The Inclusion of Phonics in the Draft Australian Curriculum:
A comment

The teaching of initial reading is of central importance to the development of literacy.  There is now overwhelming evidence that a sound basis in phonics is the key to the acquisition of reading skills.  It is therefore pleasing to note the emphasis on the teaching of phonics in the Draft Australian Curriculum.  This comment focuses on the way in which the teaching of phonics is covered in the Draft Curriculum, and suggests ways in which more specific guidance on the teaching of phonics would be helpful, particularly considering the fact that relatively few teachers in Australia have been trained to teach phonics in a systematic and effective way.  This comment is supported by comparisons with curricula in the US and the UK, which provide examples of more specific detail on the skills that need to be taught for children to acquire effective reading skills.

In the Draft Australian Curriculum phonics instruction has been accepted as an essential element in teaching children to read. This is a welcome move forward, given the strong evidence for its centrality in reading skill development.

However, we see two major weaknesses in the current draft.

1. We have a concern that the focus on phonics may be submerged in a sea of competing strategies and a confusing mix of methods that will frustrate teachers and inhibit improved outcomes for children. In particular, there continues to be emphasis given to the discredited three-cueing system. In this proposition, the meaning of a text is derived by the synthesis of semantic, syntactic, and graphophonic cues available in the text, and all three of these information sources are necessary, all three must be properly processed, and not one of them can be safely ignored except at the risk of forfeiting or distorting the meaning of the text (Adams, 1998). In fact, the three-cueing system is a seriously flawed conception of the processes involved in skilled reading, and the practices flowing from its misconception may have contributed to the problems experienced by an unacceptably large number of students (Hempenstall, 2003). Below is a description of the actual processes involved in skilled reading.

During reading, the decoding of words always takes place before the understanding of words, sentences or whole texts. Sophisticated eye movement and brain research [event related potential (ERP) studies] have convincingly demonstrated this. … Pictures and guessing play no part in any of the word reading processes that occur. Nor is the use of context among the processes that occurs during an initial eye fixation. Only after an initial eye fixation occurs, and only on the occasions where word meaning is in doubt, do the eyes regress back over the preceding text to use context as an aid to meaning. These particular regressions constitute a post reading strategy that may occur afterwards: in effect, a non-reading strategy used to confirm meaning, not to extract it in the first place (Macmillan, 2002).

In a despairing letter, 40 respected linguists asserted that the underpinnings of the three-cueing system represented “ … an erroneous view of how human language works, a view that runs counter to most of the major scientific results of more than 100 years of linguistics and psycholinguistics” (Eagle Forum, 1996, p.8).

The UK recognises the flaws, and has replaced their 3-Searchlights (three-cueing) model with the 'simple view of reading' (decoding x comprehension = reading) that recognises the pre-eminence of decoding in deciphering the pronunciation of words in print. In contrast, the draft Australian Curriculum is unclear about which skills are crucial in learning to read. This leads to confusion between the processes involved in learning to read (decoding text) and the processes involved in understanding what has been read, which relate to general language comprehension and higher level thinking skills, including vocabulary knowledge, knowledge of context, recognition of logical sequence, understanding of causal connections, and inference.  

2. While the draft Australian Curriculum makes reference to sound/letter correspondences, there is no statement that clearly specifies that all sound/letter correspondences should be taught, that they should be taught intensively and systematically, that the important skills of blending (for reading) and segmenting (for spelling) should also be taught, and that decoding should be taught to the level of fluency. These requirements for effective reading instruction have been recognised in major reports from the USA, England, and Australia in the last 10 years. In Australia, insufficient attention has been paid to evidence-based reading instruction, as noted by the  Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education Committee (2007). As a result, relatively few teachers have the capacity to develop their own techniques for teaching reading when provided only with a curriculum that is lacking a high level of specification (Fielding-Barnsley, 2003). 

The Australian Curriculum:  How does it Compare?

The following section looks at the coverage of beginning reading in the Australian Curriculum, as compared with that in selected US curriculum documents and in the UK curriculum.

The Australian National Curriculum

The requirements for phonics instruction as specified in the content descriptions of the draft Australian Curriculum are as follows:  

Kindergarten
6. Phonic and word knowledge 

Spoken sounds can be written down using the letters of the alphabet

7. Phonic and word knowledge

Regular vowel–consonant (VC) and consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) words are made up of letters that correspond to the sounds heard

8. Phonic and word knowledge 

Recognise high frequency sight words in texts

9. Sounds, letters and words 

Phonemic awareness including how to recognise rhymes, syllables and single sounds (phonemes) in short spoken words

Year 1

9. Phonic and word knowledge

Recognise and write sound–letter correspondences including some less common sound–letter matches, consonant and vowel diagraphs and consonant blends.

10. Phonic and word knowledge

Regular one-syllable words are made up of letters and letter clusters that correspond to the sounds heard

Year 2

8. Phonic and word knowledge
Spelling of common words with irregular patterns and unknown words using developing visual, graphophonic and morphemic knowledge

9. Spelling

Spelling and pronunciation rules including silent letters, vowel–consonant digraphs and many less common sound–matches 

Some further detail is provide in the elaborations, but in general the section of the Australian Curriculum covering the teaching of beginning reading lacks the specificity and detail that is provided in comparable curriculum documents overseas.

Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks
http://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/current.html
The Massachusetts English Arts Curriculum Framework was released in June 2001, and its section on beginning reading puts particular emphasis on the development of accurate, fluent decoding, with a clear distinction between the skills of phonemic awareness and phonics.  The introduction to the section on beginning reading includes the following statement:

Phonemic awareness, knowledge of the relationships between sounds and letters, and an understanding of the features of written English texts are essential to beginning reading, and should be taught, continually practiced, and carefully monitored in the early grades. Students who gain a strong grounding in these skills are ready to take on the concurrent tasks of comprehension and communication. 

Also of interest is that the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks includes an Appendix on Research on Reading, which provides a one page summary of the research on which the curriculum is based.  This Appendix starts with an overview of the different approaches to the teaching of reading, and goes on to document the research evidence that supports the idea that systematic phonics instruction must be an integral part of early reading.

In relation to the teaching of beginning reading, General Standard 7 lists the following requirements for the Grade 1 to 2 curriculum relating to the use of letter-sound knowledge to decode written English:

GENERAL STANDARD 7: Beginning Reading

Grades 1–2

*7.7: Use letter-sound knowledge to decode written English:

•  decode accurately phonetically regular one-syllable and multi-syllable real words and nonsense words;

•  read accurately many irregularly spelled words, special vowel spellings, and common word endings;

•  apply knowledge of letter patterns to identify syllables;

•  apply independently the most common letter-sound correspondences, including the sounds represented by single letters, consonant blends, consonant digraphs, and vowel digraphs and diphthongs; 

•  know and use more difficult word families (-ought) and known words to decode unknown words;

•  read words with several syllables;

•  read aloud with fluency and comprehension at grade level.

Of particular interest is that the Masssachusetts Frameworks requires that students can accurately decode both real words and nonsense words. The ability to decode nonsense words indicates mastery of sound/letter correspondences as distinct from memorising the landscape of words and/or guessing from context.

Samples of classroom practices illustrating the implementation of the curriculum are also provided in the Curriculum document.

The Massachusetts Curriculum Framworks provides an example of a carefully structured curriculum that provides clear guidance of the beginning reading skills to be taught at different levels, as well as the research evidence that underpins the curriculum.

The California Curriculum 

Similarly, the California Curriculum post-National Reading Panel (2000) illustrates the substantial differences in the specificity of the requirements for phonics instruction as compared with the Australian curriculum.  In the California Curriculum requirements at Kindergarten (Prep) and Grade 1 level are listed as follows:

CA English-Language Arts Content Standards (http://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/)

Kindergarten

1.14 
Match all consonant and short-vowel sounds to appropriate letters.
1.15 
Read simple one-syllable and high-frequency words (i.e., sight words).
1.16 
Understand that as letters of words change, so do the sounds (i.e., the alphabetic principle).

And in Grade 1

1.10 Generate the sounds from all the letters and letter patterns, including consonant blends and
1.11 long-and short-vowel patterns (i.e., phonograms), and blend those sounds into recognizable words. 
1.12 Read common, irregular sight words [e.g., the, have, said, come, give, of]. 
1.13 Use knowledge of vowel digraphs and r- controlled letter-sound associations to read words. 
1.14 Read compound words and contractions. 
1.15 Read inflectional forms [e.g., -s, -ed, -ing] and root words [e.g., look, looked, looking]. 
1.16 Read common word families [e.g., -ite, -ate]. 
1.17 Read aloud with fluency in a manner that sounds like natural speech. 

US Draft Common Core State Standards

The US has recently released a draft document for consultation on Common Core Standards that define the knowledge and skills students should have achieved within their K-12 education careers so that they will graduate from high school able to succeed in academic college courses and in workforce training programs.  This document includes a useful two-page summary of Foundation Skills for Reading from Kindergarten to Grade 3, which lists the essential skills required to develop proficient readers with the capacity to comprehend texts across a range of types and disciplines.  (See Standards for Reading: Foundational Skills K-3, pages 12-13, from the draft Common Core Standards, which can be downloaded from http://www.corestandards.org/Standards/K12/)
The National Curriculum in the UK
http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/84453
In the UK the National Literacy Strategy, introduced in all government-funded primary schools in September 1998, was, together with the National Numeracy Strategy, taken over by the new Primary National Strategy, launched in May 2003.  In October 2006 the frameworks for teaching literacy and mathematics were "renewed" and issued in electronic form as the Primary Framework for literacy and mathematics.

The renewed Primary Framework for Literacy takes account of developments in research and practice that have occurred since the original National Literacy Strategy was developed in the late 1990s.  The section on phonics and early reading is based on the findings of the Rose Report on the Independent review of the teaching of early reading (Rose, 2006).
The Introduction to the UK Primary Framework for Literacy outlines the key assumptions underlying the new framework, including the simple view of reading, and provides a detailed overview of what is meant by ‘high quality phonic work’, as indicated by the following extracts:

The Simple View of Reading 

“The ‘simple view of reading’ shows that both word recognition and language comprehension are necessary to achieve fluent reading. However, the balance between these two dimensions shifts as children acquire secure and automatic decoding skills and progress from ‘learning to read’ to ‘reading to learn’ for purpose and pleasure. The ultimate goal of learning to read is comprehension.

To achieve this, practitioners and teachers need to be clear about which activities are designed to teach children to acquire word recognition skills, and which will help children develop high-level comprehension skills.”

‘High Quality’ Phonic Work

“... high-quality phonic work is not a ‘strategy’ so much as a body of knowledge, skills and understanding that has to be learned.”
 Beginner readers should be taught:

· grapheme–phoneme correspondences in a clearly defined, incremental sequence

· to apply the highly important skill of blending (synthesising) phonemes in the order in which they occur, all through a word to read it

· to apply the skills of segmenting words into their constituent phonemes to spell

· that blending and segmenting are reversible processes. 

Phonics content receives further more detailed clarification, as indicated below;

Introducing grapheme–phoneme correspondences

Children should be taught the 26 letters of the alphabet and a sound for each letter. (Strictly speaking, the sounds that we associate with the letters ‘q’ and ‘x’ are each two sounds: /kw/ for ‘q(u)’ and /ks/ or /gz/ (as in ‘fox’ and ‘exam’) for ‘x’. For the purpose of teaching beginners, however, it is sensible to treat each of these as a single sound.)

They should be taught to write each letter, forming it correctly. Children should be taught to produce the sounds as purely as possible – that is, not to add /uh/ (‘schwa’) sounds, particularly after consonants such as /b/, /d/, /g/. Once correspondences have been taught, they should be frequently revised and practised so that responses are automatic. Sounds should be produced quickly in response to letters, and letters should be pointed to or written quickly in response to sounds. The reversible nature of decoding for reading and encoding for spelling should be reinforced from the earliest stages.

Reading and spelling simple regular words

The skills of blending and segmenting CVC words are easily adapted to words containing consecutive consonants in CCVC and CVCC words (such as ‘spit’ and ‘mint’) and then to more complex words (such as ‘split’ or ‘crust’). This is an important phase for widening the words available to children for reading.

Introducing sounds that are represented by more than one letter 

Sounds that can be represented only by letter-groups (mostly digraphs, at this stage) should be taught: ‘sh’, ‘ch’, ‘th’ (these can represent two sounds, one ‘voiced’ and one ‘unvoiced’, as in ‘thin’ and ‘then’), ‘ng’ (‘sing’), ‘ee’, ‘ay’, ‘ie’ (‘pie’), ‘oa’ (‘boat’), ‘oo’ (two sounds, as in ‘moon’ and ‘book’), ’or’ (‘port’), ‘ar’ (‘car’), ‘er’ (‘fern’), ‘ow’ (‘town’), ‘oy’ (‘boy’), ‘air’, ‘ear’. Again, children should be given practice in reading and writing words containing these correspondences as they are taught.

Introducing alternative grapheme–phoneme correspondences

Alternative sounds for spellings already covered should be taught. Such examples include the /s/ sound of ‘c’ (‘city’), the /j/ sound of ‘g’ (‘gem’) and the /o/ sound of ‘a’. This can often be covered during the teaching of high frequency words: for example, ‘was’ and ‘want’ illustrate the /o/ sound which ‘a’ tends to have after a /w/ sound.

Alternative spellings for the sounds already covered should also be taught. Examples would include ‘ea’ for the already-taught /ee/ sound, ‘oe’ for the already-taught /oa/ sound and ‘igh’ for the already-taught /ie/ sound.

Introducing ‘tricky’ words

Once children are starting to blend CVC words, high frequency words that do not follow the letter-sound correspondences taught can be introduced. This may be done at the rate of two or three per week but the professional judgement of the pace must lie with the teacher or practitioner. Examples of such words include ‘the’, ‘was’, ‘said’, ‘once’. Even these words usually contain some common letter–sound correspondences, and children should have their attention drawn to these so that they do not regard the words as completely random. This can be combined with the teaching of the few sounds that have not yet been covered because they are less straightforward in terms of their spelling. Children’s attention can be drawn to such words in shared reading and writing sessions to increase their exposure to them. 

Conclusion

We have ample evidence (National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy 2005, Fielding-Barnsley, 2003) that pre-service teacher education does not adequately prepare teachers to teach beginning reading and that many teachers implement ineffective teaching strategies because they are without adequate subject knowledge and are unable to tailor teaching materials to specific children or groups of children. 

Many of the school students currently labelled as having Learning Difficulties could increase their reading skills to average levels with a carefully crafted approach to the teaching of reading based on current scientific evidence of effectiveness. Unfortunately,  few primary teachers are provided with sufficient preparation on how to teach reading in a way that reflects what is now preponderant research evidence, nor are they provided with materials and programs based on this research that have been developed and field tested for effectiveness.

While the requirement to teach phonics is present in the draft Australian Curriculum, the content-specific body of knowledge that current scientific reading research informs us is most effective in teaching all students to read is not clearly stated. The phonics required by this curriculum document is more akin to the less effective analytical phonics best described by Professor Rhona Johnston and Dr Joyce Watson in evidence to the UK  Parliament Select Committee on Education and Skills (UK Parliament Select Committee on Education and Skills Eighth Report http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200405/cmselect/cmeduski/121/12106.htm)
In analytic phonics, whole words are presented and pronounced by the teacher, and the children's attention is only subsequently drawn to the information given by letter sound correspondences. The National Literacy Strategy's Progression in Phonics uses an analytic phonics approach, supplemented by a substantial phonemic awareness training programme. The sounding and blending element for pronouncing unfamiliar words is only introduced after children have learnt to read words by sight. Typically in the areas of England in which we have carried out studies of the National Literacy Strategy, it would not be until the third term of the first year at school that the most advanced children would be made aware of the importance of letter sound correspondences in all positions of words, which enables sounding and blending to be taught. An analytic phonics scheme such as this is usually not completed until the end of the third year at school. In synthetic phonics programmes sounding and blending is taught at the start of the year, before books are introduced, and the basic programme can be completed in a period of 2 to 4 months. 

The greatest potential barrier to significant and lasting improvements in student’s literacy levels is some teachers’ lack of understanding of how children actually learn to read. 

The Australian Curriculum can do much to rectify this situation by providing clearer guidance for teachers on the content and pace of an effective beginning reading program. 
References:

Adams, M.J. (1998). The three-cueing system. In F. Lehr and J. Osborn (Eds.), Literacy for all: Issues in teaching and learning. New York: Guilford Press.

Macmillan, B. (2002). An evaluation of the Government's Early Intervention Initiative: The Early Literacy Support programme. Reading Reform Foundation Newsletter, 49. Retrieved January 11, 2003, from http://www.rrf.org.uk/pdf/nl/49.pdf
Eagle Forum. (1996, March). Reading experts blast state's endorsement of whole language. Education Reporter, 122. Retrieved December 5, 2002, from http://www.eagleforum.org/educate/1996/mar96/wholel.html
Fielding-Barnsley, R. (2003). Teachers' knowledge of metalinguistics in the process of learning to read: Are universities providing adequate training? In B.Bartlett, F.Bryer & D.Roebuck (Eds.), Reimagining practice: Researching change (pp.209-215).

Hempenstall, K. (2003). The three-cueing system: Trojan horse? Australian Journal of Learning Disabilities, 8(3), 15-23.

Johnston, R. and Watson, J. (2005)  Evidence to the UK Parliament Select Committee on Education and Skills (UK Parliament Select Committee on Education and Skills Eighth Report http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200405/cmselect/cmeduski/121/12106.htm) 

Rose, J. (2006). Independent review of the teaching of early reading. Bristol: Department for Education and Skills. Retrieved April 12, 2006, from www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/rosereview/report.pdf 

Report of the National Reading Panel: Teaching Children to Read

http://www.nationalreadingpanel.org/default.htm
Signatories

Professor Max Coltheart AM DSc Hon D Litt (Macq) FASSA FAA FBA
Emeritus Professor of Cognitive Science

Macquarie University

Dr Kerry Hempenstall
Discipline of Psychology
School of Health Sciences
RMIT University

Dr Molly de Lemos
Psychologist
Member of LDA Council, Victoria

Yvonne Meyer
Parent representative
on the Committee for the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (NITL)

Professor Kevin Wheldall
Macquarie University Special Education Centre and MULTILIT 
