MARGARET STOREY



This comment is directed toward the IEAP target to -



     "halve the gap for Indigenous students in reading,writing and numeracy within a decade (by 2018)"

 and is specifically addressed to the very beginning stages of reading and writing - the FOUNDATIONS.



There are fundamental flaws in the teaching of reading - (decoding) and writing  - (encoding)  of words that will render of little value, any and every plan to improve the standards of literacy of children in general and even more so for indigenous children ... and any young migrant child trying to achieve literacy.



Reading failure has a profound effect on confidence and behaviour. Children should be able to enjoy the absolute pleasure, excitement and success of being able to understand the process of conquering the written word to their own particular ability.



Sadly, through their foundational years of training, children from the least able to the most gifted, ALL ARE HINDERED.



 The degree of hindrance can be illustrated as a continuum that moves from the  many who arrive at the point of real , adult illiteracy, to those who suffer the loss of excellence in academic achievement and denial of university studies.



Instead, their initial attempts, which are wholehearted and willing, leave the less than brilliant child (ie., the majority) mentally and emotionally confused and with a gnawing and escalating sense of toil and failure.

 For the academically gifted children (the minority by comparison) who are able to learn with comparative ease,  the same early training robs them of the skills necessary for them to challenge themselves to higher levels of reading competence and future achievement.



What we are doing is making it incredibly, unnecessarily hard for very young children - now even pre school aged children - to become successful, willing readers and writers and in doing so we are responsible for the truly dreadful consequences  we see in our children right into their adult life. 



For many, we make absenteeism (bullying, sporting achievements, disruptions of classes a challenge, clowning etc, etc.) a highly intelligent choice!!



I'm assuming that members of the committee, being adults, have been reading for many years, have had enriching and practical experiences in many aspects of literature and considering your position on the committee, almost certainly have greater intelligence than average.

I respect you and esteem you highly for your efforts to deal with this problem, often referred to as 'underachieving'.



If you are willing, the following exercise is based on the foundational years of training we give to children aged 5 - 7 years and hopefully will arouse difficulty, confusion and a distinct sense of failure in you as you read these words which are all phonetically simple, short vowel words easily read by a well taught child in Year1 Term 1.



see ay tea              ef eye en eye es aitch               pea eye see en eye see        why ee ess



Too confronting?



Unsuccessful?? How do you feel?



Successful?? Good feelings?? Could you read the words as fast as you could read 'cat'?



SO...you may/may not have discovered that these words are written in letter NAMES..... the way we diligently teach 'spelling'.to our children.



What you had to do to decode these words was to change the NAMES of the letters to the SOUNDS of the letters.

That's exactly what we ask 4-5 year olds to do. 

We say to them  "Say the SOUNDS' ..... BUT, because they know and automatically produce  the alphabetical NAMES of the letters, in order to be able to decode this phonetically simple word,the 5 year old child has to.....



substitute each letter NAME for its SOUND, THEN, remembering the SOUNDS in the right sequence, BLEND those sounds into the word...



 see = c               ay = a                tea = t     .......     c + a + t      =    cat



We teach them to use letter NAMES and we teach them to use letter SOUNDS; but for the young child who is still coming to terms with the spoken word ( language ),to be able to smoothly flow from names to sounds is too hard.



While they can accurately and speedily produce the letter Names - which are of  NO use to them - they are ponderous and 'worried' in their efforts to accurately ( much less speedily ) produce the letter SOUNDS of which the word is made up..



This, unforgivably, produces confusion, failure, boredom, toil, joylessness etc etc. at the very introductory years of reading development.



To illustrate how difficult it is for a 4-5 year old to automatically produce the SOUND of a letter, I would ask the committee to recite the alphabet using the SOUNDS of the letters.



Recite it as fast as you can and as a group because this intensifies the feelings of failure, frustration and embarrassment which children experience, often on an ongoing basis when learning to read.



 Tea aitch ay en kay      -      why oh you      -      ef oh are       -       why oh you are  -   see oh oh pea ee are ay tea eye of en.



I'm a retired infants teacher, my first experience with teaching reading was with migrant children.

I was sole teacher at an Aboriginal K - 2 school for five years, trained and taught as a special reading teacher for eight years and spent many more years refining the system I used to teach reading...knowing that methods causing the least confusion for the least able, would also equip the most able to accept the challenge to help themselves to greater levels of literacy, and so escape boredom.



NOW I know how to teach reading and how to teach teachers how to teach reading.



Only one tiny aspect of the difficulties we create for young children in both auditory and visual skills has been touched on here.

 


I hope it will be food for thought for the committee.





Yours Sincerely



Margaret Storey.

                       If the foundation is sure, the plan has more chance of working.

