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Learning Difficulties Australia is an association of teachers and other professionals dedicated to improving the performance of underachieving students through effective teaching practices based on scientific research.  Our particular concern is with students who have learning difficulties, and particularly students with reading difficulties, who comprise approximately 80 per cent of students who are identified as having a learning difficulty.  Research evidence indicates that effective teaching of reading in the early years of schooling is of critical importance in the development of literacy and in the prevention of reading difficulties.  Our comments on the Draft Australian Curriculum therefore relate specifically to those sections of the Curriculum that are relevant to the teaching of early reading, and the extent to which the curriculum is consistent with what is known about how children learn to read, and what strategies are most effective in teaching them to read.

Background to the Teaching of Reading in Australia

Since the late 70s and early 80s the dominant approach to the teaching of reading in Australia was the whole language approach.  This approach assumed that children learned to read in the same way that they learned to speak, that is, by exposure to books and reading in their environment.  Under this approach there was no specific teaching of phonics.  Over the last ten years, and in response to the increasing evidence of the importance of phonics in learning to read, the whole language approach was modified to include a limited amount of phonics instruction, usually in the form of implicit or embedded phonics, where children are taught letter-sound relationships during the reading of connected text.  This so-called balanced or multi-cueing approach often does not include systematic or explicit instruction in letter sound correspondences, which research evidence has identified as the most effective way of teaching reading.  Following concerns expressed by leading reading researchers regarding the discrepancy between the teaching practices adopted under the whole language or balanced and multi-cueing approaches and the scientific evidence with regard how children learn to read, a National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (NITL) was established to investigate the teaching of literacy in Australia.  One of the major recommendations of this Inquiry, which reported in December 2005, was that:

teachers provide systematic, direct and explicit phonics instruction so that children master the essential alphabetic code-breaking skills required for foundational reading proficiency
And that this should be included as part of: 
an integrated approach to reading that supports the development of oral language, vocabulary, grammar, reading fluency, comprehension and the literacies of new technologies  (NITL, 2005, Recommendation 2).
These recommendations were consistent with the recommendations of similar inquiries in the United States (National Reading Panel, 2000) and in the UK (Rose, 2006).  However, while the reports in the US and the UK led to changes in approaches to the teaching of reading in these countries, supported by legislation, there was relatively little response to the NITL report in Australia, and little evidence of changes either in teaching practices or in the training of teachers.  The only exception to this is the recent development by the NSW Department of Education of guides for the teaching of phonemic awareness and phonics, which teachers in NSW are able to download from the Department’s website.
Teaching of Reading and the Australian Curriculum
In the light of this background, it is both significant and welcome that the draft Australian Curriculum for English recognises the role of phonics in the teaching of initial reading, and specifies what children need to know in order to read, including the development of phonological and phonemic awareness, knowledge of letter/sound correspondences, blending and segmentation of sounds in words, and the application of this knowledge in sounding out and decoding.

At the same time, we see a number of weaknesses in the draft Australian Curriculum, which may limit the extent to which the intentions of the Curriculum in relation to the teaching of initial reading, including the systematic teaching of phonics, may be achieved.

1 There is a failure to distinguish between the two processes involved in reading, ie. decoding and reading comprehension, as described in the simple model of reading.  This leads to a confusing mix of methods, and a continuing reliance on the three cueing system, which is associated with the whole language approach and makes the assumption that meaning of text is derived by the synthesis of semantic, syntactic, and graphophonic cues.  It is now recognized that this assumption is seriously flawed, and that pictures, guessing and use of context play no part in word recognition.  Word recognition depends on recognition of grapheme phonemic correspondences, either through decoding or sight word recognition, while comprehension depends on general language comprehension, which is common to both listening comprehension and reading comprehension.  Semantic and syntactic cues play no part in word recognition, and graphophonic cues play no part in reading comprehension.  Failure to recognize this distinction could lead to the encouragement of inappropriate strategies in teaching children to read.

2 The structure of the document makes it difficult to follow the logical sequence of steps in the systematic teaching of phonics.  The curriculum is divided into three strands, Language, Literature and Literacy, with most of the content relating to the teaching of phonics placed in the Language strand.  However, content relating to reading strategies is placed in the Literacy strand, which covers both reading and reading comprehension, and includes references to the use of phonic knowledge to read text.  For example, under Reading Strategies at the Kindergarten level, students are expected to ‘use emerging grammatical and phonic knowledge, and meaning and context to read and view print and digital texts’, while at Year 4, they are expected to use ‘word identification strategies such as predicting using context and knowledge of phonics, grammar, sentence structure and text organisation’.  The achievement standards, on the other hand, are presented separately for listening, reading and writing.  This makes it difficult to relate the achievement standards to the content statements, and to follow the progression of skills relating to the achievement of reading.  This organization of the curriculum differs markedly from that followed in other comparable curriculum documents.  For example, in the 1997 California English Language Arts Content Standards, developed after the report of the US National Reading Panel and in consultation with leading reading experts, the English curriculum is divided into four major areas (Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking, and Written and Oral English Language Conventions), with each of these main areas divided into sections.  The sections under Reading include Word Analysis, Fluency and Systematic Vocabulary Development, Reading Comprehension, and Literary Response and Analysis, with the Word Analysis, Fluency and Systematic Vocabulary Development section further sub-divided under the headings Concepts About Print, Phonemic Awareness, Decoding and Word Recognition, and Vocabulary and Concept Development.  These categories are consistent from Kindergarten to Grade 10, although obviously the nature and complexity of the content changes from year to year.  This allows for tracking of development in specific skill areas from one level to the next. The recently released US  Draft Common Core State Standards for English Arts and Literacy also includes a very useful two page summary of Foundational Reading Skills covering Kindergarten to Grade 3, under the headings Print Concepts, Phonological Awareness, Phonics and Word Recognition, and Fluency.  These summaries provide a very useful framework for getting an overview of the areas to be covered in the teaching of early reading skills, and an indication of the content to be covered at each year level.  It is suggested that ACARA develop a similar summary for the Australian curriculum to provide an overview of the content statements as well as the more detailed elaborations that relate specifically to the teaching of beginning reading.

3 In the case of the draft Australian Curriculum the descriptor headings used to cover phonological and phonemic awareness and phonics are not consistent with the terms generally used to cover these areas, and could lead to confusion.  Skills relating to phonological and phonemic awareness are listed under the heading Sounds letters and words, while skills relating to phonics (letter sound correspondences) come under the descriptor heading Phonic and Word Knowledge.  It is suggested that to avoid confusion between the different skills relating to phonological and phonemic awareness and phonics, the descriptor heading Phonological and phonemic awareness be used to cover skills relating to phonological and phonemic awareness, and the descriptor heading Phonics and Word Identification Skills be used to cover the skills relating to the recognition of letter sound correspondences and the identification of words through 
decoding or sight word recognition.  In this case, sight word recognition would come under the latter heading, instead of the separate heading Sight Word Knowledge as in the Year 1 descriptor headings.  (It should be noted that in the current document sight word recognition at the Kindergarten level is placed under the descriptor heading Phonic and Word Knowledge, which is inconsistent with the placement of sight word knowledge at the Year 1 level.  This inconsistency needs to be resolved.) 
4 In the United States and particularly in the UK, a distinction is made between teaching approaches based on analytic phonics and teaching approaches based on synthetic phonics.  The draft Australian Curriculum makes no reference to the differences between these two approaches to the teaching of phonics.  While recognizing that the Australian Curriculum does not presume to tell teachers how to teach but only what to teach, it is suggested that some understanding of the differences between these two approaches would be useful to teachers, since the approach adopted has implications for the pace of teaching and the order in which different skills or strategies are taught.  In the case of analytic phonics whole words are introduced and pronounced by the teacher, and the children’s attention is only subsequently drawn to letter sound correspondences.  Sounding out and blending is introduced only after children have learned to read words by sight, often only toward the end of the first year at school.  Analytic phonics programs usually take up to three years to complete.  In synthetic phonics programs sounding out and blending are taught from the beginning of the first year at school, before books are introduced, and the basic program can be completed in two to four months.  Sight words are not introduced until children are familiar with letters and sounds, and have at least started to read words by blending and sounding out (Johnston and Watson, 2005). 

5 Successful implementation of the curriculum, particularly as it relates to the teaching of beginning reading, will depend to a large extent on teacher training and professional development.  Given the fact that relatively few teachers have been trained to teach phonics, and that there remains among many teachers a negative attitude toward the teaching of phonics, this may well prove to be a major barrier to improvement of reading instruction based on an effective phonics-based teaching program, as outlined in the curriculum.
Conclusion

LDA welcomes the emphasis on the teaching of phonics in the Australian Curriculum, and believes that successful implementation of the curriculum as proposed could contribute to more effective teaching of initial reading, leading to improved reading standards and a reduction in the number of children experiencing reading difficulties.  At the same time, we note some weaknesses in the Curriculum, particularly in relation to the clarity of the document and the level of guidance provided to teachers in implementing the curriculum.  We would strongly recommend that implementation of the curriculum be accompanied by an extensive program of teacher professional development to ensure that the teachers responsible for teaching beginning reading are adequately trained, and have a good understanding of how children learn to read, and the strategies that have proved to be most effective in teaching beginning reading, and also that they are familiar with the theoretical and research literature relating to the effective teaching of reading.  We would also recommend that in implementing 
the curriculum, provision be made for the identification of students who are failing to progress, so that appropriate intervention can be applied at an early stage, with subsequent more intensive programs for students who fail to respond to initial intervention.  Such a model could be based on the Response to Intervention model (RTI), which has now been widely adopted in the United States, or the three wave model as recommended by Sir Jim Rose in his recent report on Identifying and Teaching Children and Young People with Dyslexia and Literacy Difficulties.  
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