
Ready to Read:
Closing the gap in early language 
skills so that every child in Wales 
can read well.

Policy briefing PaPer

being able to read well is vital for a child’s prospects at school and in life. yet one in four children growing 
up in poverty in Wales leaves primary school unable to read well, and this gap begins in the early years. This 
helps explain the persistent educational gap in Wales that, each year, prevents thousands of our poorest 
children fulfilling their potential.

Making sure every child leaves primary school able to read well is a critical part of efforts to address 
educational inequality. every child deserves an equal chance to succeed, regardless of their background. This 
is why the read on. get on. campaign coalition has set the goal of every child in Wales being able to read 
well by the time they are 11 by 2025.

Three PrioriTies for governMenT 

it is vital that, as a nation, we do more to ensure that children develop strong language skills by the time 
they start school. The impact on the learning and life chances of children at risk of falling behind, and on 
educational inequality in Wales, is likely to be significant. 

our focus is on what more can be done to support children living in poverty, because they face the biggest 
risk of falling behind in early language and are less likely to catch up. but achieving our campaign goals will 
require help for every child who needs it, regardless of their background. This will require a mix of universal 
services that support all children, and extra support for those who face the biggest risk of falling behind. 

We know this is not something government policies and programmes alone can fix. The read on. get on. 
campaign is working with a wide range of partners to develop a major behavioural change campaign which 
aims to empower parents to understand what they can do.



We have identified three priority areas for the 
Welsh government to consider, designed to help 
parents and professionals do even more to support 
the youngest children, especially those living in 
poverty: 

1. invesTing furTher in The qualiTy of 
The early educaTion Workforce

a) ensure staff and parents in all early years  
 settings have access to at least one member  
 of staff with a graduate level qualification,  
 with expertise in early language  
 development, by 2020. 

b) adopt a robust, systematic and consistent 
 approach to assessing the demand for  
 Welsh-medium and bilingual early years  
 provision. This information should be used  
 to ensure a sufficient supply of provision to  
 meet parental demand. This systematic  
 approach should include assessing whether  
 there are sufficient numbers of staff with the  
 requisite Welsh language skills to meet the  
 needs of families.  

2. sTrengThening suPPorT for ParenTs 

a) ensure staff have the necessary skills to  
 support parents with their children’s early  
 language development, particularly those  
 parents living in poverty. This can be 
 achieved through establishing a continuous 
 Professional development (cPd) framework 
 for the early years and childcare workforce 
 which includes core elements covering early 
 language development and supporting  
 parents. 

b) assess how many children are living in  
 poverty but outside flying start areas. Then  
 commit to actions to ensure these children  
 are able to access the quality support  
 they need for good speech and early  
 language development. 

3. sTrong and aMbiTious leadershiP for 
children

a) appoint a children’s Minister to provide  
 strong leadership and ensure all children in  
 Wales are able to reach their full potential.

PoverTy and young children’s 
language skills 

learning to read well starts early in a child’s life, 
and good early language skills are the vital stepping 
stone. if children do not learn to understand words, 
speak, and listen from an early age, they will struggle 
to learn to read well when they start school. The 
read on. get on. campaign has therefore set an 
interim goal that every child in Wales has good 
language skills by the time they start school. in 
Wales, we expect to be able to measure children’s 
language skills at age four to five on entry to the 
foundation phase from september 2015. 

evidence presented in the ready to read report 
explains why children’s early language skills are so 
important for learning to read. We also show that 
children living in poverty are at the greatest risk of 
falling behind. The evidence shows that without an 
increased commitment to children’s early language 
development, particularly for the poorest children, 
we will never achieve our goal of all children leaving 
primary school being able to read well. boosting 
children’s early language skills is critical to narrowing 
the attainment gap and improving the life chances of 
our poorest children. 

Wales has an ambitious and welcome goal for its 
children: to have a flying start in life. There is broad 
political support for acting early to tackle the root 
causes of social and educational disadvantage, before 
they have a dramatic effect on children’s life chances. 
Progress is being made through concrete action 
and investment, but not quickly enough. significant 
challenges remain. an increased focus on early 
language skills that reaches all children, particularly 
those in poverty, is needed. 

by the age of five, most children should be able to 
speak in full sentences and use most of the everyday 
words adults use. They should be asking lots of 
‘why?’ questions to understand the world around 
them. They should be able to talk confidently about 
the past and the future. a minority of children have 
a disability or impairment that means they will never 
develop the language skills expected for their age, 
however most children can get there with the right 
support. 

yet in Wales, there remains a stubborn gap in 
language skills between poorer children and their 
better-off peers. our new analysis of Millennium 



cohort data (Mcs) for Wales shows that children 
who live in persistent poverty are twice as likely to 
score below average for language development at 
age five.

Why early language 
develoPMenT crucial in 
learning To read.

children’s language ability affects their learning 
to read in a variety of ways. children who have 
‘phonological’ difficulties (difficulties recognising 
the sounds of words) can struggle to ‘decode’ and 
understand printed words (catts 1989).  young 
children who experience difficulties understanding 
the ways that sentences are structured, the meaning 
of words or the social use of language have also 
been shown to have difficulties with reading (nation 
& snowling 1998). new research commissioned 
by the read on. get on. campaign from the ucl 
institute of education shows the extent to which 
children’s early language skills affect their later ability 
to read and the impact that poverty has on their 
development. 

new analysis of Welsh Mcs data demonstrates 
the crucial role of early language skills in a child’s 
ability to learn to read, particularly for our poorest 
children: 

• a child with weak language skills at the age  
 of five is much less likely to be a strong  
 reader at the age of 11 than a five-year-old  
 with strong language skills 

• good early language skills are even more  
 important for children growing up in  
 poverty. a child who has experienced  
 poverty persistently and has below average  
 language skills scores 35% less on reading  
 tests at age seven and 22% less on  
 comprehension tests at age 11 than a child  
 who has never experienced poverty and has  
 above average language skills.

figure 1 five-year-old children in Wales beloW The average vocabulary level, by 
exPerience of PoverTy  

source: Millennium cohort study 



WhaT influences young 
children’s language 
develoPMenT

children’s genetic inheritance and innate ability have 
a role in influencing how their early language skills 
develop. but beyond these initial endowments, we 
have identified four sets of factors which interact 
with each other to help shape young children’s 
language skills by age five: 

1. Language skills at age three: children’s 
 language skills in the first few years of life  
 have a massive impact on their language skills  
 by the age of five. This demonstrates  
 the importance of early action to support  
 young children’s language development 
 from birth. 

2. What parents do: the bond between 
 parent and child, and the way parents use  
 language at home, are crucial. Parents also  
 have a vital role in creating early learning  
 opportunities, like sharing stories, singing  
 rhymes, or playing word games. 

3. Poverty: poverty can leave parents feeling 
 stressed, worried or lacking in confidence,  

 which can make it harder for them to create  
 lots of early learning opportunities. More  
 support and information for parents are key.  
 Particularly in the context of stubbornly high  
 child poverty rates in Wales. 

4. Early learning and childcare: high-quality 
 early learning and childcare can be a major  
 benefit, especially for older pre-school  
 children and for those living in poverty. early  
 years education has the biggest impact on  
 language skills when it is led by a trained  
 teacher or early years graduate. 

WhaT suPPorT do children and 
faMilies currenTly receive? 

falling behind so early in life has profound 
consequences for a child’s ability to get on at school. 
This disadvantage can extend far into adulthood.  
acting early and supporting parents to engage 
with their children’s early learning are key to 
boosting young children’s language skills and tackling 
entrenched underachievement in reading. a range of 
services are available to support families in Wales.

figure 2 TransiTions in abiliTy beTWeen five and seven: PercenTage of children 
WiTh beloW average reading scores aT age seven by vocabulary score aT age five 
and exPerience of PoverTy in Wales   

source: Millennium cohort study 



in this report we consider in particular the role 
of health visitors, speech and language therapists, 
integrated children’s centres, flying start, early 
education, libraries and families first. The service 
landscape for parents to access support for their 
children’s early language development is broad, and 
in places diffuse. a significant challenge remains to 
join up the efforts of all partners and ensure the 
children and parents who need additional early 
language support are able to access it. 

for further information on our calls or to find out 
more about our work please contact:

rhea stevens, senior Policy advocacy and 
campaigns Manager - Wales

r.stevens@savethechildren.org.uk

0203 763 1187

Savethechildren.org.uk

twitter @savechildrencym


