
3

GRAMOTNOST, PREGRAMOTNOST 
A VZDĚLÁVÁNÍ, 1, 3, 3—12

pages.pedf.cuni.cz/gramotnost

EDITORIAL

The fi rst special issue of Literacy, Preli-
teracy and Education resulted in a wide-
open call to Czech, Slovak, and interna-
tional authors in relation to the broader 
examination of the relationship between 
language skills and the development of 
literacy, especially reading. 

Linkages between language and typi-
cal and/or atypical literacy development 
have attracted an enormous amount of 
research attention throughout recent 
decades. While there is actually huge 
and comprehensive knowledge about the 
relationship between the development of 
language and literacy in English-spea-
king populations, research from other 
languages, especially Slavic ones, tends 
to develop slowly and with less attention 
from the international audience.

When considering the research on 
early literacy development in Czech – 
one of the West Slavic languages – this 
is just the case. Though interest in early 
literacy and research into it has a long 
tradition, with the fi rst research article 
dealing with reading diffi culties being 
published back in 1904 (Heveroch, 1904), 

it is only recently that the close relation-
ship between the development of langua-
ge and literacy started to be emphasised 
and investigated. As already mentioned, 
Heveroch (1904) was the fi rst to focus on 
the issue of reading impairments in his 
article, where he introduced a case study 
of an eleven-year-old boy suffering from 
reading diffi culties despite possessing 
adequate intelligence. Actually, Heve-
roch was also among the fi rst to point 
out the connection between language 
and reading – he was convinced that the 
reading problems of the boy were caused 
by minor brain anomalies in the langua-
ge area of the left hemisphere. 

Another infl uential Czech psycho-
logist famous for his extensive clinical 
work with dyslexic children in the late 
’eighties, Matějček (1974) mentions the 
high comorbidity between delayed and 
unbalanced language development and 
dyslexia. Also, a highly regarded speech 
therapist, Zdeněk Žlab, noticed as early 
as in 1960 and later, together with his 
colleagues, documented (Žlab, Šturma 
& Šotolová, 1983) a connection between 
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certain specifi c speech impairments 
(clumsiness in articulation and specifi c 
sound assimilation) and dyslexia and 
dysorthographia. Moreover, Matějček 
(1995) recommended using simple phone-
me awareness tasks (blending and pho-
neme detection) to be used when scree-
ning children’s very early reading skills 
or diffi culties related to early reading 
development. He mentioned the predic-
tive role of phonemic skills with respect 
to reading development (ibid., p. 117). 
However, he kept stressing the essential 
role of neuropsychological processes in 
reading development (1995, p. 76), and 
for a relatively long time he considered 
phonemic awareness to be just an aspect 
of the symptomatology of reading diff-
iculties related to auditory perception 
(Matějček & Vágnerová, 2006). The inte-
gration of Matejček’s view on the role of 
phonological skills and reading develo-
pment within the current cognitive and 
psycholinguistic models of reading (and 
dyslexia) was recently provided by Jošt 
(2011). His excellent review shows the 
surprising closeness of Matejček’s typo-
logy of subtypes of dyslexia to what are 
termed phonological theories of dyslexia 
in the current international literature 
(ibid., p. 65).   

When refl ecting on the overall appro-
ach in Czech research, educational, and 
counselling practice in relation to the 
development of literacy, it has to be said 
that traditionally the visual and auditory 
processes were believed to be of prima-
ry importance for the understanding of 
reading development and reading diff-

iculties. This probably has its roots in 
the very strong clinical backgrounds to 
the study of literacy in Czech Republic. 
Matějček and his collaborators were 
mainly practising clinical or counsel-
ling psychologists (e.g. Šturma, Zelin-
ková, Jucovičová, Žáčková) with a very 
strong reliance on clinical experience. 
This clinically-based approach exerted 
a great infl uence on generations of edu-
cational psychologists in Czech Republic. 
There was almost no feeling that it was 
important for the research to contribute 
to the understanding of the development 
of literacy. This, however, slowly started 
to change in the late ’nineties under the 
infl uence of: 1) psycho-linguistically-ori-
ented speech therapists, mainly from 
the Slovak Republic (Mikulajová, 2008); 
2) international research results being 
translated into the Czech literature (for 
example, Pokorná, 1997 from German-
speaking communities); 3) international 
researchers studying literacy from what 
is termed a cross-linguistic perspective 
(Caravolas & Bruck, 1993; Mertin, 2001), 
and 4) constructivist approaches in 
Czech developmental psychology, espe-
cially what is known as school ethnogra-
phy (Kučera, 1992). 

School ethnographers infl uenced by 
constructivist approaches (mainly Ferre-
iro) conducted what were probably the 
fi rst systematic longitudinal studies on 
the development of literacy in the Czech 
Republic (Kučera &Viktorová, 1998). The 
papers published by this research group 
provided detailed qualitative analyses 
of children’s production and literacy-
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related behaviour in schools, or rather 
classrooms, and provided an understan-
ding of the principles of the interrelati-
onships between cognition and culture 
and socio-cultural background (Pražská 
skupina školní etnografi e, 2005) How-
ever, a specifi c feature of school ethno-
graphy papers is that they report almost 
no concrete comparable developmental 
data, so it is very diffi cult to transfer or 
generalise the results into counselling 
practice or assessment procedures. 

The psycholinguistic and cognitive 
approach to studying literacy could be 
understood as using and appreciating 
studies on the development of language 
and cognitive skills to gain an understan-
ding of the principles of the development 
of literacy. European research within 
this approach has been shared in Engli-
sh-speaking communities for more than 
30 years. The psycholinguistic and cogni-
tive approaches opened up interest in 
systematic longitudinal research on the 
development of literacy and on what are 
called pre-literacy, very often language-
related, skills. As a result of this research, 
the prerequisites for the development of 
reading and spelling in various European 
languages were studied and described 
intensively and hugely and gradually 
were also compared across languages 
(cross-linguistic comparisons). This 
approach actually made language skills 
for research within literacy important 

– for example, the essential role played by 
the quality of phonological skills during 
preschool age for early reading and spel-
ling development was gradually proven 

in many research studies in European 
countries, Australia, and North Ameri-
ca (see, for example, the classic studies 
by Goswami & Bryant, 2016 or earlier 
editions).  

Concerning the Czech research 
within this psycholinguistic and cogni-
tive approach, the specifi c contribution 
of Markéta Caravolas has to be menti-
oned at this point. The fi rst research 
papers publishing developmental data 
on the development of literacy in Czech 
children were published by her or her 
research teams (Caravolas & Bruck, 1993; 
Caravolas & Volín, 2001). She actually 
succeeded in bringing together phone-
ticians, psychologists, speech therapists, 
and linguists in the Czech (and also 
Slovak) Republic to invest in essential 
developmental research, both explorato-
ry and confi rmatory, to gain an unders-
tanding of the development of literacy. 
Her papers and papers she wrote with 
her collaborators in the Czech Repub-
lic should be understood as being truly 
infl uential for research on literacy in the 
Czech language (Caravolas et al., 2012; 
Caravolas et al., 2013; Caravolas, Volín, 
& Hulme, 2005; Hulme, Caravolas, Mál-
ková, & Brigstocke, 2005; Caravolas & 
Volín, 2005; Seidlová Málková & Cara-
volas, 2013; Seidlová Málková & Cara-
volas, 2016).

Let us now take a closer look at 
some of the most important fi ndings of 
psycholinguistically-oriented research 
conducted in Czech. In 2005 Caravolas, 
Volín, and Hulme examined the role of 
phonemic awareness in relation to other 
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possible concurrent predictors of literacy 
skills in a cross-linguistic study of Czech 
and English children in the second to 
fi fth grades (or the seventh grade in the 
case of the English ones). Though the 
central role of phonemic awareness in 
the development of reading and spel-
ling was well established in the case of 
languages with inconsistent orthogra-
phy, such as English, at that time, the 
generality of the claim was being ques-
tioned. To summarise the results, we can 
conclude that both study 1 (investigating 
typically developing Czech and English 
readers) and study 2 (comparing the defi -
cits of Czech and English children with 
dyslexia) supported the view of phone-
mic awareness as a core component skill 
of alphabetic literacy, equally important 
across orthographies. Additionally, in the 
case of reading comprehension the path 
analysis illustrated the strong infl uence 
of another oral language skill – vocabu-
lary knowledge.

The importance of various language 
skills for literacy development in the 
Czech language was further elaborated 
as a part of a cross-linguistic longitudinal 
study assessing the possible predictive 
role of various language and cognitive 
skills for early literacy development (Ca-
ravolas et al., 2012). Children speaking 
four different European languages (Engli-
sh, Spanish, Czech, and Slovak) were fol-
lowed from preschool age to the second 
grade of primary school (approx. fi ve 
to eight years of age). The importance 
of three prerequisite skills – phonemic 
awareness, letter-sound knowledge, 

and rapid automatised naming – for the 
beginning of reading and spelling was 
confi rmed as being applicable to all 
four languages that were assessed (in 
reading development by using parallel 
cross-linguistic comparative longitudinal 
studies in English, Spanish, and Czech). 
The results of this study show that chil-
dren learning to read in more consistent 
orthographies acquire reading more 
rapidly than children in less consistent 
orthographies. However, the cognitive 
prerequisites for learning to read seem 
to be universal for alphabetic languages 
(e.g. English, Spanish, and Czech). 

A special contribution to the unders-
tanding of the relationship of language 
skills and reading in Czech should be 
attributed to Anna Kucharská, who con-
ducted the fi rst longitudinal study of chil-
dren with specifi c speech and language 
impairments (called developmental dys-
phasia in the Czech literature – Richte-
rová & Seidlová Málková, 2017) and with 
a group of children with a familial risk 
of dyslexia (Kucharská, 2014; Moll et al., 
2016). First, one hundred and forty-nine 
children with various risk language- and 
family-related factors, together with typi-
cally developing children of preschool 
age, were followed for three years, from 
fi ve to approx. eight years of age (rea-
ching the fi rst or second grade of pri-
mary school at the end of the study) and 
the prerequisite skills for literacy in the 
case of children at risk of dyslexia were 
investigated. Data analysis for a combi-
ned Czech and Slovak research sample 
(Moll et al., 2016) revealed a similar pat-
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tern of results to that found earlier in 
a study of typically developing children 
(Caravolas et al., 2012) and confi rmed the 
key role of phonemic awareness, letter-
sound knowledge, and rapid automati-
sed naming for the early development of 
literacy. Finally, a cohort of 98 children 
from the original sample of children was 
further repeatedly assessed till the third 
grade through an extended follow-up. An 
alarming result of this study (Kucharská, 
2014) points out that throughout the stu-
dy the language-impaired children were 
gradually facing more and more serious 
diffi culties in literacy skills (especially 
in reading comprehension and writing), 
despite the fact they were identifi ed 
within the Czech counselling system 
(and thus received some interventions 
targeting their diffi culties). 

Following the study of Caravolas et 
al. (2012, 2013), systematic research on 
reading comprehension within Czech 
primary schoolchildren was gradual-
ly conducted by researchers from the 
Faculty of Education of Charles Uni-
versity from 2013 to 2016 (for examp-
le Kucharská et al., 2015; Špačková et 
al., 2016). Reading comprehension and 
reading-related skills were investigated 
in a group of 515 fi rst-to-fourth-graders 
using several measures of reading com-
prehension. Regression analysis for two 
different types of reading comprehensi-
on tests revealed the key role of implicit 
grammatical (especially morpho-syntac-
tic) skills for the development of reading 
comprehension throughout the fi rst fi ve 
years of primary school (Seidlová Mál-

ková & Kucharská, 2016). Besides the 
investigation of the typical development 
of reading comprehension, the research 
project also examined word-level reading 
and reading comprehension skills in 
groups of children who were at risk in 
terms of their development of literacy 
(Sotáková et al., 2014; Špačková et al., 
2016). Specifi cally, children in the fourth 
grade with dyslexia, specifi c language 
impairment, and autism spectrum disor-
ders were assessed. What are termed 
poor comprehenders (children with 
a low level of oral language and reading 
comprehension skills), a category rela-
ting to reading diffi culties that is almost 
totally neglected in the Czech research 
literature, were introduced and studied 
in comparison with a sample of typical 
developing children (Presslerová, 2016). 
The results of the study of the at-risk 
groups point out the fact that in order to 
characterise the reading profi le of a child 
with a clinical diagnosis the traditional 
clinical procedures, which include al-
most no psychometric assessment, are 
not very helpful. Direct differentiation of 
at-risk profi les according to the level of 
word decoding skills and oral language 
profi ciency (listening comprehension) 
was shown to be very effective, not only 
for the precise and functional descripti-
on of reading comprehension diffi culties 
within the assessment procedures but 
also for the process of setting up the 
design of tailored interventions. 

Concurrently, Seidlová Málková (2015) 
and Seidlová Málková and Caravolas 
(2016) studied the developmental rela-
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tionship of letter knowledge and phone-
mic awareness by implementing experi-
mental training designs in the real-world 
setting of Czech kindergartens. Func-
tional and effective forms of very early 
systematic educational support for both 
these important pre-reading skills were 
provided as a result of the training activi-
ties included in the experimental design. 
In relation to the developmental interac-
tion between phoneme awareness and 
letter knowledge, phonemic awareness 
was described in this research study as 
being an ability that arises separately 
(not as a result of the development of 
letter knowledge) and furthermore, an 
independent predictor of growth in letter 
knowledge.  

As we have been trying to show, the 
relationship between language skills and 
the development of reading as an attrac-
tive topic in Czech research now has 
a stable basis and is slowly beginning 
to show its importance and effi ciency for 
the practice of psychology, speech thera-
py, and special education counselling too. 
For now we can rely on research results 
(including Czech samples) proving the 
importance of phonological skills, let-
ter knowledge, and rapid automatised 
naming in the set of skills that are pre-
requisites for early literacy and the role 
played by the interaction between pho-
nemic awareness and letter knowledge 
in the development of literacy. However, 
there is a growing body of evidence that 
indicates the importance of broader lan-
guage skills (lexical and grammatical) 
for the development of text comprehen-

sion skills. The fi ndings also support the 
conviction that is widely accepted today 
(e.g. Scarborough, 2005; Keenan & Mee-
nan, 2014) that reading ability cannot 
be treated as a unitary construct and 
that reading tests should not be used 
interchangeably. That is why more inte-
rest should be paid to the specifi c nature 
of the interaction between phonologi-
cal (including phonemic awareness) 
skills and other language skills during 
preschool age. Of course, the specifi c 
role played by other language skills at 
the beginning and also throughout the 
development of various literacy skills 
should be further researched with Czech 
pupils. 

Though some data on literacy and lan-
guage skills in Slavic languages such as 
Czech is available, we are still almost at 
the beginning in understanding the rela-
tions and development. Czech research 
and counselling practice lacks a full set 
of reliable, sensitive, and standardised 
assessment tools for many aspects of 
language and literacy. For the Czech lan-
guage samples, there is still a lack of lon-
gitudinal developmental data covering 
older primary school readers and many 
at-risk (clinical) groups of children. Last 
but not least, there is a need for more 
intervention studies to test the putati-
ve causal links between language and 
literacy skills. 

We think that this special issue could 
play some role in promoting further inte-
rest in various research topics touching 
on the relationship between the deve-
lopment of language and literacy. The 
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papers submitted for this special issue 
truly show a broadness of this topic.  

The fi rst paper, a review by Marja 
Volemanová and Lea Květoňová, provides 
an insight into the current knowledge 
concerning the relationship between 
specific language impairment (SLI), 
motor development, and the acquisition 
of literacy in children. Specifi cally, these 
authors address the issue of diffi culties 
in balance, general static coordination, 
and general dynamic coordination often 
observed in children with speech/lan-
guage impairments and consider the 
value of specifi c movement interventi-
on programmes in order to mitigate the 
speech/language impairment.

Zuzana Hoždorová and Olga Kučero-
vá focus on the issue of silent reading 
in their research study. Though silent 
reading is a common activity performed 
by Czech pupils in class, not much 
attention is paid to silent reading in the 
counselling and diagnostic processes. 
The main aim of the present study is to 
evaluate a modifi ed version of a reading 
comprehension test based on reading 
a story (Kucharská & Vykoukalová, in 
preparation) as a possible assessment 
tool for the explicit and implicit silent 
reading comprehension skills of fi fth-
grade pupils. It is important to mention 
that the study reacts promptly to the cur-
rent situation in the education system 
and presents the data analysis in relation 
to the two main instructional methods 
for writing used in contemporary Czech 
elementary schools. 

Gabriela Seidlová Malková explores 

the development of phonological, 
reading, and spelling skills in preschool 
children who are precocious (very early) 
readers. She is actually following the al-
most forgotten original studies of early 
readers by Prof. Matějček, the founder of 
reading research in Czech Republic. The 
results of this paper show the superiori-
ty of precocious readers in terms of the 
phonemic awareness skills of very early 
readers and the boosting and stabilising 
role played by phonological skills in fl u-
ency in early reading. This paper is truly 
an invitation to perform further research 
on precociously reading children by 
stressing the importance of family bac-
kground for early reading development 
and by pointing out the methodological 
issues related in conducting research on 
very early readers. 

In the fourth study, Anna Kucharská 
and Helena Podpěrová introduce a vali-
dation study of a pilot adaptation of the 
Children’s Communication Checklist-2 
questionnaire (Bishop, 2003) conducted 
with a group of Czech preschool children. 
Besides other important results, the stu-
dy confi rms the potential of the Czech 
version of the tool regarding distingui-
shing children with Specifi c Language 
Impairment from children with typical 
development.

Finally, two reports introduce the aims 
and key activities of EU-funded projects 
concerning literacy and literacy practi-
ce in schools. Klára Špačková and Anna 
Kucharská provide information on the 
activities and current state of the project 

“Increasing quality in the education of 
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pupils and the development of key com-
petencies, educational areas, and litera-
cies”. Gabriela Seidlová Málková introdu-
ces the European Literacy Network (ELN) 
and its activities. She also invites us to 
an interesting upcoming event organised 
by the ELN network, the fi rst European 
summit on literacy in Porto, November 
2018. 

Throughout the whole special issue 
we can track the effort of the authors to 
contribute to the understanding of the 
development of literacy and the associ-

ated risks in order to be able to help any 
child in need. We hope that this special 
issue can be a source of inspiration for 
those interested in both literacy and 
language research. We wish our readers 
pleasant and thoughtful reading! 

The preparation of this paper was sup-
ported by the Ministry of Education, You-
th, and Sports – Institutional Support for 
Long-term Development of Research Orga-
nizations – Charles University, Faculty of 
Education (2017, Q17).
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