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Background

The Better Start Literacy Approach (BSLA) is an evidence-based classroom literacy approach,
developed by Professor Gail Gillon and Professor Brigid McNeill from the University of Canterbury.
The BSLA has several unique features: it is our first culturally responsive structured literacy approach
specifically designed for our New Zealand education context; it has proven to be effective within
controlled research trials implemented in our New Zealand schools; it incorporates a novel online
assessment platform that integrates latest technological advancement in the recognition of 5-year-
old children’s speech; and, it provides high quality professional learning and development for
teachers through a University of Canterbury micro-credential, providing teachers with postgraduate
level study recognition for their implementation of BSLA. The development of the BSLA occurred
through the Better Start National Science Challenge | E Tipu e Rea, a research programme funded by
the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, initiated in 2015 as a National Government
initiative.

National Implementation

As a result of the successful research trials, the Ministry of Education funded a national rollout of the
BSLA across Year 0-3 classrooms that commenced in 2021. Starting in 2025, the BSLA expanded to
Years 4-8 and is currently a a structured literacy provider for Year 0-8 classrooms.

To date, there have been more than 204,000 students® involved with the BSLA as part of this rollout.
These students are from 1,174 schools across all regions of New Zealand.

Key Findings

Robust statistical analysis of anonymised assessment data from subgroups of children within the
BSLA assessment data has resulted in the following key findings:

Year 0-3

e Data is available for more than 161,000 students who started BSLA in Years 0-3. Results
show statistically significant growth in initial phoneme identity, phoneme blending, and
letter sound knowledge over the first 10 weeks of BSLA teaching (all t > 211.0, p <.001; all
Cohen’s d > 0.68). There is also significant growth in non-word reading and non-word
spelling during this time (Cohen’s d =0.91 and 0.67, respectively).

e Data for more than 2,000 Year 0-3 students on the DIBELS Non-Word Fluency shows
statistically significant growth on correct letter sounds (t = 25.4, p <.001; Cohen’s d = 0.67)
and words read correct (t = 29.0, p < .001; Cohen’s d = 0.76) over 20 weeks of BSLA teaching.

Year 4-8

e Data is available for more than 42,000 students who started BSLA in Years 4-8. Results
indicate statistically significant growth in the first 10 weeks of BSLA teaching across all three
sets of the Phonological Awareness, Orthographic Patterns, and Morphology task (PhOM; all
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t's>35.7, p’'s <.001; all Cohen’s d > 0.76). See Figure 1 for growth over 10 weeks of BSLA on

Set 3.
e Data for more than 12,000 Year 4-8 students on the DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency shows

significant growth between assessment points on both words read correct (t = 83.1, p <.001;
d =0.81) and total accuracy (t = 38.3, p <.001; d = 0.38), and a significant decline in total
errors (t =-20.6, p <.001; d = 0.20).

Figure 1. Growth in PhOM Set 3 over 10 weeks of BSLA
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Enhancement in Teacher Knowledge

Since the beginning of the BLSA professional learning and development (PLD), there have been more
than 18,000 teachers and literacy specialists enrolled in the training. Educators complete
assessments of their linguistic knowledge and self-rated ability before and after completing their

PLD. Our results show that:

e After completing the BSLA micro-credential, teachers and literacy specialists demonstrate
significant growth in their linguistic knowledge across the aspects of phonics, phonological
awareness, and morphology and across all teaching domains (knowledge, skill, and

pedagogy) (all p’s <.001).
e Most teachers (approximately three quarters) rated their ability to support children’s

learning across linguistic domains as “Very Good” following completion of the micro-
credential, compared to less than half prior to the micro-credential.

Conclusion

Results from the implementation of the Better Start Literacy Approach (BSLA) across New Zealand
are very promising. Students are demonstrating strong growth in foundational phonic and
phonological awareness skills during the first ten weeks of BLSA teaching, which together with
improved oral language skills then translate into growth in reading and spelling across the next
twenty weeks of BSLA teaching. Findings indicate that when well-supported with quality professional
learning and development and evidence-based reading instruction through the BSLA, teachers can
do anincredible job of uplifting literacy development in their students and in reducing existing

literacy inequities.
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