Jim Rose in Adelaide – a listener’s reflection
Saturday, 12th September, 2009, at the Alan Scott Auditorium, University of South Australia.

Margaret Cameron

Jim Rose began his program in Adelaide by capturing his audience with a rendition of ‘We’re Going on a Bear Hunt’ – a favourite picture story book he shares with his grandchildren. This was a demonstration of his passionate belief that effective literacy teaching begins with rich oral language experiences – including the enjoyment of stories, acting them out, and generally engaging in imaginative play that is shaped and expressed through language and action.

While not a deliberate connection, the rest of Jim’s talk fitted the theme of the story
 – which  states: ‘can’t go over it, can’t go under it, have to go through it’ – a refrain that could well apply to the work that is necessary for teaching children to read and write successfully. 

Jim reported on his findings and experience associated with the Rose Report on reading in the UK, along with references to his other reports on Dyslexia and the Primary Curriculum.
The changes that have been made in the teaching of reading on the basis of the Rose Report have not yet reached the point of transformational change in outcomes, not would it be reasonable to expect measurable results yet.  Such change takes time to implement, for teachers to learn (and accept) different approaches, and for children to grow through the system to a point where significant improvements can be expected and measured. The outlook is promising, but not yet accomplished.

Jim’s approach in preparing his various reports has been to identify and gather together evidence of effective methods and approaches from the research work of others – he does no original research.  He has a high regard for the work of such researchers as Louisa Moats, Morag Stewart, Max Coltheart and Maryanne Wolf. All of these, and more, point toward the conclusion that quality phonic work is essential, but not sufficient, for effective teaching of reading. Embedding phonics in a whole language approach does not do it.  He points out that phonic work is not that difficult and can be done exceedingly well by teachers. What is required is commitment and discipline to work through the content, and recognition that it takes time – more time than many will admit.
Implementation of effective phonics programs requires attention to detail – such details as seating arrangements so that all children can see what is happening in a lesson, and planning a systematic, sequential organisation of content.  Teachers need opportunities for professional development, as do teacher educators in the universities. 

Policy makers also need a clear understanding of effective practice. In terms of policy, we need ambitious standards, with devolved responsibility. Systematic phonics work should be introduced at age 5, when children with a rich language environment are usually capable of blending (ie combining separate sounds into words and syllables). 

Jim also spoke of intervention for those who find learning to read difficult.  He recommends a ‘three wave’ model of intervention (as in his Dyslexia Report, 2009):

1. Inclusive quality phonics work for all children

2. Catch-up intervention for small groups of children experiencing difficulty

3. Intensive intervention managed by the Special Needs co-ordinator – a senior position on school staff.
Jim acknowledged that Wave 3 can be problematic in terms of defining eligibility for additional funding, and a small proportion of children will need Wave 3 intervention throughout their schooling.

Teachers need a theoretical model on which to base reading instruction. Whole language programs often rely on the ‘Searchlight Model’ or in Australia, the ‘Three Cueing System’. This model is deficient for beginning readers because of the cognitive overload involved in decoding through semantic, syntactic and graphophonic cues. In place of this flawed model, Jim favours ‘The Simple View’ of reading. In this model, there are just two basic subskills to master – decoding and comprehending. Decoding begins at the level of phonemes and graphemes – to convert print to speech. It involves identifying all the phonemes in a word and blending them - not just using beginning or selected letters to confirm a prediction.  Reading comprehension begins with oral language comprehension, and the two skills are closely linked.  The Simple View also provides a useful diagnostic framework for identifying the nature of particular reading problems, by mapping the necessary skills on two axes of a  graph, forming quadrants of skill combinations:



Of course the aim is to move children into the top-right quadrant, in which they can become self-teaching.  One of the criticisms of common practice is that a great deal of recording of student reading achievement is done, but not enough useful diagnosing of problems children are having.  One of the common misconceptions is that to teach systematic phonics is boring – but it is not inevitable, and imaginative, multi-sensory teaching of letters as ‘pictures of sounds’ is achievable.  Not that phonics is the sole route to word recognition – Jim favours the ‘dual route’ theory propounded by Coltheart and others, in which readers use their lexicon of known words for instant recognition (‘sight words’) but phonics to decode less familiar words, until they too are added to the known lexicon.
Jim also discussed his work in Primary curriculum. In the context of a presentation on reading/literacy, this served to show that a focus on reading must be held in the context of a complex curriculum environment, with many competing demands on teacher skills, timetabling, and overall curriculum design.  

As was said in the speech of thanks to Jim, there is indeed a great deal of work to be done in teaching children to read  (and to master the many other skills they need through the primary years)  and there is not alternate route ‘over it’ or ‘under it’, but only to work our way ‘through it’. 

Sir Jim Rose’s visit to Adelaide was hosted jointly by LDA and SPELD SA.
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� As noted by Sally Van Bavel, of Australian Association of Special Education in her speech of thanks.





