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Abstract 

Despite years of literacy learning, a group of students continue to struggle with reading in 

their final year at primary school. Many of these students show adequate decoding skills 

but perform poorly on comprehension tasks. This study reports on the results of a study 

into the linguistic skills and cognitive processes of a group of thirty one poor 

comprehenders and twelve proficient comprehenders in Year 8. An analysis of the poor 

comprehender group found issues with some foundation language skills persist beyond the 

junior levels of primary school. Syntactic and morphological awareness were found to be 

less developed in the poor comprehender group when compared with their more skilled 

peers, while phonological knowledge was not implicated in reading difficulties. The poor 

comprehenders were also asked to retrospectively consider their incorrect question 

responses on the Progressive Achievement Test of Comprehension (PATC) in an effort to 

understand the reasons behind their choices and further find where breakdowns in 

comprehension were occurring. The PATC is widely used in New Zealand primary schools 

and measures silent reading comprehension using a multiple choice format. Tests 

conducted silently do not allow the processes of comprehension to be revealed, rather 

they can only tell us if understanding was successful of not. The results of this retrospective 

analysis highlighted several key areas of difficulty in the poor comprehender group 

including inferencing, vocabulary knowledge and the use of prior knowledge. Additionally, 

the use of poor test-taking strategies was highlighted. These included students using a key 

word matching ‘search and destroy’ technique to find answers, and employing timesaving 

measures to avoid a complete reading of the text. Finally an analysis of the questions in the 

PATC was undertaken to find if certain types proved more challenging for students. Results 

showed individual questions proved difficult to answer due to their high cognitive 

demands, but no question type was more difficult to answer. The study indicates the need 

for assessments to reflect the cognitive aspects of reading comprehension and to include 

foundation skills until the Year 8 level. In addition to teaching comprehension strategies 

and vocabulary, teachers need to focus on improving the test-taking skills of students. 

 

 

  



 

iii 
 

 

Acknowledgements 

Many people have contributed to the development and completion of this thesis. First and 

foremost I thank my family and friends who offered encouragement and support. Thanks to 

you all but especially to Kath and Clare for the ‘walk and talks’, my mother, Lee and Cath 

my sisters, for their timely and practical advice, but especially to John, Amy and Thomas. 

Thank you for your love and support. 

Thank you to my supervisors, Keith Greaney and Alison Arrow for their guidance through 

the duration of this study. You have been patient, encouraging and tactful and I am grateful 

for your generous assistance. 

I would also like to acknowledge the staff of the Intermediate school where this study took 

place. It was a privilege to work with a team who are passionate about teaching and 

learning at the Intermediate level.  

  



 

iv 
 

Table of Contents 

Chapter 1 .................................................................................................................................. 1 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................. 1 

1.1 Key Terms and Definitions ............................................................................................. 3 

1.2 Overview ........................................................................................................................ 3 

Chapter 2  Literature Review ................................................................................................... 5 

2.1 Theory ............................................................................................................................ 5 

2.1.1 The Simple View of Reading .................................................................................... 5 

2.1.2 Southwest Educational Development Laboratory (SEDL) Framework ................... 6 

2.1.3 Reading comprehension development ................................................................... 7 

2.1.4 Theories of reading comprehension ....................................................................... 8 

2.2 The Path to Skilled Reading.......................................................................................... 10 

2.3 Text Factors that Influence Comprehension ................................................................ 13 

2.3.1 Foundation skills ................................................................................................... 14 

2.3.2 Text level ............................................................................................................... 16 

2.3.3 Text Factors Summary and Implications ............................................................... 21 

2.4 Assessment Factors ...................................................................................................... 21 

2.4.1 Effect of question types ........................................................................................ 21 

2.4.2 Test-taking strategies ............................................................................................ 23 

2.5 Revealing the Process of Comprehension ................................................................... 23 

2.6 Summary ...................................................................................................................... 26 

2.7 Research Questions ..................................................................................................... 27 

Chapter 3 Method .................................................................................................................. 28 

3.1 Mixed Method Design .................................................................................................. 28 

3.2 Research Setting .......................................................................................................... 29 

3.3 Participants and Sampling ............................................................................................ 29 

3.4 Materials ...................................................................................................................... 30 

3.4.1 Vocabulary ............................................................................................................ 30 

3.4.2 Morphological awareness ..................................................................................... 31 

3.4.3 Syntactic awareness .............................................................................................. 31 

3.4.4 Phonological knowledge ....................................................................................... 31 

3.4.5 Progressive Achievement Test Reading Comprehension (PATC) .......................... 31 

Chapter 4 Results ................................................................................................................... 36 

4.1 Foundation Language Skills .......................................................................................... 36 

4.2 PATC Retrospective Interview ...................................................................................... 38 



 

v 
 

4.2.1 Reading Strategies ................................................................................................ 39 

4.2.2 Assessment Strategies .......................................................................................... 45 

4.3 Summary ...................................................................................................................... 49 

Chapter 5 Discussion .............................................................................................................. 50 

5.1 Foundation language skills ........................................................................................... 50 

5.2 Reading comprehension .............................................................................................. 52 

5.3 Assessment .................................................................................................................. 56 

5.5 Implications .................................................................................................................. 58 

5.6 Limitations .................................................................................................................... 61 

Chapter 6 Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 62 

References ............................................................................................................................. 64 

Appendices ............................................................................................................................. 74 

Appendix 1 Retrospective Interview Format ..................................................................... 74 

Appendix 2 Interview on Strategy Use and Knowledge ..................................................... 75 

Appendix 3 Summary of Students’ PATC Test 5 ................................................................ 76 

Appendix 4 Errors Made at Each PATC Question............................................................... 77 

       

  



 

vi 
 

Tables 

Table 1 Participant Summary ................................................................................................. 30 
Table 2 Summary of PATC Texts ............................................................................................ 33 
Table 3 Performance of Proficient and Poor Comprehenders .............................................. 37 
Table 4 Correlations of Morphological Awareness, Syntactic Awareness and Reading 
Comprehension ...................................................................................................................... 38 
Table 5 Summary of Reasons for PATC Errors ....................................................................... 39 
Table 6 Poor Comprehender Group - Unprompted Strategies .............................................. 44 
Table 7 Poor Comprehender Group - Prompted Strategies .................................................. 44 
Table 8 Error Analysis Using QAR ........................................................................................... 47 
Table 9 PATC Response Style ................................................................................................. 48 
 

Figures 

Figure 1 The SEDL Framework (Wren, 2000) ........................................................................... 6 
Figure 2 The Increasing Specialisation of Literacy Development (Shanahan & Shanahan 
2008) ........................................................................................................................................ 7 
Figure 3 QAR Framework (Raphael & Au, 2005) .................................................................... 22 
Figure 4 Convergent Parallel Mixed Method (Creswell, 2014) .............................................. 28 
 

 

  




