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Workshop One: Breaking the Code
 Introduction to Better Start Literacy Approach 

 What Better Start Literacy Approach looks like in class

 New Ready to Read Phonics Plus readers

 Supporting the approach at home

Workshop Outline



Lead Researchers : Professors Gail Gillon & Brigid McNeill
Child Well-being Research Institute, University of Canterbury

Professor Gillon Professor McNeill

Better Start 
Literacy Approach:



Early reading success is a powerful 
predictor of later reading success 
and educational achievement



Research about the Better Start Literacy 
Approach has been  published in leading 

international journals
Recent examples

Gillon, G. T., McNeill, B. C., Scott, A., Denston, A., Wilson, L., Carson, K., & 
Macfarlane, A. H. (2019). A better start to literacy learning: findings from a teacher-
implemented intervention in children’s first year at school. Reading and Writing, 
32(8), 1989-2012.

Gillon, G.; McNeill, B.; Denston, A.; Scott; A. & Macfarlane, A. (2020) Evidence-Based 
Class Literacy Instruction for Children With Speech and Language Difficulties. Topics 
in Language Disorders, 40(4), 357-374.

Visit the website for more information
https://www.betterstartapproach.com/

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11145-018-9933-7
https://journals.lww.com/topicsinlanguagedisorders/Fulltext/2020/10000/Evidence_Based_Class_Literacy_Instruction_for.7.aspx


Other Positive Influencing Factors
• Parents are good reading role models
• Good access to quality children’s books (home, library, school)
• Strong foundational early reading skills
• Good readers are healthy: not hungry or tired

• Well resourced and safe schools
• Students have a strong sense of belonging at school - they are strong 

in their cultural identity
• Well qualified teachers - quality Professional Learning 

and Development



Better Start Literacy Approach in Class

• Building vocabulary and oral language skills using quality 
stories

• Fun phonological awareness and letter game activities
• Transferring new skills to reading and spelling
• Small group reading using Ready to Ready Phonics Plus 
• Teachers regularly monitoring children’s progress

A systematic approach



Phonological Awareness 
(hearing and working with sounds in spoken language)

Practise segmenting and blending sounds together to make words. 
You could say “Let’s clap out the sounds (phonemes)  together in each 
word I say”.

tap t-a-p:  (3 sounds)
Dad D-a-d  (3 sounds)
pats p-a-t-s (4 sounds)

Help children find each word you segment and blend on the page.
Think of all the words you can that start with a /t/ sound, and an /m/ 
sound. Find objects in the room that start with a t or m sound.



Unique sounds that can be combined in 
different ways to create meaningful 
difference /b/ /p/ and /m/ are phonemes 
in English They create meaningful 
difference when they occupy the same 
space in a word 
For Example: Bat, pat and mat are all 
words with different meanings, though 
they only have one phoneme different

The initial phoneme is the first 
sound we hear in a word.

e.g.  flower  f

What is a Phoneme? What is an initial phoneme?

What is a grapheme?

The individual letters or groups of 
letters that represent the individual 
speech sounds are called graphemes.

e.g.  frog  f



A digraph is two letters that 
combine together to correspond 
to one sound (phoneme). 

Examples of consonant digraphs are 
'ch, sh, th, ng’. 

Examples of vowel digraphs are 'ea, 
oa, oe, ie, ue, ar, er, ir, or, ur '.

There are five vowels in English 

a, e, i, o, u 

These five vowels make up 20 
phonemes (short, long, diphthongs)

What is a digraph? Vowels

All the other letters of the alphabet 
that are not vowels

Consonants

e.g.  sheep    sh - ee - p



Some words are simple: 
one letter = one sound

e.g.  cat    c - a - t

e.g.  frog    f - r - o - g

Other words are trickier

e.g.  croak   c - r - oa - k 

e.g.  chick   ch - i - ck

e.g.  slide  s - l - i - de 

Phoneme Segmentation and Blending



Phoneme manipulation is simply changing individual 
phonemes (sounds) in a word.  We look carefully at the 

beginning, middle and end of words.

Phoneme Manipulation

h - a - t

b - a - t

b - i - t

b - i - g



Decoding is the process of reading words in text. When a child reads the words 
'The ball is big,' for example, it is necessary to understand what the letters are, 
the sounds made by each letter and how they blend together to create words.

Encoding is the process of using letter/sound knowledge to write.

Decoding and Encoding



Try: Phoneme segmentation

How many sounds are in stop?

A 2
B 3
C 4
D not sure



Structure of a lesson?
1. Vocabulary Development with Book

2. Phonological Awareness (PA) Skill Building
1. Phoneme identity

Game
2. Segmenting and Blending: 

Game
3. Sound manipulation: 

Game

3. Link to Reading and Writing

4. Small Group Reading Instruction



New: Ready to Ready Phonics Plus series
Editors: Alison Arrow, Gail Gillon, Brigid McNeill & Amy Scott

University of Canterbury 



This book focuses on 
t p m n a 

sounds in short words.



Most words are made 
up of target sounds 
- Nat, mat, tap.

Help your child sound out a word and then 
blend it together
“N-a-t = Nat taps on a ----m-a-t = mat.”
Let’s re-read the sentence together. 
“Nat taps on a mat.”



How Can You Help At Home?

Whānau Engagement: Early reading  experiences matter! (PIRLS study 2016)

Students whose parents reported 
often spending time with them  
on early reading related activities  
did significantly better in reading 
at 10 years of age.

http://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCO6egc-6g8YCFcSvpgodYFAAcA&url=http://www.better-beginnings.com.au/tips-reading-your-toddler&ei=eE13Ve6CMMTfmgXgoIGABw&bvm=bv.95039771,d.dGY&psig=AFQjCNHvRF-GXalAmw4qwXI5yy9unUxcwg&ust=1433968375362358


Better Start Literacy Approach at home

• Weekly handouts for ideas to extend 
your child’s language

• Teaching notes at the back of the 
readers

• Kiwi packs at school everyday
• Practice books at school everyday
• Readers back everyday
• Text - Paper - Seesaw



Key Points

• Readers can be enjoyed for more than one night –
lots of opportunity for discussion and practice.

• It’s okay to just read the book to your child if they 
are tired!

• Children with more advanced reading skills can be 
extended with activities in teaching notes – talk to 
your child’s teacher for ideas.



Remember – it’s about having fun!
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