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It is my great pleasure to welcome to this conference on “Future Directions in Literacy” organised by the Faculty of Education and Social Work’s Division of Professional Learning at the University of Sydney. In doing so I wish to acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land on which this conference is taking place, the Eora people of the Gadigal Nation.

This is a very timely conference, taking place as it does when there is considerable public and policy interest in the teaching of language and literacy skills, prompted in no small part by the recent publication of the report of the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (2005a) “Teaching Reading”.

I am proud, as Dean of the Faculty of Education and Social Work at the University of Sydney, that we have on our staff some the finest teacher educators whose contribution to recent debates have been both thoughtful and incisive, despite the acrimonious and highly political tenor in which policy is being formed. The Faculty also has an exceptional reputation in the preparation of new teachers and in the field of continuing professional education, and we are particularly proud of our work in the literacy area.

Much comment on teacher education and the teaching of literacy has focused attention on supposed inadequacies in the way that we prepare new teachers for teaching literacy skills in the classroom. At its worst such criticism has resurrected tired old complaints that a sound grounding in phonics has been usurped by a ‘woolly’, and perhaps politically motivated, emphasis upon ‘constructivism’. Those of you involved in teacher education will probably be groaning by now – because practice in this area has long since moved on and the importance of an integrated and multi-method approach to the teaching of reading is widely recognised by teacher educators. In this respect, the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy is struggling to catch up with what is already happening in teacher education and in schools across the country.  On the other hand the Inquiry does, mostly by default, throw up a number of issues that is worth us spending some time considering.

John Willinsky (1998) in his book “Learning to Divide the World” retells the story of Frederick Douglas and his education as a slave in America. Douglas described his surreptitious acquisition of literacy by tricking white children into sharing the letters of the alphabet with him. As he acquired the ability to read and write he experienced, as he put it, “a new and special revelation” about the nature of slavery: “I now understand what has been for me a most perplexing difficulty – to wit the white man’s power to enslave the black man … From that moment I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom”. Willinsky argues that not only does this statement affirm a fundamental faith in learning; it also affirms the power of reading and writing in enforcing the superiority of whites over blacks. Although Douglas appears delighted with stealing the secret of fire from the gods, his statement also suggests the moral hollowness of those whose authority is based on inscribing letters on a page. Whatever education’s complicity with power, Douglas turns it against that power and into something to be prized as it liberates.

It is in this sense that debates about literacy, and in particular the teaching of reading, go to the heart of the role and place of education in our society. Without question, learning to read involves the mastery of technical skills. Just as Douglas needed to learn, even by surreptitious means, the letters of the alphabet, learning to read involves: phonemic awareness; phonics; fluency; vocabulary knowledge; and, text comprehension. As the report of the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy argues: “The research indicates that children starting school need these effective approaches if they are to learn to read successfully”.

As teacher educators, if we didn’t take this evidence, and these skills, seriously we would be doing a grave disservice both to beginning teachers and to the educational interests of future generations. Very few people I have talked to or heard commenting in the media, and none in teacher education, have questioned the importance of the Inquiry’s findings in this respect. Indeed, many would argue that, for the most part, the report merely affirms the practice of teachers of language and literacy in our schools and also supports the practice of teacher educators. Yet, it misses an opportunity to affirm the wider significance of literacy in our society, that is, in the relationship between literacy and democratic participation, and it does this democracy a disservice by failing to acknowledge the social context and significance of illiteracy. 

Too much of the literacy debate “forgets”; it forgets the complexity of our histories and how, as for Frederick Douglas, these histories position us in relation to knowledge, informing our understanding and use of skills. To uncritically read the Report of the National Inquiry is to assume that learners come to education free from prior experiences and independent from the histories of their communities and families. 

The concept of “evidence-based teaching” is flashed around as though it provides solutions to all problems but the nature of “evidence” is itself so often selective, so often tuned to particular ways of seeing the world and interpretations of the experiences, needs and aspirations of different individuals and communities. Evidence inevitably stands in a relationship to values (if only in terms of what questions are asked) and assessments of evidence should be understood in relation to an exploration of the values that such evidence foregrounds. 

The first piece of evidence of note that is referred to by the Inquiry report, before being quickly cast aside is that “15 year old students in Australian schools perform notably better than the majority of their counterparts in other OECD countries”. This is no mean achievement! Perhaps something for which our teachers and our teacher educators might reasonably expect some praise. But no, we will not find it here. We are instead presented with three further studies that proclaim that, despite this first piece of evidence, there really is a problem in the teaching of literacy. 

A 1997 study by the Australian Bureau of statistics found that approximately 20% of Australians aged 15 to 74 were identified as having “very poor literacy skills”. Putting aside, the rather complex question of whether or not agreed definitions of literacy are being used in the definition of the problem, what this 10 year old study shows (the data was gathered in 1996) is that 20% Australians who attended schools between 1926 and 1996 have poor literacy skills. Of course it is quite likely that a significant number of these did not receive their education in Australia at all. Moreover, we might reasonably expect that for some English would be there second language. Regardless of these considerations, it is doubtful that teachers and teacher educators in today’s schools and universities can be held responsible for the literacy difficulties experienced by those born in the 1920s, 30s and so on.

Two further studies are quoted in the report in support of the view that there is a crisis in Australian literacy education. Unfortunately, the evidence from each of these two studies contradicts the other. Thus the National School English Literacy Survey from 1996 suggested that 27% of year 3 and 29% of year 5 students did not meet the minimum performance standards of literacy required for effective participation in further schooling. Again this evidence is 10 years old, but bear with me because the second piece of evidence that is quoted (MCEETYA, 2005) is far more recent and shows that in 2003, 8% of year 3 and 11% of years 5 and 7 were not achieving national benchmarks for reading. In other words, there appears to have been a significant improvement in literacy standards in our schools over a 7 year period!

But once again, instead of teachers and teacher educators being applauded for their success, we are told that “these outcomes are unacceptable”. Indeed we shouldn’t accept them, but at least let the high levels of literacy in our schools be acknowledged and let us acknowledge the contribution of teachers and teacher educators to the achievement and continual improvement of these high standards.

The Inquiry report is accompanied by a whole booklet which goes under the title “Literature Review” (National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy, 2005b). Unfortunately, for a document that places such an emphasis upon “evidence-based teaching”, the evidence contained in this document is rather sparse. Perhaps most disappointing is the admission on page 5 that “Due to uncertainty about operational definitions of learning difficulties and reading difficulties …. It is difficult to provide authoritative estimates of the proportion of children who have such difficulties”. It might be argued that if there are operational difficulties in defining these terms, how can we have any certainty about the methods of teaching literacy that are appropriate for addressing such difficulties. But there is something else that worries me about the argument put forward regarding this lack of clarity about definitions.

A footnote on page 5 comments that: “an explication of the underlying ‘causes’ of such difficulties are beyond the remit of the present review… However, factors contributing to such difficulties include:  socio-economic and cultural impoverishment, indigenous status, neuro-physiological and psycho-behavioural factors as well as inadequate and/inappropriate teaching and learning provision”. We are not told what proportion of the population with difficulties can be attributed to each of these factors or what evidence there is to support the claim that these factors are relevant or significant in the first place. What is apparent is that the report accepts that inadequate and/or inappropriate teaching, at the very worst, can account for only a proportion of the difficulties experienced by what in the first place is only a relatively small number of children. Yet endlessly the finger is pointed at teachers and teacher educators as a culture of blame is whipped up.

I could only speculate on what the agenda of the authors of this shoddy report might be. But their own use of language is telling. For instance, I am intrigued by what they mean by “cultural impoverishment”. Was Frederick Douglas “culturally impoverished” or did his lack of reading skills result from the institutionalised racism and socio-economic exploitation of slavery? Was his “new and special revelation” that enabled him to understand “the white man’s power to enslave the black man” the outcome of a phonetic road to Damascus? And in what sense is “indigenous status” a cause of illiteracy? Are we to understand that “blackfellas” are to blame for their poverty and degradation in Australian history, or that when they achieve high standards of educational achievement they have overcome their own “impoverished culture”? (Which is another way of saying “they become like us”). 
In other ways the report of the National Inquiry is not as controversial as some of the hype would have us believe. Most of its recommendations are already firmly embedded in “good practice”, if not in the dogmatic and one-sided way that the report advocates. In other respects the report is a sad soulless document that says nothing about the conditions of social variation that ought to command our attention. It is a report that advocates a technical solution to an ill-defined problem. It leaves many questions unanswered and not considered important enough to reflect upon.

a. Who has problems with learning to read?

b. What does their experience say, not only about the problem of illiteracy, but about social and economic participation and the nature of “citizenship” in our society?

c. How is the problem of illiteracy represented? What agendas are pursued by framing problems and solutions in particular ways?

d. What is the value of reading and how are teaching methods related to the ways in which this value is understood?

e. What assumptions about social participation underpin different approaches to reading and learning to read?

One of the saddest things about the report is the way it harks back to a glorious linguistic past when correct English was defined by rules handed down to us by our social superiors. This “glorious past”, of course, was never a reality. As Raymond Williams (1961) pointed out, it was perhaps Dr Johnson who first expounded the doctrine that the spelling of a word is the best guide to its pronunciation, yet such a standard was largely an artificial creation based on false premises. As Williams would, I am sure, have added if he had been invited to make a submission to the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy, “The habits of language are too strong to be wholly altered by determined yet relatively ignorant teachers [such as the authors of this report], but the mark of their effort is still with us, and the tension they create is still high”. Not only is English spelling an extremely unreliable guide to pronunciation, the very notion of correct pronunciation is embedded in attempts to enforce the social superiority of some groups over others. The history of the living language by contrast tells of another story. Paradoxically, as Gunther Kress (2003) has argued, now, “at the very time when language is escaping the control of those who previously had been able to (deceive themselves that they could) legislate in this way”, the insistence on rules for the transliteration of letters into sounds (phonics) has once more raised its head as the gospel for teaching reading. But there are too many real problems for such an approach to have any credibility as the sole or even principal method for teaching reading, despite its value as one among a number of strategies. It is quite impossible, as Kress argues, to settle on one form of English as standard. Moreover, some reflection on the colonial histories of the uses and misuses of language in the creation of difference as “cultural deprivation” might, in Australia, give us some pause for thought.

What gratifies me about this conference is that the speakers over the next two days are clearly aware of and engaged in a much wider discussion of the meaning, importance and pursuit of literacy in the context of democratic participation. Hopefully your voices will be heard above the dull reductionism and the historical indifference that some would place as constraints around Frederick Douglas’s idea of literacy as creating opportunities for “new and special revelation”.
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