1140 508 innocent 1641 355 
wizard 2831 1573 comfort 1566 335 
rosie 3212 1827 gunshot 717 91 
evie 1794 945 grasp 1400 289 

panda 1576 806 regret 1408 292 
lilly 4812 2875 spine 2609 640 

volcano 2195 1205 pale 2889 722 
daddy 2180 1202 throat 1679 376 
wand 1475 760 adrenalin 572 53 
super 5775 3662 glance 2863 723 

romans 685 265 thought 7079 1966 
pearl 1237 643 sense 3492 915 
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In terms of theme, the younger writers use more nouns related to fantastical or mythical 

beasts, such as unicorn and mermaid, as well as animals in general, such as froggy and lemur. In 

comparison, the older writer corpus is characterised by longer and more complex words, such as 

excruciating or consciousness. Many of these words employed by the older writers seem to generally 

deal with darker themes, such as suicide, anxiety, depression, grief and murder. The older writers use 

generally longer words (6.49 letters versus 5.7, on average, taking the first 1,000 keywords; n=10, 

min.freq=5). If we use word length as a proxy for sophistication, it suggests older writers are using 

more sophisticated vocabulary. 

Figure 5.20  

Word Lengths In Keywords In The Oxford Children's Corpus By Age 

 

Keywords only capture a small amount of lexical information and are decontextualised, 

however. Further analysis of the differences in writing between the older and younger groups 
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requires being able to manipulate and analyse the data in context, in full, preferably offline (to allow 

for flexibility and the opportunity to use ready-made or bespoke qualitative corpus analysis 

programmes). Unfortunately, I was not able to access the corpus in a format that would facilitate 

this. The next section presents a method to further analyse the writing in this corpus for age effects. 

 

5.3 Study 2: Mini-Corpus 

The second arm of this chapter aimed to more deeply investigate a specific subset of stories 

submitted to the 500 Words competition to answer RQ2 (What characterises the writing of the 

winners of the short-story competition? To what extent do the winners’ stories differ from the other 

entries?) and also to contribute information for RQ3 (To what extent does the writing of the 5–9-

year-old group differ from the writing of the 10–13-year-olds group?). However, this section does 

not provide an answer to RQ2, due to pandemic restrictions limiting access to the corpus held by 

Oxford University Press. Instead, I used a smaller corpus constructed from the winners’ entries to 

provide more answers to RQ3, in addition to the age-related differences presented above. I will now 

explain the limitations with RQ2, then proceed to detail what I was able to gather related to the 

differences in lexical features of written language between the two age groups who submit to the 

BBC 500 Words competition.  

When children submit entries to the competition, they are distributed to volunteer judges 

who receive a randomly allocated batch of around 20 stories. These are then marked by each judge 

on a rubric with criteria relating to quality; the winners of each year are chosen based on this rubric. 

Therefore, creating a corpus with the winners’ stories would technically allow for the analysis of a 

subset of the stories submitted to the competition more deeply and in relation to one common axis 

used to analyse writing development, i.e., quality. This corpus could thus be judged as a peer target 
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corpus, in that this is the standard that entrants to the competition are hoping to reach (in contrast 

to the prospective target corpora used in Study 1).  

If we wanted to compare the winners to the rest of this corpus based on this rubric, we 

would first need to understand the rubric in detail. The current rubric is explained in a little detail 

here: https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/500-words/criteria/zsmh3qt (accessed 1 August 2024), showing 

that stories are marked on ‘Originality’, ‘Characterisation’, ‘Plot’, ‘Language’, and ‘Enjoyment’. The 

detailed rubric was not available, however. We would also need to know the ratings for all the 

stories in the entire corpus; however, this information was not available either. Comparing the 

winners based on this axis was thus deemed infeasible.  

Another way to compare the quality would be to statistically examine quantifiable lexical 

features as discussed in Chapter 2.4. We could examine all the entries and compare them to the 

winners, to see if there are any lexical features that separate the winners from the rest of the 

corpus. However, examining these quantifiable vocabulary indices is a task which requires offline 

files (usually in .txt format), and this data was not available for the corpus as a whole, as it is held in 

Sketch Engine. Further complicating matters was that the winners’ entries were not separated or 

tagged as such in Sketch Engine, either, or available as a separate corpus. 

It was thus apparent that the two datasets were not available in comparable formats (the 

entire corpus held in Sketch Engine only, and the winners’ corpus held in offline .txt files). Thus, it 

was evident that very little work could be done to answer RQ2. However, as the winners are 

published in age groups (the 5–9-years-old age group and the 10–13-years-old age group), we can 

use the corpus to investigate age-related differences, i.e., to answer RQ3 (To what extent does the 

writing of the 5–9-year-old group differ from the writing of the 10–13-year-olds group?).  

The winning stories were copied and pasted from the BBC 500 Words website into separate 

.txt files, separated by age group, to create a corpus. Data from the last three available years (2020, 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/500-words/criteria/zsmh3qt


 

 

 

 

219 

2019, 2018) were used to create a corpus of 81,414 words. There were 83 stories from the 5–9 

group and 85 from the 10–13 group, for a total of 168 narrative texts. As highlighted by previous 

research (Durrant, 2022a; Durrant et al., 2021), the first step in research on lexical richness is to 

carefully define the constructs to be measured. The following features were identified as the object 

of investigation: word frequency, word range, academic language, concreteness, and lexical 

diversity. The indices used to evaluate these texts are summarised in Table 5.12 alongside a 

summary for their justification and the software used to analyse them. The following section defines 

these constructs more clearly and descriptions of the software used and methodological procedures 

are given.  
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Table 5.12 

Indices Used To Evaluate The Winners' Corpus 

Construct Measure Software Description References 
Lexical 
sophistication 

Word 
frequency 

TAALES 
(COCA_fiction_F
requency_Log_
AW and 
BNC_Written_Fr
eq_AW_Log) 

Using logarithmic frequency 
information from COCA 
(fiction) and BNC. 

Kyle et al., 2018; 
Kyle & Crossley, 
2015 

 Word 
range 

TAALES  
(BNC_Written_R
ange_AW) 

Using range indices based on 
the written subset of the BNC 
(3083 texts). 

Kyle et al., 2018; 
Kyle & Crossley, 
2015 

 Academic 
language 

TAALES    Using academic lists (AWL 
and AFL) to calculate 
frequency of academic 
vocabulary.  

Kyle et al., 2018; 
Kyle & Crossley, 
2015 

 Concrete
ness 

TAALES  
(Brysbaert_Conc
reteness_Combi
ned_AW) 

Using concreteness ratings 
from 37,058 lemmas. 

Brysbaert et al., 
2014 

Lexical 
diversity 

MTLD TAALED 
(MTLD_Original
_AW) 

MTLD is based on the average 
number of tokens it takes to 
reach a given TTR value 
(.720).  
 

Mccarthy, 2005; 
McCarthy & Jarvis, 
2010; Kyle et al., 
2021 

 HD-D TAALED (HD-
D_AW) 

HD-D uses the 
hypergeometric distribution 
to calculate the probability of 
encountering one of its 
tokens in a random sample of 
42 tokens. For ease of 
interpretation, this is 
converted to the same scale 
as TTR. 
 

McCarthy & Jarvis, 
2007, 2010; Zenker 
& Kyle, 2021; Kyle et 
al., 2021 
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5.3.1 Lexical Diversity 

Lexical diversity is the assessment of the amount of variation and repetition in a written or 

spoken text, with the assumptions that a more diverse text has more variation, less repetition, and 

so signals a higher quality of language. Lexical diversity has been linked to both evaluations of time 

and quality in L1 vocabulary research; for a full analysis of the research results on lexical diversity, 

please see Section 2.4 of the literature review. The remainder of this section summarises how the 

methods used to calculate lexical diversity have changed over the years.  

In this study, the Tool for the Automatic Analysis of Lexical Diversity (TAALED) was employed 

to measure lexical diversity. TAALED calculates a range of classic and more robust indices of lexical 

diversity, e.g., TTR, MATTR and MTLD. TAALED is open-source and freely available to use. It uses 

lemmatised forms of words, and texts can be assessed for content words, function words, or all 

words. In this study, MTLD and HD-D were used. The former has been demonstrated to be 

independent of text length (Zenker & Kyle, 2021), and the latter is a more reliable calculation of 

vocd, which has been shown to have a negligible relationship with text length (McCarthy & Jarvis, 

2010). In TAALED, HD-D scores are converted into the same log scale as their TTR calculations.  
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Figure 5.21  

TAALED Execution Screen 

 

5.3.2 Lexical Sophistication 

Lexical sophistication is an important idea in vocabulary studies and other fields of 

psychology and linguistics. Studies have operationalised lexical sophistication as rare words (Arnaud, 

1984), difficult words (Meara & Bell, 2001) or low-frequency words (Linnarud, 1986; Read, 2000), 

and these ideas are all based on the assumption that learners with higher proficiencies and larger 

vocabularies are more likely to use more sophisticated, and less frequent, words (Meara & Bell, 

2001). The use of rare words has been to linked to higher language proficiency (Arnaud, 1984; 

Linnarud, 1986) and research has shown that texts with more low-frequency vocabulary are rated as 

higher quality and difficulty (Kyle et al., 2020; D. S. McNamara et al., 2010). For a fuller analysis of 

the research results on lexical sophistication, please see Section 2.4.2 of the literature review.  



 

 

 

 

223 

In this study, the Tool for the Automatic Analysis of Lexical Sophistication 2.0 (Kyle et al., 

2018; Kyle & Crossley, 2015) was employed to measure lexical sophistication. This is a freely 

available and open-source piece of software which produces a range of measures linked to lexical 

sophistication. The first version included 104 indices linked to word frequency, range, academic 

language, n-gram frequency, and psycholinguistic norms (e.g., abstractness, concreteness). The 

second version (used here) updated and refined these indices, and now TAALES can produce over 

400 indices for lexical sophistication. Due to the wide range of indices, careful consideration is 

needed when deciding which to evaluate. Lexical sophistication measures commonly used in the 

literature include word frequency, register specificity, word length, and psycholinguistic features of 

words e.g., concreteness and familiarity (S. A. Crossley et al., 2011; Guo et al., 2013). TAALES 

contains indices covering these measures of lexical sophistication. 
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Figure 5.22  

TAALES Execution Screen 

 

I focused on three areas: (1) frequency; (2) range; and (3) concreteness. Word frequency 

was operationalised based on using the COCA fiction and BNC frequency results as reference 

corpora with log transformation applied to avoid the problem of extremely high-frequency words 

skewing results (i.e., the Zipfian effects common in word frequency lists). Range (also known as 

dispersion, entropy or contextual diversity) was also measured, under the assumption that words 

that are used in fewer contexts are judged to be more sophisticated. Range accounts for how widely 

a word is used (rather than how many times a word occurs in a corpus as a whole) by counting the 
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number of documents in which that word occurs. In TAALES, the BNC Written Range index has been 

calculated to explain 25.9% of the variance in holistic lexical proficiency scores, with range scores 

negatively correlated with proficiency scores (i.e., words used in fewer contexts are judged to be 

more sophisticated) (Kyle & Crossley, 2015). Concreteness is the idea that less frequent words are 

often more abstract and research has shown that, generally, children use more abstract words as 

they age (Nippold et al., 2005; L. Sun & Nippold, 2012). Concreteness was operationalised, via 

TAALES, using norms calculated by Brysbaert et al. (2014), who generated concreteness ratings for 

40,000 English lemmas using online crowdsourcing data collection.  

In all cases, TAALES calculates scores for all words in a text, then provides an average result 

for each overall text submitted into the program. These mean results were imported as a .csv file to 

Excel, and were then further processed. 

5.3.3 Results 

Firstly, the corpus was imported into Sketch Engine to see if the Sketch Engine tools could be 

used to illuminate any differences between the winners’ corpus and the general submission corpus. 

However, keyword results were inconclusive, mainly bringing up proper nouns of main characters 

used in the winners’ stories, even upon adjusting the keyword parameters. This was probably due to 

the size of the winners’ corpus being small. 

Analysis proceeded using the .txt files and TAALES/TAALED. The lexical diversity results are 

presented in Figure 5.20 and Figure 5.21 for HD-D and MTLD, respectively. In both, we can see a 

difference between the scores in the two age groups, with the older children scoring higher on 

lexical diversity than the younger years. The older group has a higher mean score in both indices 

(HD-D 0.82; MTLD 74.5) than the younger group (HD-D 0.80; MTLD 70.6). The differences in the 

means are very small and there are overlaps between the overall distributions (see graphs on the 

following pages), so we cannot make strong claims about the differences in year groups. This 



 

 

 

 

226 

increase in diversity with increasing age supports prior research associating measures of lexical 

diversity with age in L1 writers (R. A. Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2004; S. A. Crossley et al., 2011; Malvern et 

al., 2004). We can see a large variation in the scores in each group, which is most likely due to the 

fact that several ages have been collapsed into two disparate groups, and there is, for example, a lot 

of difference in vocabulary knowledge between a 5-year-old and a 9-year-old. If each year of age 

could be measured separately, we would be able to see more distinct scores. Ideally, the stories 

would have been imported from Sketch Engine, which tags for age in the metadata. However, due to 

privacy regulations, Oxford University Press was not able to provide raw data of the type that is 

needed to conduct the analyses in this section.  

Figure 5.23  

HD-D Scores By Age Group In The Winners' Corpus 
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Figure 5.24  

MTLD Scores By Age Group In The Winners' Corpus 

 

Word frequency results showed that the older age group used more low-frequency 

vocabulary than the younger age group, supporting the idea that lexical sophistication increases with 

age (Olinghouse & Leaird, 2009; Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013; Y. Sun et al., 2010). Older writers also 

used a larger range of vocabulary. Again, these are descriptive results, and we cannot make any hard 

claims about the differences between the means or the distribution because the results have not 

been investigated for statistical significance. One reason for this is due to the overlap in ranges. 

Ideally, more fine-grained analysis linking frequency to part-of-speech would allow us to investigate 

whether there are specific variations in frequency by age in different grammatical categories, as was 

found by Durrant and Brenchley (2019); however, this was not possible using TAALES and further 

analysis with other methods was outside the limits of this investigation.  
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Furthermore, older writers also showed increased lexical sophistication when their texts 

were evaluated for range (Figure 5.23), although this difference was, again, slight. In general, we can 

see that the older group had a smaller distribution of range values compared to the younger writers. 

 

Figure 5.25  

Mean Log Frequencies For All Words By Age Group In The Winners’ Corpus 
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Figure 5.26  

BNC Written Range Values for the Winners' Corpus 

 

Concreteness, based on ratings collected by Brysbaert et al. (2014), slightly decreased from 

the younger to the older age group (mean values of 2.75 to 2.74). This meant that there was a very 

slight and non-significant tendency to use more abstract words with age. Research shows that 

abstract words tend to be acquired later in development (Ponari et al., 2018) and that children use a 

greater proportion of abstract words as they mature (Nippold et al., 2005; L. Sun & Nippold, 2012). 

Therefore, it is perhaps surprising there are not more differences in the concreteness scores 

between the age groups. Perhaps if the ages were able to be examined separately, we would be able 

to observe more fine-grained differences between students.  
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5.4 Discussion 

Writing development is a complex phenomenon influenced by psychological and physical 

processes, social situations, motivations and self-perceptions of writers (Bazerman et al., 2017). 

Development begins in childhood and continues along a winding personal trajectory across a 

person’s lifespan throughout ever-changing contexts (Herrington & Curtis, 2000). Writing 

development is singularly individual, shaped not only by educational and sociocultural opportunities, 

but also writers’ own personal interests and abilities. The complex and multidimensional portrait of 

writing development means that research on its development has been fragmented. Quantitative 

corpus linguistic approaches to studying writing development are only one small part of the 

landscape on writing research. What QCL offers, however, is the ability to systematically analyse 

large amounts of data and evaluate patterns of language use in different contexts. This study sought 

Figure 5.27  

Concreteness Scores By Age Group In The Winners' Corpus 
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to employ QCL to examine a large corpus of children’s writing collected for one specific context: 

fictional short stories produced for a large national writing competition.  

This project had the following research questions: 

1. What characterises the writing that children submit to the BBC 500 Words short-story 

writing competition?  

2. What characterises the writing of the winners of the short-story competition? To what 

extent do the winners’ stories differ from the other entries? 

3. To what extent does the writing of the 5–9 group differ from the writing of the 10–13 

group? 

Several things characterised the writing submitted to the BBC 500 Words short-story writing 

competition (RQ1). Firstly, the themes present in these samples of writing by children echo the 

themes present in their reading materials, as indicated by the keyword analyses and most common 

parts of speech. This supports the findings of prior corpus-based research into children’s literature 

which found core vocabulary common in child-directed texts (Dawson et al., 2021; Thompson & 

Sealey, 2007; Wild et al., 2013). These themes are in obvious contrast to writing produced by and for 

adults.  

Secondly, some specific linguistic patterns were observed: children write more in the first 

person and they employ specific low-frequency vocabulary that does not occur to the same extent in 

other English corpora. The words occurring in the OCCW more than in the other corpora represent 

semantic areas that are particularly relevant to children, such as people, places, and nature. Their 

writing shows children’s interest in fictional creatures, monsters, animals, and magical objects. The 

adjectives children use enable them to describe real and fictional worlds in vivid and imaginative 

ways, as things may be magical, fluffy, scary, or weird. These unique features of children’s writing 

demonstrate the creativity of children and their varied repertoires of vocabulary items. 
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Furthermore, in the Sketch Engine age-related analysis, it was shown that older writers accurately 

employed significantly more sophisticated vocabulary, often around darker, more adult themes, 

going some way towards answering RQ3. 

 

 

Several other features characterised this corpus. The average values for the parts of speech 

in this corpus of children’s writing were similar to the corpus of children’s reading, and also aligned 

with figures from a corpus of children’s fiction (research by Thompson and Sealey (2007), who found 

15.29% nouns, 23.07% verbs, 5.29% adjectives, 7.59% adverbs, and 9.06% proper nouns and 

pronouns). These comparisons show that the writing children produce is similar to the writing 

produced for children in terms of the distribution of different parts of speech.  

Where children’s writing differs is when it is compared to adult-directed English. Children 

use more verbs and fewer nouns in their own writing than in adult fiction. This is likely due to 

children’s focus on physical space, direct speech acts, and movement through worlds, as well as 

expressive language close to the self (Britton, 1972) and thus there is a reliance on core verbs to 

express these actions (Thompson & Sealey, 2007; Wild et al., 2013). There were only minor 

differences when parts of speech were compared in relation to age, with older writers using more 

adjectives and adverbs. Overall, there are more verbs in the OCCW than are present in the OCCR, 

suggesting that children write more verbs than they encounter in their reading materials; however, 

• Children use more verbs and fewer nouns in their writing compared to adult corpora;  

• Children use a variety of specific low-frequency vocabulary; 

• Children write about magical and fantastical things as well as places common to them, 

such as home and school; 

• Older writers employed more sophisticated vocabulary.  

 

• Children use more verbs and fewer nouns in their writing compared to adult corpora;  

• Children use a variety of specific low-frequency vocabulary; 

• Children write about magical and fantastical things as well as places common to them, 

such as home and school; 

• Older writers employed more sophisticated vocabulary.  
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in the CLIIP corpus of children’s fiction, there was a slightly higher percentage of verbs (23.07% 

versus 22.07% in the OCCW), showing that the number of certain parts of speech depends on the 

corpus chosen. Perhaps the OCCR contains fewer verbs due to including non-fiction and school 

materials. In either case, these figures show that writing produced by children is unique in its PoS 

distributions, especially when compared to adult-directed sources of English. This difference when 

drilling down into parts of speech was also highlighted by Durrant and Brenchley (2019), who found 

that while overall frequency scores for texts did not show reliable age effects in their study of a 

corpus of children’s writing (literary and non-literary texts), when they looked at different parts of 

speech, they found that while mean frequencies of adjectives, adverbs and verbs decreased as 

children aged, the mean frequencies of nouns increased as children aged. This suggested that 

younger children made more repeated use of low-frequency (in adult discourse) nouns, but used 

more high-frequency adjectives, adverbs and verbs. They summarise by emphasising that word 

frequency effects cannot be separated from grammar, and that lexical sophistication is inherently a 

multidimensional construct.   

In terms of measures of lexical diversity and sophistication, this research found that as 

children aged (RQ3), they wrote more sophisticated and diverse texts, and also used more abstract 

vocabulary. This supports previous research (R. A. Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2004; S. A. Crossley et al., 

2011; Malvern et al., 2004; Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013; Uccelli et al., 2013). In general, the diversity 

and sophistication results reflect the literature showing that lexical diversity and sophistication 

increase with age. For example, regarding diversity, Olinghouse and Wilson (2013) found mean 

MTLD scores of 61.67 for narrative texts for their cohort of 10–11-year-olds (n = 105); the mean 

scores for MTLD in this research were 74.5 for the older group and 70.6 for the younger group. That 

these scores are higher than those calculated by Olinghouse and Wilson, even for the younger age 

group, bears some consideration. Perhaps the task (a prescribed story writing task from the Test of 
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Written Language-3, Form B versus a free-writing creative story) led to differences in scores, or 

perhaps it was due to text length or some other methodological consideration (such as the writers of 

these stories being helped by adults).   

 

 

Unfortunately, the winners’ corpus constructed in this research was not sufficient to answer 

RQ2 using Sketch Engine. Thus, specific linguistic patterns separating the winners from the rest of 

the participants of the BBC 500 Words short-story writing competition could not be identified. 

Perhaps not much separates them linguistically, and the choice of winners is down to some other 

aspect that could be measurable if the scoring rubric was able to be examined; perhaps what drives 

the choice of the winners is not measurable at all, or is more down to overall perceived creativity or 

flair (maybe stories that make judges laugh, for example). Certainly, when the winners’ corpus was 

being constructed, it was noted that several of the stories were extremely creative or topical, often 

set in far-away lands or dealing with specific social issues, such as gender and sexuality. One was 

written from the viewpoint of a tennis ball addressing Theresa May when she was Prime Minister, 

begging that she forbade using tennis balls in sports.  

To summarise, children write using the words they know, drawing on a reservoir of 

vocabulary learned through interactions (Hoff, 2003, 2006) and through other opportunities such as 

reading, often with adults or teachers directing this activity (Corden, 2007; Gardner, 2004; Logan et 

• Lexical diversity increased as children aged; 

• Lexical sophistication increased as children aged, although this was more nuanced; 

• Older children generally used more low-frequency words; 

• Older children used more words with lower range scores; 

• Concreteness decreased slightly as children aged. 
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al., 2019). Later, their vocabularies grow through formal schooling as they learn a wider range of 

vocabulary, including technical and academic words. However, children also encounter words from 

all around them, including spoken vocabulary through conversations with peers, siblings, and adults, 

or passive vocabulary from television and other media. The differences found in this research 

between the writing produced by children and the texts produced for children show us that 

children’s vocabularies may be sensitive to input other than reading, as the corpus of writing is 

unique in comparison to the corpus of reading in several key ways. These differences demonstrate 

the usefulness of this large, genre-controlled corpus as a source of information about the linguistic 

patterns in children’s writing in one particular context. 

 

5.5 Limitations and Future Work 

Several methodological limitations were encountered during this research. The corpora on Sketch 

Engine cannot be assessed all together, i.e., although one of the benefits of this corpus is its size, the 

entire 440-million-word corpus cannot be analysed at once due to being separated into a separate 

corpus for each year of the competition on Sketch Engine. The raw data cannot be downloaded 

offline, and so this research could only work with Sketch Engine tools, apart from the mini winners’ 

corpus which was created so that some offline lexical analyses could be run. Regarding this mini-

corpus, it was tenuous to use this to approximate a measure of quality. The stories are not assessed 

systematically per se, but are evaluated by hundreds of volunteers using a pre-designed rubric 

assessing characterisation, plot, originality, language, and enjoyment, according to the BBC 500 

Words website.  

 Sketch Engine is a useful piece of corpus analysis software, but is limited in its use, 

presenting fairly decontextualised data. The word sketches and concordance lines presented in this 

chapter are interesting, but it is difficult to say whether these results are valuable for shedding new 
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light on children’s language experience in any way. Perhaps more targeted investigations would be 

more useful, for examining searching for specific phrases, formulaic sequences, specific vocabulary 

items, or grammatical structures. Doing this was not possible within the scope of this thesis, but 

future work could look at using this corpus to answer more specific research questions than were 

designed for this study. 

The age-related analyses suffered from the fact that the ages are collapsed into rather broad 

bands (5–9 and 10–13), when there is actually a lot of vocabulary development that occurs between 

the ages of, for example, 4 to 9. Future research would benefit from more fine-grained analyses of 

age. The corpus was only able to be used via Sketch Engine, and due to privacy restrictions the raw 

data were unable to be provided as desired. The ages are not included on the website of the winners 

of each year, so separation by age was also not possible for the mini-corpus. Thus, we had to work 

within the parameters defined by Oxford University Press, i.e., the age categories of 4—9 and 10—

13. Of note, OUP have changed their age categories for the upcoming 2024 competition, and they 

are now split into 5-7- and 8–11-year-olds to fit more closely to the primary school curriculum, 

according to the FAQs on their website, accessed September 2024.   

Although one of the benefits of this research is that it captures a piece of writing produced 

freely by children, without constraints of time or theme, it is important to remember that these 

examples of writing may not be a “typical” sample for each child as they have been produced under 

special conditions. Children may be trying extra hard to produce creative, sophisticated vocabulary 

in order to write the “best” story. We do not know if the children have been helped or had their 

work influenced by their parents or teachers; in fact, we have to assume that an adult has been 

involved in the process at some point, and even one gentle and well-intentioned suggestion from an 

adult surrounding word choice could impact the results of this work. Spelling errors are another 

limitation. Although adults and parents are encouraged not to alter spelling or grammar unless the 
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meaning is intelligible, as per their official 2020 FAQ (“[Adults] may correct spelling where the 

meaning of the word might otherwise be misconstrued. However, we ask that none of the words 

used are changed. Grammar also has to stay the same. […] Stories are marked on their creative use 

of language, not on correct spelling.”), it is impossible to know whether and how much an adult has 

assisted a child writing a 500 Words story. This echoes the research conducted with schoolteachers 

in Section 4 of this thesis, which found that parental involvement was a key factor in the success of 

children throughout the coronavirus pandemic.  

The OCCW also has a number of factors that limit our interpretations of this corpus. First are 

the natural limitations that arise from necessary data handling procedures i.e., as all the data 

entered into Sketch Engine is anonymised, we do not know where the stories came from or anything 

about the writers apart from the county-level. This means we are not aware of several factors that 

could affect their vocabulary: whether they are L1 or L2 speakers of English, their socioeconomic 

status or parental education levels, etc. We also know nothing about what they’ve learned about 

writing, especially narrative writing, or what language they’ve generally been exposed to. We can 

assume that the majority of participants have been following the English curriculum, but how this is 

delivered varies by school. This is a limitation compared to studies where the subjects usually come 

from the same school, and so vocabulary exposure is more controlled for. However, the size of the 

corpus on Sketch Engine does go some way in tempering these limitations. Furthermore, vocabulary 

exposure cannot really be controlled for at any rate, as children will be exposed to differing amounts 

of language depending on the media they consume and the people they interact with.  

The corpus is probably not representative of children’s writing as a whole; it is, essentially, a 

self-sample of children who either independently chose to submit writing to this corpus or were 

encouraged by their teachers/parents. This competition may also naturally attract children who 

enjoy writing in their spare time and as such employ a more varied vocabulary. Or, inversely, they 
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may not enjoy the task yet were encouraged to submit by an adult in their life. Finally, the corpus is 

not openly accessible and access must be granted by Oxford University Press.  

The OCCW contains data from the last nine years and this investigation found evidence that 

parts of speech frequencies as well as the most common nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs and 

proper nouns have remained relatively stable. However, this evidence is both decontextualised and 

preliminary. A deeper investigation into the uses of particular words, backing up the data that is 

produced tracking language change in the annual Oxford Language Reports, could reveal specific 

changes that have occurred over time and give further answers as to whether and how children’s 

writing in this context has changed over the last nine years.  

This corpus is still a rich source of information that should be more deeply explored and 

future research would benefit from some careful methodological considerations. If the raw data of 

the corpus were available offline, it could be analysed more deeply for measures of lexical 

sophistication and diversity using more fine-grained measures and different tools, such as the ones 

in this study. The winners’ stories would also benefit from a more fine-grained parts of speech 

analysis, as the trends found in this research could be different if each part of speech was analysed 

separately. A final of note is that some children submit texts which cannot be classified as typical 

narrative prose, but rather submit stories formatted as poems, songs, letters, etc. Thus, while this is 

an example of lexical richness research that does control for genre to some extent, removing the 

stories that are not typical examples of narrative writing may have an impact on some of the results. 

 

5.6 Conclusions 

The Oxford Children’s Corpus is a useful resource for studying a large sample of writing by 

children from all ages. This study found that children’s writing overlaps with corpora of texts written 

for children in some areas but shows differences in others. There is less overlap for nouns and 
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adjectives, with some words characterising the children’s writing far more than they occur in any 

other corpora. These words represent children’s interest in the world around them and showcase 

their creative use of the English language; the unique vocabulary employed in their writing suggests 

that portions of their vocabulary are sourced outside of school and reading. In the smaller, bespoke 

winners’ corpus, age-related differences in lexical diversity and sophistication were shown. When 

comparing the corpora on Sketch Engine I found that the older writers used much more complex 

vocabulary. Some examples of this sophisticated and diverse vocabulary were found in the older 

writers’ corpus in Sketch Engine, such as pain, grief, and anxiety. Future work would benefit from 

carrying out more fine-grained analyses of this corpus, especially if the corpus was able to be 

analysed using programmes other than Sketch Engine itself. This is likely one of the largest corpora 

of original, productive, written data from children and thus offers much potential for further 

research into child language development.  
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6. Discussion and Limitations 

Language defines what it means to be human—both literally and figuratively. Through words 

we make meaning of ourselves and the world around us. Across the globe, typically developing 

children always acquire language in a process that is one of the most remarkable feats of the human 

mind. But tracking the development of language is a supremely complex process. How do you begin 

to quantify how much language a person has? Does bigger equal better? These are the core 

questions at the heart of this thesis.  

At this stage it is pertinent to consider the original aims of this project, conceived in 2018–

19. This next paragraph is copied from the abstract of the original research project for which I 

applied, with the remainder of the proposal included in Appendix 3.  

Vocabulary is one of the key predictors of academic success and vocabulary deficits can limit 

a child’s educational development. The ‘word gap’ has been a pervasive issue in vocabulary 

research since the nineties and remains an issue today. However, our understanding of 

these issues is limited by a lack of normative figures for vocabulary growth and development 

in the early years. Currently few vocabulary tests exist that can give an accurate vocabulary 

size for L1 English children, especially for those who are pre-literate, and so the vocabularies 

of younger school-age children are underreported.  

It is true that the idea is pervasive. Section 2.1 demonstrated the extent to which the word 

gap ideology has infiltrated into UK educational policy. It is also true that lack of normative figures 

for vocabulary growth does limit our understanding of these issues. However, it is now apparent 

that the original premise of this thesis was flawed. In the following discussion I will argue that the 

idea of the ‘word gap’ or ‘vocabulary gap’ should be rejected as unfit for purpose. I will discuss how 

this gap is extremely complex to measure. I will argue that the idea of the gap is rooted in 

intersectional issues of poverty, classism, racism, ableism, and capitalism.  
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This chapter first presents a summary of this thesis and discussion of the results and their 

pedagogical implications for teachers and institutions. This chapter then goes on to discuss what 

links all these chapters together: language policy. Limitations and suggestions for future research are 

then summarised. It is in this way that this discussion will contribute to the literature on vocabulary 

development in children speaking English as an L1.    

At the beginning of this thesis, I posed the question ‘how can we measure the vocabularies 

of children in the United Kingdom?’. This question was contextualised within the English national 

curriculum, where vocabulary is posited as a key component of children’s language learning in the 

UK. Each chapter of this thesis is an example of the methods which can be used by researchers to 

investigate children’s vocabulary learning in the UK: directly testing their vocabulary, talking to 

teachers, and analysing their writing. This work highlights the complexity involved in quantifying 

children’s language, and the issues and theories that must be considered before any sort of 

quantification can occur. For example, this thesis shows how important it is to be specific about 

seemingly simple concepts, such as what constitutes a word. It also shows the importance of 

considering research into children’s vocabulary in context. This context is where language is made, 

where language is ‘done’, but often researchers have neglected consideration of this context, 

leading to sweeping claims and generalisations about language use in children.  

This research is firmly contextualised within the United Kingdom, where English teaching 

and learning is largely controlled by the state. Thus, what connects the three chapters in this thesis is 

language policy. It is clear that how children are expected to ‘do’ language is governed by implicit 

and hidden agendas put forward by various groups, institutions, committees, and people. Critical 

discursive approaches to language require the collection and triangulation of different data sources 

to show how language policy does not just happen in statutory documents, but is reproduced 

“across multiple layers of language policy interpretation and appropriation” (Johnson, 2012, p. 119). 
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There are three levels to analysing language policy: 1) the micro-level (e.g., teachers, parents); 2) the 

meso-level (e.g., school management); and 3) the macro-level (e.g., government-produced curricula) 

(Cushing, 2020). These levels interact with each other to design, implement and enact policy in the 

UK. 

It is through “overt and covert mechanisms” that those in authority (for the most part) 

control language spaces, as explained by Elana Shohamy in Language Policy: Hidden agendas and 

new approaches: 

the study of LP [language policy] should not be limited to formal, declared and official 

policies but rather to the study of the powerful mechanisms that are used in most societies 

nowadays to create and perpetuate “de facto” language policies and practices. The 

mechanisms discussed in this book include language education policies, language tests and 

language in the public space; it is through these policy devices that “real” policies are 

created. (Shohamy, 2005, p. xvi) 

This thesis reflects these mechanisms: (1) Chapter 3 uses a language test to evaluate 

vocabulary size; (2) Chapter 4 looks first-hand at how learning changed during the pandemic, how 

language education policies had to change, and considers the role of teachers and parents in 

children’s vocabulary learning; (3) Chapter 5 considers a corpus of writing produced by children 

across the UK written for a public short-story writing competition, one way in which ideas about 

children’s language are brought into the public space.  

Woven throughout this thesis is the underlying assumption that more language means 

better outcomes for students. This is shown by this idea of a large vocabulary gap separating low-

performing and high-performing students, and, as the other side of this coin, the idea that having 

less language (however that is defined) means you are poorer or worse off in some way. Linguistic 

ideologies like the word gap can be harmful, especially in regard to demonising and pathologizing 



 

 

 

 

243 

minoritised and racialised groups and their language practices. How policy interacts with educational 

outcomes and how potentially problematic ideologies are birthed and perpetuated is evident in this 

research. The perpetuation of word gap discourses by respected institutions, such as Oxford 

University Press, and their inclusion in England’s national curriculum, represents how these 

ideologies are made practice. In each chapter of this thesis, ideologies have been revealed 

pertaining to how we can, in the crudest manner, distinguish between “good” and “bad” language 

use by children. We will now consider further how the word gap discourse has been revealed as a 

hidden mechanism of language policy in the research carried out in this thesis.  

Chapter 2 presented the literature review defining and summarising the idea of the word 

gap and presenting key findings in vocabulary testing and vocabulary research in children’s writing. 

Both the development of literacy skills and writing itself in children were explained. Key findings 

from the literature included the following: 

(a) The word gap was first popularised by Hart and Risley (H&R) in 1995; H&R suggested 

that children from lower-income households heard substantially fewer words than their 

higher-income counterparts, and that this was what perpetuated the cycle of poverty 

and led to worse outcomes for these children (Hart & Risley, 1995);  

(b) Critiques (Avineri et al., 2015; Baugh, 2017; Cushing, 2023; Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 

2009; Kuchirko, 2019; P. Nation, 1995; Sperry et al., 2019b; Yandell, 2017) of the 

influential H&R study are becoming increasingly recognised, but still its limitations are 

often not addressed in the literature, in official language policy documents in the UK, in 

publications by institutions, or by politicians; 

(c) These limitations include: only considering caregiver–child interactions; the small 

sample size of six Black welfare families whose linguistic practices were compared 
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against 12 white upper-class families; the underlying raciolinguistic bias and deficit-

based view (i.e., pathologizing the language practices of minorities); 

(d) A near-replication of the original study could not confirm Hart and Risley’s findings 

(Sperry et al., 2019b) and another attempted replication (Gilkerson et al., 2017) found 

that the gap was 4 million words (much smaller than Hart and Risley’s proposed 30 

million);  

(e) The national curriculum for English has been influenced by word gap ideologies 

(conceptualised as children being ‘word-rich’ or ‘word-poor’), suggesting that children 

coming to school with smaller vocabularies will be limited in their academic 

performance (Department for Education, 2014; Oxford University Press, 2018, 2023); 

(f) Explicit descriptions of vocabulary development are important, both as a means of 

clarifying what a vocabulary gap might actually entail and for ensuring it is effectively 

targeted (Durrant & Brenchley, 2019a); 

(g) There are few reports of vocabulary size in school-age children, especially in the UK; the 

methods used to collect vocabulary sizes vary widely, and there are several important 

key considerations when designing vocabulary tests, such as how to define a word and 

where to source words from depending on audience; the extant literature is variable, 

but suggests that children gain on average learn roughly 1,000 word families per year 

after the age of two (Brysbaert et al., 2016; Coxhead et al., 2015; D. Duff & Brydon, 

2020; P. Nation & Anthony, 2016; Schmitt, 2014; Segbers & Schroeder, 2017); 

(h) As children age, measures of lexical diversity and lexical sophistication in their writing 

increase (Durrant & Brenchley, 2019b; Johansson, 2008; Kyle et al., 2020, 2021) and they 

write about different things, with older writers using more abstract vocabulary, for 

example. 
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Chapter 3 presents the results of an investigation into the vocabulary sizes of 40 

schoolchildren in Wales using the Picture Vocabulary Size Test (P. Nation & Anthony, 2016). The 

results showed that vocabulary sizes increased with age, as expected, but that there was a fair 

amount of variation in score, with some younger children achieving scores on par with older 

children. The scores in this sample contradict the larger estimations of vocabulary size growth (e.g., 

1,000 word families per year) from previous research and suggest that children learn around one 

new word a day. The rate of learning slows down as children age, which means that the vocabulary 

learning load may be lower than previous literature has suggested.  

However, because these scores are a decontextualised cross-section in one school, and are 

not linked to any demographic or socioeconomic metadata, it was not possible to draw any 

conclusions about what might separate the children in terms of vocabulary size. The original 

intention was to track development over time, which would have enabled tracking how children’s 

scores changed over time. However, the COVID-19 pandemic meant that working with schools in 

person was made very difficult and so this chapter instead is a first-hand account of the difficulties 

of adapting research to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Chapter 4 presents the adapted programme of research that went on in schools: a set of 

semi-structured interviews with five teachers in the UK, collected post-COVID. These interviews 

provided a rich source of qualitative data. Key themes which emerged from these interviews 

included how teachers had to quickly adapt to changing circumstances, a general sense of anxiety 

and upheaval, increased workload, and the importance of relationships in a school setting. The 

strength and resilience shown by the teachers in these interviews reflects other research showing 

how important it had been during the pandemic to adapt curricula and expectations for students 

(Chapman et al., 2021; Orlov et al., 2020; Rehman & Fatima, 2021). 
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Teachers reported a strong influence of parental involvement on their students’ perceived 

success during the pandemic. The interviewees reported that those with more involved parents 

performed better and had a lower perceived learning loss. These interviews demonstrated that 

teachers did believe in some sort of gap in the learning loss between children in the context of 

adjusting to life and education post-COVID. This gap was mostly observed between children who had 

been supported by their parents during the pandemic and those who did not receive as much help 

at home.  

Measuring the perceived learning loss caused by the pandemic continues to be a topic of 

interest for policymakers, researchers, and educators. Current research suggests that the pandemic 

has led to a substantial learning deficit and that these deficits are particularly large among children 

from low socio-economic backgrounds (Betthäuser et al., 2023). It is interesting to observe how a 

deficit-based discourse emerged as a theme across the interviews, with a distinction made between 

those children who had parental support and those who did not. We can recall the observation of 

one respondent (R1):  

“Some parents haven't done anything at all […] we've got the children who've come on 

massively because the parents have been doing everything and more with them. And then 

we've got children who have literally done nothing. And then it's like starting from the start 

then.” 

This supports prior findings showing that parental involvement can be a key explanatory 

variable in educational success for children (Goodall, 2013; Goodall et al., 2021). This chapter also 

shows examples of barriers to parental involvement as described by prior literature (Hornby & 

Blackwell, 2018). For example, some parents had to continue to work during the pandemic, and 

were not able to be as involved with their children’s education at home. Others were furloughed, 

spending more time at home than usual, and were able to be more involved in their children’s 
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education, reflecting literature reporting that parental involvement increased during the pandemic 

(Parentkind, 2022). Some teachers commented that children who had ‘difficult home lives’ were 

more affected by learning loss in the pandemic. It is not possible to link these statements to income 

disparities, but these findings still have important implications, highlighting the importance of the 

connection between home and school. Furthermore, schools must be aware of barriers to increased 

parental involvement, such as uncertainties about getting involved in their children’s education (due 

to perceived lack of knowledge or understanding) or technological barriers.  

Teachers are a vehicle for ideologies, operating at the ‘meso’-level of language policy 

(Cushing, 2020; Shohamy, 2005). While the ‘word gap’ was not explicitly referred to by the teachers 

interviewed in this study and teachers did not explicitly discuss socioeconomic situation, a similar 

idea emerged framed around general perceived learning loss dependent on parental involvement. 

We must be wary when we interpret these statements, because the teachers are only reporting 

observations they have made, and may not have a full and accurate understanding of the 

environments in the homes of their students. However, it is clear that parents as well as teachers are 

a key mechanism involved in language learning.  

Vocabulary loss has also been specifically linked to the pandemic by educational institutions 

in the UK as well as the wider press. For example, Oxford University Press (2023) have recently put 

out a report on building vocabulary in children which, based on surveys with 503 teachers and 313 

parents, claims that “Almost all of the teachers surveyed agree that pupils with more support for 

vocabulary development at home tend to perform better academically at school” (Oxford University 

Press, 2023, p. 3). This research is explicitly framed against the backdrop of the ‘word gap’ as an 

“ongoing” issue that has been “potentially heightened by the pandemic” (p. 2). The building 

vocabulary documents that states that 
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Over half of teachers report that there has been an increase in the number of children who 

have fallen behind in their vocabulary knowledge compared to previous years. 95% of 

teachers believe that school closures and disruptions during the Covid-19 pandemic 

contributed to a widening vocabulary gap. 

The complex relationship between the governmental, non-governmental institutions, 

educators, and parents affects how children learn language. In this same report, Oxford University 

Press state that parents desire more guidance from schools on vocabulary development and 

summarises some key areas of development for schools. They highlight that there is the potential to 

foster a reciprocal relationship between home and school to improve the vocabularies of children; 

this is a similar sentiment expressed by several of the teachers I interviewed, who explained that 

communication between home and school was a key issue during the pandemic.  

This report uses the series of Oxford Language Reports (Oxford University Press, 2018, 2020) 

discussed in Section 2.1 as background evidence for their research. These reports are, as previously 

discussed, all based on the original Hart and Risley study which is the source of the word gap as a 

concept. These reports have been criticised for being under-researched and under-referenced, 

relying heavily on the original H&R study without considering its critiques (Cushing, 2023). These are 

further examples, then, of how educational institutions are perpetuating the word gap discourse in 

the UK. When these sorts of statements are put forward by influential institutions such as Oxford 

University Press, it can be argued that they are a mechanism “which has (re)normalized word gap 

ideologies in England” (Cushing, 2023, p. 318). This is because, in their regular reports on children’s 

language in the United Kingdom, OUP have made the word gap a key theme, legitimising it in the 

eyes of educators and policymakers, as well as the general public (i.e., through uncritical coverage in 

the UK media (Cushing, 2023, p. 318)).  
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The ‘vocabulary gap’ is a prime example of how under-researched ideologies can capture 

the minds of academics, educators, and policymakers without the required interrogation, and how 

they can be crystallised in policy. I believe that it is important for researchers to question the validity 

of claims put forward regarding the word gap, especially in the United Kingdom, as there is no 

evidence that such a gap exists. The majority of evidence from the UK related to the word gap has 

come from Oxford University Press, and is not corroborated; furthermore, the original study that the 

idea of the word gap arose from has several methodological and theoretical flaws, such as its 

sampling procedures and its lack of acknowledgment for different cultural and language practices. In 

effect, the word gap ideology positions privileged forms of English over others. But paradigms are 

shifting; times are changing. Different language and cultural experiences are not things to be ‘fixed’ 

and there is increasing recognition of the legitimacy of minoritised language practices (Flores & 

Rosa, 2015). Some have claimed that there is no reason to believe in a ‘culture of poverty’ that limits 

the academic and vocational success of poor people (Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 2009). To think so 

ignores the rich language experiences possessed by children of all cultural and linguistic groups. 

These ideologies are also being perpetuated in current research. Especially notable is the 

lack of engagement with critiques or criticisms of the original methods. Throughout the course of 

this thesis, I encountered a number of papers or books which cited the original H&R study seemingly 

as gospel. For example, Seidenberg & Macdonald (2018) open their comprehensive paper on the 

role of statistical learning in language acquisition with the claim: 

Researchers now know that children’s early language experience is more variable than had 

previously been recognized, and that these differences have substantial effects on children’s 

progress in learning to read, findings that have also become widely known to the general 

public. 
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Their evidence for this claim is the Hart and Risley study, apparently supported by the 

“extensive literature linking language experience to socioeconomic status (Hoff, 2003)” (Seidenberg 

& MacDonald, 2018, p. 73). The authors acknowledge some limits in their research, recognising that 

vocabulary assessments may underestimate children’s vocabulary as they only “index children’s 

knowledge of the standard dialect of the language used in school but not their knowledge of another 

dialect or language” (p. 74). They conclude their discussion on the impact of variation with the 

following:  

Impoverished language experience is a source of deficits in vocabulary and other areas, but 

enriching that experience can potentially accelerate learning without heavy dependence on 

instruction. We do not yet know how to do this effectively, though researchers are exploring 

methods that include promoting reading to children, providing training to parents, and 

monitoring rates of child-directed speech, as well as prompts for child-directed conversation 

in public spaces such as grocery stores (Hirsch-Pasek et al., 2015; Ridge, Weisberg, Ilgaz, 

Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2015; Suskind et al., 2016). New approaches that have different or 

broader impacts are likely to emerge from these efforts. 

It is clear, then, that ideas surrounding “impoverishment” in language are still abound. As 

research moves forward in this area, it is important to be mindful of perpetuating linguistic 

discourses which penalise marginalised and underprivileged speakers of English for not living up to 

the white, educated standard of English. Rather than assuming a causal link between vocabulary size 

and socioeconomic status, in either direction, we have to consider vocabulary knowledge and 

development in a wider context of intersectional issues of capitalism, poverty, classism, ableism, and 

racism.  

Educational settings are complex and the factors which affect word learning are difficult, if 

not impossible, to enumerate or control. The multiplicity in education, the tangled web of 
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knowledge and policy which underpins a child’s development, shows how important it is to work 

within the “mess of these multiple, inter-imbricated ways of knowing children, language and literacy 

in classrooms” (Burnett et al., 2020, p. 126). But children are obviously not just affected by what 

they learn in school; Burnett et al. argue that “engaging with the social injustices associated with 

language and literacy in early childhood education requires us to move beyond a perspective that 

starts and stays with children in classrooms” (p.118) because the moment-to-moment unfolding of 

events in classrooms is connected to things happening at other times and places, e.g., school 

development plans, learning objectives. That is to say, language policy does not just happen in 

government boardrooms; policies are reinforced every time a teacher or parent polices nonstandard 

language practices, or when the media report on slipping linguistic ‘standards’. To make problems in 

language (in this case, a ‘limited’ vocabulary) the root cause of social ills is a convenient panacea 

(Cushing, 2023): fix the language, fix the problems. Vocabulary is perhaps the easiest panacea of 

them all. Words are, after all, seen as discrete and easily packaged objects, tangible things that can 

be captured, taught, and counted.  

As research moves forward in this area, it is not enough to rely on claims made thirty years 

ago and which have since been linked to raciolinguistic ideologies. Researchers “must recognise that 

normal, average and able are socially constructed terms that must change” (Nocella II, 2017, p. 161). 

We must also be wary of drawing causal relationships between environment and outcomes, 

especially when genetic confounders are not considered (S. A. Hart et al., 2021). Challenging deficit-

based thinking is key as this field moves forward and is necessary if the field is to replace old 

narratives with new, more helpful, ones (Burnett et al., 2020).  

Chapter 5 is another example of how language policy can manifest in public space. In this 

chapter, an examination of an under-researched corpus of children’s writing, the Oxford Children’s 

Corpus of Writing, is presented. This corpus is made up of short stories written by children aged 5–
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13 in the United Kingdom, submitted to a national competition hosted by BBC Radio 2 and Oxford 

University Press. The corpus is hosted on Sketch Engine. Chapter 5 shows how Sketch Engine can be 

used for large-scale analyses of children’s writing and highlights its limitations in assessing more 

qualitative measures of lexical diversity or sophistication. Cumulatively, across all years, the corpus is 

approximately 500 million words. Only the most recent corpus available at the time of conducting 

this research was used (the 2020 corpus, approximately 50 million words) due to Sketch Engine’s 

limitations. To facilitate more quantitative approaches, a smaller corpus was made using a selection 

of the freely available winners’ stories, which are published online every year. This corpus was 

analysed using the Tool for the Automatic Analysis of Lexical Sophistication (Kyle et al., 2018). 

The results I found support prior research (Chipere et al., 2001; Durrant, 2022b; Durrant & 

Brenchley, 2019b; Johansson, 2008; Kyle et al., 2020; Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013) showing that 

measures of lexical diversity and sophistication in children’s writing samples increase as children get 

older. The results showed that children employ a variety of vocabulary in their narrative writing, 

using more low-frequency nouns (such as dragon or fairy) in comparison to adult corpora, and 

writing about topics close to home, such as their family. Furthermore, children’s writing was 

characterised by an emphasis on action, physical space, and the natural world, similar to the themes 

found in children’s literature compared to adult’s literature (Thompson & Sealey, 2007; Wild et al., 

2013). Children wrote with a strong narrative voice, echoing work on children’s literature (McCallum 

& Stephens, 2011; Stephens, 2005; Wall & Crevecoeur, 2016), and positioned themselves firmly 

within relevant ‘institutions’, e.g., family, friendship, gender, home, race, and religion (Knowles & 

Malmkjær, 2002). Through writing about these institutions, the child authors are able to ‘locate’ the 

reader while representing their own world view.  

Older writers used more complex vocabulary and the shift to more ‘adult’ themes is clearly 

marked when you compare the older writers to the younger writers. Research in the same Oxford 
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Children’s corpus has shown that positive sentiments in children’s writing decrease with age (Dong 

et al., 2024). This was reflected in the findings of the research conducted in this thesis, with older 

writers using words such as suicide, anxiety, depression, grief and murder where younger writers did 

not. Further research could explore how and when these darker themes emerge in children’s 

writing.  

Competitions like the BBC 500 Words are effective ways of encouraging children to be 

creative in their language use, and enable the collection of a large amount of linguistic data. The 

Oxford Children’s Corpus, where the entries to this competition are collated, is an extremely rich 

source of data which hitherto has been relatively unexplored by researchers. One study used it to 

show a tendency for boys to prefer writing about boys, whereas girls were more balanced in their 

choices to write about male or female characters, mirroring adult authors (Hsiao et al., 2021). To my 

understanding, this study used metadata from the corpus pulled from Sketch Engine. A more recent 

study has used the writing portion of the Oxford Children’s Corpus to show that positive sentiments 

in children’s writing decrease with age (Dong et al., 2024).  

Oxford University Press evaluate and report on the words that children use in their corpus 

every year, providing ‘Word of the Year’ reports based on the corpus made up of entries to their 

competition. In their most recent analysis of the stories submitted to the 2023 competition, OUP 

include sections on children’s creative use of metaphor, unusual story openers, and invented words 

(Oxford University Press, 2024). Their reports highlight how children are in touch with current 

affairs, with the most recent report, for example, highlighting a significant increase in mentions of 

conflict (p. 3) due to current affairs (i.e., the Ukraine war and the Israel/Palestine conflict). It is 

encouraging to read these reports and see how children are engaged with creative writing in this 

way. These reports highlight the variety and creativity in children’s vocabularies and my research has 

also shown how children become more adept at using more sophisticated language as they age.  
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However, it is important to note several things about the reports that OUP publish every 

year on the language used in the BBC 500 Words competition. Firstly, OUP compare the most recent 

corpus with the previously available one, reporting year-on-year differences. So, while they report 

significant increases, e.g., an increase of +1914% in the word Gaza from 2020 to 2023, this could 

represent an increase of 1 occurrence in the 2020 corpus to 20 occurrences in the 2023 (with the 

corpus in total having around 100,000 stories). The exact occurrences are not reported. Secondly, it 

is important to highlight that this is counting the number a times a word occurred (in this example, 

Gaza), and these words could all have come from the same story. Thirdly, while findings like this are 

interesting, they are not surprising; to give another example, they report that “use of the word AI in 

stories from 2023 is five times as frequent as in 2020 (+411%)” (p. 7). This makes sense when we 

remember that AI is a relatively recent phenomenon.  

These reports are examples of how ideas about language are brought into the public space 

and perpetuated by institutions in the UK. In this case, the word gap ideology emerges in (a) OUP’s 

annual reports, which position the corpus as a primary source of data on how children use language, 

despite a lack of empirical research into the corpus; and (b) the language used when discussing the 

500 Words Corpus itself. For example, the frequently asked questions section of the 500 Words 

website contains an explanation that the reason the competition is so important is because the 

corpus constructed from the entries to the competition helps researchers understand what language 

children are using and how it is developing over time, to “help leading figures in education improve 

the way English is taught in schools […] and who knows, maybe change lives?” (Figure 6.1). However, 

how the corpus is being used in this manner is not clear, beyond a few empirical publications and 

the reports published by Oxford University Press themselves.  
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Figure 6.1 

Excerpt From BBC 500 Words Website: https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/500-

words/articles/zctk7v4#z3qk239 (accessed 11 June 2024). 

 

Positioning the corpus as an extremely valuable source of information which has the 

potential to influence policy while simultaneously maintaining significant barriers to its use echoes 

prior criticism of how Oxford University Press positions itself in the language policy landscape of the 

UK. For example, Cushing has suggested that the design and marketing of resources to schools with 

the aim to ‘close the gap’ is evidence that OUP are “working to commodify word gap ideologies and 

convert them into economic profit” (Cushing, 2023, p. 318). Commodification of deficit-based 

ideologies in general is common: Burnett et al. (2020) highlight how interventions to close 

attainment gaps reflect a level of high-stakes accountability and marketisation that has long 

“plagued” the English educational system (p. 123). This commodification seems inevitable, but my 

hope is that some of what I have presented in this thesis makes us question whether institutions in 
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the United Kingdom are drawing attention to problems purely so they can then sell the solutions to 

them.  

So far, the corpus has been growing for over a decade, yet there are no publications from 

anyone not significantly connected to Oxford University Press. Lowering barriers to the corpus is 

especially important if it continues to be linked to influential educational policy decisions. Dong’s 

recent study (2024) used one year of the corpus for analyses of .txt files, and this seems to have 

been carried out offline, indicating that perhaps the issues I encountered during this research in 

terms of accessing the corpus offline are being overcome. It is heartening to see some signs of 

moving this corpus in a more open science direction, with both the above authors providing open 

materials and clear description of methods. What I was able to do in this research, limited by Sketch 

Engine’s functions, has only scratched the surface, and there is plenty that could be done with this 

corpus, from more detailed analyses of lexical diversity, density, and sophistication, to investigations 

of children’s use of formulaic sequences (a relatively underexamined phenomenon). With more time 

and resources, even further investigation only using Sketch Engine could yield more findings, 

perhaps through a more fine-grained analysis of differences in word usage by age. Through 

comparison with books, media, or educational materials, it could be possible to identify when and 

how children begin using particular words.  

Of course, in this era of artificial intelligence, there are also arguments to be made for 

protecting a valuable linguistic resource, and I cannot make comments on the legal or other aspects 

of releasing this corpus more widely. The corpus is certainly useful for educators and those who 

develop educational materials, such as Oxford University Press, as it allows them to keep their 

dictionaries and other materials up to date with relevant information for teachers and students 

(Armstrong & Banerji, 2021). Unfortunately, the restrictions placed around this thesis limit its 

potential applications. In my research I encountered barriers to downloading and accessing the 
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corpus offline, despite being given full access to the corpus on Sketch Engine. This meant that I had 

to work around significant limitations, and was in the end limited to using Sketch Engine’s lexical 

analysis features rather than being able to explore the corpus in a bespoke manner. It is my hope 

that the barriers to this corpus will be lowered in the future, so that it can be used by more 

researchers as a source of naturally occurring language data for children in the UK.  

Further recommendations from this work are made complicated by the layers of language 

policing which surround children’s English development in the United Kingdom. This policing comes 

from the people who write the English curriculum and those who uphold it, including teachers in 

their classrooms, and Ofsted, the English school inspectorate. This inspectorate is predominantly 

made up of white, privileged inspectors who can be said to be an arm of government surveillance 

(Cushing & Snell, 2023). With their ‘listening ears’, Ofsted inspectors monitor the language that both 

teachers and students are using in schools, penalising those who step outside of the ‘acceptable’ 

language box. But children’s language is diverse, and should be celebrated for its diversity; teachers 

can be encouraged by the research in this thesis which shows that a wide variability in vocabulary 

knowledge is normal in growing children.  

Researchers must continue to work together to decolonise our field, pushing back against 

deficit-based narratives and ensuring that we do not uncritically accept ideas like the vocabulary gap 

merely because they seem easy to fix or because they emotionally resonate with us. We must be 

wary of using results connecting socioeconomic status with vocabulary size, or vocabulary size with 

academic success, without considering wider intersectional issues. Of course parents struggling to 

make ends meet might talk less to their children; of course children who are not adequately fed 

might not be so interested in improving their vocabularies. This does not mean that poorer parents 

are bringing their children up in linguistically ‘impoverished’ households. 
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Policymakers should be equally mindful. The complexity of literacy, and its interactions with 

social and cultural values, as well as the individual differences that writers from different societies 

bring, mean there is not a one-size-fits-all writing curriculum, because writing develops and changes 

throughout childhood, adolescence, and adulthood (Bazerman et al., 2018). Future curricula must 

address the diversity of students’ needs, abilities, interests, and strengths. Throughout this thesis, 

England’s National Curriculum has been used as an example of how literacy practices are 

implemented in the United Kingdom. Education in the United Kingdom is, however, a devolved 

issue. This means that Wales, Northern Ireland, and Scotland have separate educational policies and 

systems under separate governments. In April 2021, the Welsh government passed the Curriculum 

and Assessment (Wales) Act (2021), establishing a new framework for the curriculum for pupils in 

Wales. This new Curriculum for Wales, which is being gradually phased in at the time of writing, 

represents a significant departure from the much more prescriptive guidance of the national 

curriculum in England. Control of curriculum and assessment design and implementation is given 

back to schools, with head teachers responsible for designing and implementing the curriculum in 

their school. The new Welsh Curriculum promotes language and literacy as a tool that can help 

students become informed, global citizens, and that acknowledges that children progress at 

different rates (Welsh Government, 2020). Literacy is enshrined as a “mandatory cross-curricular 

skill” in the Literacy and Numeracy Framework. Multilingualism is emphasised alongside the 

importance of valuing all languages and cultures.  

It is not yet clear what impact this new curriculum will have on literacy education in Wales, 

but its implementation heralds a potential new curriculum for England, too, to be implemented by 

the new Labour government. If so, it is imperative that the curriculum designers are made aware of 

long-standing raciolinguistic ideologies so they can effectively decolonise the curriculum, exposing 
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ways in which white privilege exerts its invisible power (Arday et al., 2021; Begum & Saini, 2019; 

Moncreieffe et al., 2020). 
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7. Conclusions 

Vocabulary knowledge is a multifaceted and complex aspect of a child’s linguistic 

development, and quantifying it is difficult; vocabulary growth is dynamic, reliant on a myriad of 

internal and external factors. Through a comprehensive examination of empirical studies framed 

against the backdrop of language educational policy and ideologies in the United Kingdom, I have 

presented several ways in which the vocabulary knowledge of children can be measured. I have 

shown that children in the United Kingdom demonstrate remarkable variety in their vocabulary use, 

as well as resilience in the face of adversity (i.e., the COVID-19 pandemic).  

Though this thesis did not answer the original question it set out to investigate, it makes 

several contributions to the field of applied linguistics. Distinct methodologies for investigating 

vocabulary in L1 English-speaking children have been employed in this research, and their strengths 

and weaknesses discussed. Quantitative methods, such as vocabulary testing and quantitative 

corpus linguistic approaches, can provide information on the words children know and use. Here, I 

was able to highlight the diversity of vocabulary known and employed by children in the UK. 

Qualitative approaches, such as interviews, provide the context for how children learn words. My 

interviews captured a unique context: how teachers in the UK adapted to the impact of COVID-19 

pandemic and its subsequent school closures. These interviews exemplified the commitment and 

resilience that teachers show, and also highlighted how important the connection between home 

and school is. Furthermore, the interviewees all discussed how children with more external support 

at home seemed to fare better during the pandemic.  

The overarching contribution of this thesis is its investigation into the word gap. Building on 

a body of literature which is increasingly critical of the vocabulary gap, the reflections on the 

methodological implications of investigating the word gap in this thesis encourage a more nuanced 

view of the concept. My intention with this work is not to denounce prior research or interventions, 
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but to ask laypeople, policymakers, and researchers to examine their preconceived notions 

regarding the vocabulary gap. In trying to research the gap, it was made apparent just how complex 

it is to make claims about children’s language development, and the potential impact such claims 

from researchers can have on educational policymaking across the globe. Examining naturalistic 

linguistic environments is methodologically complicated by issues of race, class, culture, and 

economics. As work in this area moves forward, it is important for researchers in early language 

acquisition to be cognizant of the critiques of the word gap literature to avoid perpetuating deficit-

based perspectives. 

It is my view that the field of applied linguistics needs to ensure that programmes are built 

on sound developmental principles which also respect the linguistic practices of different 

communities (Kuchirko, 2019, p. 356). We can hold ourselves to higher standards to justify 

interventions; we must be more careful about why we are designing these interventions and how 

we are justifying them. I hope that this work can bring awareness to this issue and encourage others 

to question the validity of some longstanding beliefs in linguistics. As research in this field continues 

to evolve, it is essential to consider the diverse contexts in which children learn, use, and ‘do’ 

language to ensure that we set all children up to acquire the vocabulary that they require to meet 

their needs.  
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9. Appendices 

9.1 Appendix 1. Picture Vocabulary Size Test Set #1 

Appendix 1. PVST Test Set 1 

101011 Behind: He's behind the car. 

101021 By: He's by the car. 

101031 Thirteen: Thirteen. 

101041 House: This is my house. 

101051 Wild: It's wild. 

101061 Animal: It's an animal. 

101071 Table: It's a table. 

101081 Grass: It's grass. 

102091 Message: It's a message. 

102101 Attack: It's an attack. 

102111 Lake: It's a lake. 

102121 Afraid: It's afraid. 

102131 Breath: He takes a breath. 
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102141 Believe: He believes me. 

102151 Cream: Some cream. 

102161 Beneath: You can see from beneath. 

103171 Whip: It's a whip. 

103181 Handkerchief: It's a handkerchief. 

103191 Check: It was checked. 

103201 Beast: It's a beast. 

103211 Knowledge: He has a lot of knowledge. 

103221 Earn: He earned it. 

103231 Mail: He has some mail. 

103241 Frame: He has a frame. 

104251 Tour: He's on a tour. 

104261 Video: He has a video. 

104271 Various: He has various things. 

104281 Penalty: He has a penalty. 

104291 Hobby: It is a hobby. 

104301 Hotel: This is a good hotel. 

104311 Tape: This is a tape. 

104321 Electric: This is electric. 

105331 Beef: This is beef. 

105341 Gear: This is my gear. 

105351 Liquid: This is a liquid. 

105361 Award: This is an award. 

105371 Independent: He is doing it independently. 
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105381 Investigate: It's investigating. 

105391 Display: He can see the display. 

105401 Adopt: He is adopted. 

106411 Flock: It's a flock. 

106421 Calf: It's a calf. 

106431 Laundry: It's the laundry. 

106441 Function: It's not functioning. 

106451 Confirm: She confirmed it. 

106461 Object: She objected. 

106471 Alert: She's very alert. 

106481 Horizon: She saw the horizon. 

107491 Bully: He is being a bully. 

107501 Signature: He is making his signature. 

107511 Rotate: He is rotating it. 

107521 Thrust: He's making a thrust. 

107531 Cafeteria: This is a cafeteria. 

107541 Cushion: This is a cushion. 

107551 Chap: This is a good chap. 

107561 Limb: This is a limb. 

108571 Grasshopper: It's a grasshopper. 

108581 Quaint: It's quaint. 

108591 Compass: It's a compass. 

108601 Savage: It's savage. 

108611 Expedition: It's an expedition. 
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108621 Shabby: He is shabby. 

108631 Chant: He's chanting. 

108641 Kite: He's got a kite. 

109651 Portable: It's portable. 

109661 Lunar: It's lunar. 

109671 Slick: There's a slick. 

109681 Fatal: It's fatal. 

109691 Sloppy: It' s sloppy. 

109701 Merit: It has merit. 

109711 Scandal: It was a scandal. 

109721 Thistle: It's a thistle. 

110731 Spa: This is a spa. 

110741 Pulley: This is a pulley. 

110751 Canary: This is a canary. 

110761 Jig: This is a jig 

110771 Reap: He is reaping. 

110781 Rinse: He is rinsing. 

110791 Trample: He is being trampled. 

110801 Enhance: He is enhancing it. 

111811 Crimson: It's crimson. 

111821 Smudge: It's smudged. 

111831 Sleet: It's sleet. 

111841 Gospel: It's the gospel. 

111851 Souvenir: It is a souvenir. 
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111861 Obnoxious: It's obnoxious. 

111871 Anguish: Full of anguish. 

111881 Sag: It is sagging. 

112891 Brachiosaur: A brachiosaur. 

112901 Disillusioned: Disillusioned. 

112911 Goalie: A goalie. 

112921 Licorice: Licorice. 

112931 Pansy: It's a pansy. 

112941 Sardine: It's a sardine. 

112951 Volley: It's a volley. 

112961 Stupendous: It's stupendous. 
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9.2 Appendix 2. Picture Vocabulary Size Test Set #2  

201011 Along: Along there. 

201021 Short: It's short. 

201031 Near: It's near. 

201041 Many: Many. 

201051 Come: She's coming. 

201061 Read: She's reading. 

201071 Reach: She's reaching. 

201081 Quiet: She's quiet. 

202091 Roof: It's a roof. 

202101 Telephone: It's a telephone. 

202111 Shell: It's a shell. 
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202121 Mud: It's mud. 

202131 Sort: She's sorting. 

202141 Agree: She agreed. 

202151 West: She went west. 

202161 Tiny: It's tiny. 

203171 Occasion: This is an occasion. 

203181 Couple: This is a couple. 

203191 Knight: This is a knight. 

203201 Nest: This is a nest. 

203211 Treat: It's a treat. 

203221 Direct: She's directing them. 

203231 Perch: It's perching. 

203241 Waste: It's waste. 

204251 Threat: There's a threat 

204261 Detail: There's detail. 

204271 Individual: This is an individual. 

204281 Reunion: There's a reunion. 

204291 Nope: Nope. 

204301 Shame: He felt shame. 

204311 Grade: He got a grade. 

204321 Credit: He has credit. 

205331 Weigh: He's weighing it. 

205341 Crisp: It's crisp. 

205351 Promote: He was promoted. 
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205361 Awkward: He's awkward. 

205371 Carol: A carol. 

205381 Method: A method. 

205391 Gang: A gang. 

205401 Fort: A fort. 

206411 Sticky: It's sticky. 

206421 Assault: It's an assault. 

206431 Choir: She's in a choir. 

206441 Vow: She's making a vow. 

206451 Reflection: It's a reflection. 

206461 Chore: This is a chore. 

206471 Intelligent: It's highly intelligent. 

206481 Loaf: This is a loaf. 

207491 Caravan: It's a caravan. 

207501 Feast: It's a feast. 

207511 Sponge: It's a sponge. 

207521 Tissue: It's a tissue. 

207531 Mend: He is mending it. 

207541 Greet: He's greeting them. 

207551 Subscribe: He's subscribing to it. 

207561 Triangle: He's making a triangle. 

208571 Lark: It's a lark. 

208581 Moose: It's a moose. 

208591 Moron: It's a moron. 



 

 

 

 

305 

208601 Bandage: It's a bandage. 

208611 Batter: It's battered. 

208621 Magnificent: It's magnificent. 

208631 Topple: It's toppling. 

208641 Crouch: It's crouching. 

209651 Conquest: It's a conquest. 

209661 Blouse: It's a blouse. 

209671 Jug: It's a jug. 

209681 Impulse: It's an impulse. 

209691 Longitude: It shows longitude. 

209701 Enthusiasm: It shows enthusiasm. 

209711 Flit: It's flitting. 

209721 Coordinate: It's being coordinated. 

210731 Drought: There's a drought. 

210741 Agenda: There's an agenda. 

210751 Outcome: This is the outcome. 

210761 Mascot: This is the mascot. 

210771 Exterior: It's the exterior. 

210781 Opponent: It's an opponent. 

210791 Substantial: It's substantial. 

210801 Hyacinth: It's a hyacinth. 

211811 Cicada: It's a cicada. 

211821 Mystical: It's mystical. 

211831 Margin: It's the margin. 
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211841 Fluke: It's a fluke. 

211851 Recite: She's reciting. 

211861 Tactful: She's tactful. 

211871 Ambitious: She's ambitious. 

211881 Lull: She's lulling it. 

212891 Banjo: It's a banjo. 

212901 Mite: It's a mite. 

212911 Pterodactyl: It's a pterodactyl. 

212921 Snowdrop: It's a snowdrop. 

212931 Clank: There's clanking. 

212941 Ferocious: It's ferocious. 

212951 Icing: It's icing. 

212961 Togs: Someone's togs. 

Return to location 

9.3 Appendix 3. Original Project Summary 

Vocabulary is one of the key predictors of academic success and vocabulary deficits can limit 

a child’s educational development. The ‘word gap’ has been a pervasive issue in vocabulary research 

since the nineties and remains an issue today. However, our understanding of these issues is limited 

by a lack of normative figures for vocabulary growth and development in the early years. Currently 

few vocabulary tests exist that can give an accurate vocabulary size for L1 English children, especially 

for those who are pre-literate and so the vocabularies of younger school-age children are 

underreported.  

This research seeks to answer the following principal questions: 
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i) How much vocabulary and which vocabulary is learned each year from three years’ old 

up to the age of eleven? 

ii) Is there evidence from OUP’s Learner Corpus, which contains data over 20 years, that 

vocabulary knowledge is diminishing? 

iii) How is the lexical acquisition observed in this project best explained through theories 

and models of lexical acquisition in young learners? 

These questions will be addressed through several experiments. The vocabulary size of a 

number of school-age children will be measured using a receptive vocabulary measure based on 

and/or adapted from prior vocabulary tests such as X-Lex, Pic-Lex, the BPVS, etc. The test will have 

to be sensitive enough to measure the variation in scores which underlies variation in educational 

performance, and also identify lexical items that distinguish high performing learners from low 

performing learners. Repeated experiments on vocabulary will be carried out in an effort to 

investigate longitudinally how the lexicon develops in school-age children.  

The second stage of this research project will be to use Oxford University Press’ corpus of 

child English to examine whether lexical knowledge has diminished over the last 20 years. Changes 

in lexical sophistication will be examined and if the number and range of words used by children is 

diminishing over time then this will support the hypothesis that overall vocabulary knowledge is also 

diminishing. This data will be contextualised in the literature regarding the theories and models of 

lexical acquisition in children.  

 

 

 




