Report on Informal Seminar with Sir Jim Rose in Sydney 

Ruth Fielding Barnsley and Pye Twaddell, LDA Council Members 
Learning Difficulties Australia (LDA) and the Australian Primary Principals Association (APPA) hosted a very productive round-table discussion with Sir Jim Rose, on Friday 25th September, 2009 at Macquarie University. Other invited participants included representatives from the Australian Curriculum and Assessment Reporting Authority (ACARA), SPELD/NSW and the NSW Department of Education and training (DET/NSW). 
The overcrowded curriculum quickly arose as a main topic of discussion.  Sir Jim referred to the UK Primary curriculum that includes up to 14 subject areas and suggested that curriculum planners in Australia should be careful not to get bogged down in arguments such as which foreign languages should be taught and where dance fits in the curriculum. The discourse must focus on establishing the essential elements of each subject. The volume of curriculum content requested can not be satisfied in detail. He said, “there is a need to define exactly what is expected of primary teachers”. 
Leonie Trimper, APPA President, spoke of identifying essentials in the core curriculum defining what we can guarantee for every child, to develop consistency across states. Further, Paul Whiting, SPELD NSW President, suggested that the key elements of some subject areas (such as in music) that contribute to the core curriculum should also be identified, so their contribution to children’s basic abilities and skills is not lost.  Primary teachers need to know these key features as while they are trained as generalists, they are expected to teach across all subjects competently. 
Mark Askew, ACARA Curriculum Manager, asked what Sir Jim saw as the most important elements, the “must haves” in the curriculum. With no hesitation Sir Jim replied, ‘literacy and numeracy’, technologies and personal development.

Sir Jim said that when parents are asked what they want most for their children at the end of primary school the response is always the same, they want their children to be literate and numerate, and to behave well. Some discussion was held regarding the effective teaching of literacy and the necessity to teach “synthetic phonics” in an explicit manner – explicit teaching in Australia, being synonymous with direct teaching in the UK.  
Sir Jim said that the only way for young children to understand the alphabetic principle is to show them how it works by breaking words up into their constituent sounds and blending the individual sounds in words to make whole words. Additional comments were added by Ruth Fielding-Barnsley, Immediate Past President of LDA, relating to the importance of phonological awareness as some children require, in addition to phonics, explicit instruction in becoming aware that words are made up of individual sounds. We know that many children are not able to make the connection between sounds and letters (phonics) because they have not yet learned that words are composed of individual sounds. 
Sir Jim said there are two distinct but related processes involved in teaching children to read: learning to recognise words and developing language comprehension. Both are essential for learning to read, must be directly taught, and are contained in the simple view of reading.  This view replaces the Searchlight Model. [Detailed information about the Simple View of Reading is available at: http://www.nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/20162 ]
Another topic covered was the 3 Wave Model of instruction and intervention, also known as Response to Intervention (RTI), and how this is implemented in primary schools in the UK. Wave 1 caters for all children, Wave 2 caters for children who have missed some instruction and are falling behind and Wave 3 caters for children who appear to have some serious deficits in learning. In this way all children are catered for in an inclusive classroom. Inclusive teaching was a concern raised by Victoria Webb, Literacy/Numeracy Coordinator Disabilities Programs Directorate, NSW DET.
Concerns were also raised about the slump in measures of reading in 7-9 year olds in the UK. One explanation given was that the least experienced teachers appeared to end up teaching in this age band. 
And finally, Leonie Trimper described a 540 million dollar Commonwealth Partnerships initiative, which was very inspiring.  APPA is currently trialling a research project

titled Principals as Literacy Leaders whereby principals are being inserviced in both literacy knowledge and skills, and leadership capabilities, to work with their staff to improve student learning outcomes. Dave Edwards, APPA Deputy President and South Australian school principal, said that the principals are very enthusiastic about the results of this programme.  
All participants acknowledged that this had been a very productive meeting and thanked Sir Jim Rose, for his valuable input. 

The Sydney meeting with Sir Jim Rose was hosted jointly by LDA and the Australian Primary Principals Association (APPA)

