Over 20% of Australians have reading difficulties…shall we blame the dictionary?
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Spelling Accuracy & Reading Accuracy: The ability to accurately write & read words as single decontextualised words and in connected text

   Core skills of literacy development and of 

· Written expression & reading comprehension

· Independent reading & writing

· Advanced language skills

· Academic achievement

· Life achievement

Imagine if….all children mastered reading & writing accuracy in less than a year ? 

· Guess what? It’s much harder to learn to read English than it is to learn to read most alphabetic languages.

· “Children from a majority of European countries become accurate and fluent in foundation level reading before the end of the first school year.” Seymour, Aro and Erskine (2003)

· The complexity of each language’s written orthography dictates how easy (& fast) it is to learn.

· Reading accuracy (%) by the end of first year of instruction:

· >90% accuracy in readers of Norwegian  Dutch  Icelandic  Swedish Spanish  Italian  Finnish         
  Turkish German Greek (very simple languages)

· 70% accuracy in readers of French Danish Portuguese (slightly more complex languages)

· Only 34% accuracy in readers of English (very complex language) …and only 76% words correct after a further year of instruction.


· The rate of development in English is > twice as slow.

· Greece has only 1 reading accuracy test! It doesn’t need them. Reading accuracy is not a problem in Greece. 

How quickly could you learn to read & spell this transparent orthography?

 “Fate buon viaggio, speditemi una cartolina!” disse mamma porcella dalla sua casina. I suoi tre figli, credendosi indipendenti, abbandonarono la madre e andarono contenti.-“In cerca di moglie e fortuna andiamo! Ormai questa brutta casa odiamo!” Dissero come saluto i tre rimbambiti. -“Evviva, finalmente sono partiti!”

Pensò la madre; subito andò di corsa, la maliarda a preparare le valige per la Costa Smeralda.

Intanto, il primo maialetto aveva incontrato un uomo corretto, che gli vendette a pochi spiccioli delle fascine di paglia tutte a riccioli. -“Con queste mi costruirò una villetta” 

A simple orthography: Italian

· 20 letters  20 sounds  < 40 spelling rules

· Almost 100% regular  One grain-size: phonemes

· Ideal for self-learning: almost 100% positive feedback on correct reading attempts

· Little need for working memory or intellectual power:
’General intelligence and working memory are largely irrelevant factors for the acquisition of reading accuracy’ [Cossu et al, 1998, discussing 10 Down's syndrome children (Mean IQ 44; range 40-56), reading 93.8 % of real words and 88% of  nonwords correctly]


Our complex orthography: English

· Based on morphemes, phonemes, and letter patterns

· 26 letters  40 common sounds  >1000 spelling patterns

· Three grain sizes: Phonemes, rimes, whole words

· Relatively irregular - tough for self-learning 

· Levels of intelligence and levels of working memory correlate highly with success in reading accuracy.

What about this transparent orthography?
Wuns upon u tiem thair wer three litul bairs hou livd in the forrust with thair muthu. Wun dae muthu bair sed tou her sunz “It’s tiem for you tou bild yor own howsuz.” Soe of thae went. Thu ferst litul pig met u man with a loed of stror. “Pleez cood I hav sum ov yor stror” he arskt poelietlee. “Sertunlee you fien yung pig,” sed thu man, and hee gave thu litul pig az much hae az he wontud.
The beauty of transparent orthographies
Once you know the spelling rules (letter-sounds) you can read & write every word.
A 44 rule English  orthography (we wish!): ‘Fleksispel’
The graphs of Flexible Spelling 

	a
	mat
	B
	bat
	sh
	shat

	ae
	maet
	D
	dat
	ch
	chat

	e
	met
	F
	fat
	th
	that

	ee
	meet
	G
	gat
	ng
	tang
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	mit
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	hat
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	ie
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	J
	jat
	
	

	o
	mot
	K
	kat
	
	

	oe
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	L
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	ue
	muet
	N
	Nat
	
	

	ar
	mart
	P
	Pat
	
	

	er
	mert
	R
	Rat
	
	

	or
	mort
	S
	Sat
	
	

	ow
	cow
	T
	Tat
	
	

	oo
	foot
	V
	Vat
	
	

	ou
	you
	W
	Wat
	
	

	oy
	boyl
	Y
	Yat
	
	

	air
	hair
	Z
	Zat
	
	


How about … 
             a five stage transitional orthography
Stage 1: Fully transparent (44 rules) 

        Thu butu caek tastud yumee.

· Stage 2: Still very transparent (54 rules) but we’re ready for them, because we’re pretty comfortable with the first 44 of them:

· The ‘e’ letter in vowel name sounds (ā ē ī. ō ū) may be written at the end of the word (cāme) in one syllable words and final syllables.

· Final z sound is written as s

· Y is a special vowel friend and can be a vowel all by itself, saying ī at the end of one syllable words, and ē at the end of multisyllabic words.

· U doesn’t like being at the end of words. His friend ‘e’ helps him out:

· When the sound is just u by itself, we can write ‘er’. 

· When u has another sound we can write e then the sound
· Past tense endings can be written as ‘ed’.

· Plurals can be written as ‘es’.

· Some ‘un’ endings can be written as ‘en’.

· Some ‘ul’ endings can be written as ‘el’. 

· Two tricky words that aren’t written how we say them are ‘a’ and ‘the’. 

           The butter cake tasted yummy. 
Stage 3: Far less transparent ( about 80-100 rules now) but we cope well with it because we’re pretty comfortable with the first 54 rules of English orthography:

· There are three main types of Standard English words:
· Regular words which can be sounded out easily e.g. cup, flag, splint.

· Pattern words where once you know the letter patterns you can read the words, e.g. igh, all, ar. Probably I’d teach the following 10 rimes (9 rimes if ‘igh’ got reformed out of existence), initially teaching the word beside each as a sight word to introduce the pattern:
          all ball         o go         oy boy         e he         igh right         
          ow now       ee see       ar car          ay day      y my

· Tricky words, where the spelling tries to trick us making it easiest to learn them visually as sight words. Probably I’d teach these common English words here as being optional ways of writing the words (unless they were reformed out of existence)
  
        was  one  two  eight  school  come  gone  some  do  
        done  school  mother  Monday  you  what  who little

· (I’d make Fleksispel a continuing option for these words.) 

Stage 4: Optional spelling changes 

· Maybe we might combine a bit of spelling reform with our ‘Fleksispel’ transitional orthography to make spelling ‘options’:

· Stage 3 Fleksispel acceptable in all but formal communication.

· Standard Australian English spelling acceptable in formal communication.

That way some Australians might choose to be highly effective readers & spellers using a 100 rule orthography and SpellCheck to turn Fleksispel into SAE
Stage 4 spelling rules  (Optional spelling changes):
· Morphemes (Little words than mean something) can be kept constant, e.g. electric(k), electricity(s), electrician(sh); mean, meant (ment).

· Some consonant letters can be doubled.

· K has a good friend c which keeps it company after a e i o u saying their short sound.

· C is a copycat letter. Sometimes it copies K (before a, u, o) and sometimes it copies S (after i, e, y).

· X is a copycat letter, copying ks. It is used at the end of some words finishing with the [ks] sounds.

· G is half a copycat. It has its own sound and it copies j (before i,e,y). It’s only half a copycat so it doesn’t say its j sound every time it is before i,e,y e.g. gyrate, get, give, just most of the time e.g. cage, gentle, giant, gin, gym.

· Y likes the end of words and i likes the middle. Oy and ā at the end of words use oy and ay, while in the middle of words, they use oi and ai.

· Tricky words which it’s good to know: Words which use one of the 40 common spelling graphs inappropriately e.g. to, do.
Stage  5:

· Optional spelling of common letter patterns
· Flexible spelling graphs or Standard English spelling may be used for the following orthographic patterns:
· Vowel digraphs: ai, ee, ea, ie, oa, oi, ow, ew, ue, aw, ough, oo, ou.

· Use of a for neutral vowels starting words e.g. abuv, ago, agen.

· Other orthographic patterns: qu, le, igh, ce, ge, etc. 
· Flexible spellings recommended for incorporation into formal spelling:

·  e.g., When not involved as part of the vowel name sound, e.g. kite, silent final e permitted to be omitted, e.g. hors, chans, hous, charj, 

· Homophonic r vowels to be replaced by one form 
· er, ir, ur permitted to be spelled as er

· Final er, ur, or, ar (usually pronounced as neutral vowel) permitted to be spelled as er e.g. auther, majer, 
· Homophones permitted to be spelled using regular spelling e.g. por (for pour, por, paw, pore), tou (to, too, two) given that most English words have multiple meanings without being spelt differently e.g. draw a conclusion, draw a picture, draw a cheque.

· Multisyllabic spelling rules to be regularised
· Single vowel sounds (a/happun) to be followed by two consonants, e.g. mettul, different.

· Vowel name sounds (ā/David) to be followed by single consonants e.g. legul, virus.

· Neutral vowels permitted to be spelled as ‘u’. e.g. Simun, Diffu, Davud 
Stage  6:

· Use of Standard Australian English spelling.
What’s so special about transparent orthographies?
Sum of thu reeserch kuming owt ov Uerup iz shoeing that chuldrun lerning simpul orthogrufees (Greek, Italyun, Spanish, Finish, Duch, Norweejun, etc) lern to reed 2.5 tiems farstu than chuldrun lerning tou reed Inglush. Orlsoe, vertuelee orl ov thair chuldrun hav veree hie reeding akuerasee levulz bie harfwae throu thair ferst yeeu at skoul. So thai doent hav chuldrun with reeding akurasee problemz (thoe sum ar stil u bit sloe at reeding). 

And wun ov thu things I fiend reelee frustraeting abowt it orl (bekooz I werk with soe meny hartbroekun kidz houz bigust problem mae be that they wer born in un Inglish speeking kuntree) iz that orl the chuldrun in thoes simpul langwijuz seem tou get top fonulogikul skilz veree kwiklee, - ow por kidz need orl thu fonologikul skilz thai kan get to marstu Inglish beekuz it iz such u komplekz orthografee, but thai dont get graet fonulogikul skilz for a fue yeeuz (wuns thae ar reeding wel). Chuldrun reeding Greek, Spanish and Italyun don’t need fonologikal skilz koz thair langwijuz ar soe easee to marstu, yet thae hav top sownd skilz, wiel ow kidz reelee need them and havunt got them. Itz not just ironik…its a reel paen. 

Reading-accuracy & spelling are just tools for expressing & accessing language
Reading comprehension = Reading-accuracy x Language comprehension 

· It’s great to become fluent at reading-accuracy,

· Once fluent, you can ignore it, and focus just on comprehension: 

· ‘First we learn to read & write, then we read & write to learn (Jeanne Chall)’

· Simple vs. highly complex tool:

· Italian reading-accuracy is a simple tool, easily mastered

· E.g. learning to use a shovel.

· English reading-accuracy is a highly complex tool

· E.g., learning to use a front-end loader.
Another simple orthography: Welsh

· Welsh is highly regular

· Highly similar sociocultural characteristics:

· Same age of school entry

· Highly similar cultures

· Major differences in learning rate

· Most difference in lower quartiles

· Difference still present at Yr 6

· 100% consistent  feedback makes the difference.

Summarising lessons from Europe: 

· The impact of orthographic complexity hits lower achievers the hardest.

· English readers are slower at learning to read: Even our best learners learn more slowly than weak learners of simple orthographies.

· Reading accuracy difficulties are mostly an English phenomenon

· Weak readers of simple orthographies have good reading accuracy, but poor speed. 

· Our weak readers have major reading accuracy difficulties.

· Orthographic complexity creates cognitive load: Our children need effective literacy processing skills.

· Most kids catch up – but many don’t.

OECD Study of 15 year olds in 32 Nations

· Australia scored in the top six nations for reading 

· below Finland 

· similar to other English speaking nations. 

· Key implications:

· We catch up

· Only Finland holds its orthographic advantage. 

· The other countries with an early start lost their top position.

· Finland has orthographic advantage and keeps it though excellent instruction.

· English speaking countries have severe orthographic disadvantage but catch up through excellent instruction which significantly impacts our  
SUCCESSFUL READERS

· The OECD (PISA) report suggests:

· Our good readers are achieving very very well and pull our average up.

· Our weak readers (including boys and students with low SES) are doing poorly.

· Australia had one of the largest spreads of results for the middle half of students, (well above the OECD average):
‘The relatively large spread of results in reading suggests we may not be catering for our lower-achieving students.’

· Australia had the largest gap of all 32 countries between students who never read for enjoyment and those who did so (for an hour or so each day) 

· This suggests that more of our nonreaders don’t read because it is too difficult.

Phonological Awareness lessons from Europe
    Phonological Awareness: Awareness and skill with the sound parts of words.

· Phonemic awareness (skills with sounds of words) is a subset of Phonological awareness skills (which also includes syllables and rimes)

· Some phonological awareness skill development is universal to all languages:

· Syllable skills at age 3 yrs

· Onset-rime skills at age 4-5yrs.

· Phonemic awareness may develop as a result of reading accuracy skill development.

· Young readers of simple orthographies have powerful phonemic awareness skills: even weak readers have powerful phonemic awareness skills by about age 8yrs.

· All our children develop skills more slowly

· Ongoing phonemic weakness may be an English phenomenon too.

A dreadful irony 

· Simple orthography readers don’t need it but have powerful phonemic awareness very early in their schooling while 

· English readers desperately need it but don’t have it.

Orthographic complexity means 

· reading-accuracy has extremely high cognitive load for beginning readers

· So children need powerful literacy processing skills 

· Phonological awareness 

· Phonemic awareness 

· Working memory 

· Long-term memory 

· Metacognition

But at-risk readers have weak literacy processing skills.

When high load meets weak processing skills….

· High cognitive load from English orthographic complexity  + Low literacy processing skills

       means at-risk readers can’t master reading-accuracy & spelling-accuracy and head for literacy and academic failure.

· Skilful instruction reducing cognitive load and matched to students literacy processing capacity

       results in at-risk readers mastering reading-accuracy providing powerful potential for literacy and 

       academic success. 

English readers have 
‘Orthographic Disadvantage (Galletly & Knight, 2004)’ which impacts in many ways:

The Big 3 orthographic ‘Matthew Effects’ we have to cope with:
(aspects of Orthographic Disadvantage) 

1. Slower development of reading & writing, with some people never becoming fluent.

2. Delayed equalisation of print: oral vocabularies.

3. Delayed development of phonemic awareness. 

Galletly, S. A. and B. A. Knight (2004). "The high cost of orthographic disadvantage." Australian Journal of Learning Disabilities 9(4): 4-11.

Questions:

· Should our preschool & prep instruction build from European preschool programs given the their children learn to read & spell transparent orthographies and have no orthographic disadvantage?

· By midprimary school English-text children with LD and English-text with SLI are often the same children. Does the same thing happen in transparent-orthography readers or is this fallout from phonemic awareness disadvantage?

· How many spelling rules are there in Australian English?

· Welsh and Italian orthographers know exactly how many they have 

· because they reform spelling to keep it regular. 

· The orthography a country uses is a sociocultural choice. English-speaking countries choose to systematically disadvantage many citizens through choosing to use a highly complex orthography.

· Should we consider spelling reform or use of transitional orthographies?

· Given that spelling reform is possible as Australia is skilled in reforming inconvenient systems, e.g., currency  measurement, what are the social justice implications of Australians being so massively disadvantaged through failure to reform spelling?

Over 20% of Australians have reading difficulties.
                                                                                          Shall we blame the dictionary?
Simplifying Literacy for Student Success

1. Using different contexts (isolated-skill, embedded, and authentic contexts) reflectively to reduce cognitive load

Orthographic complexity means 

· Reading- and writing-accuracy have huge cognitive load for beginning/weak readers

· So children need powerful literacy processing skills 

(Phonological awareness, Phonemic awareness, Working memory, Long-term memory, Metacognition)

· But at-risk readers have weak literacy processing skills (self-learning capacity).

· Weak phonological awareness and phonemic awareness 

· Inefficient working memory and long-term memory.
· Poor strategic management skills (metacognition).

· These students are naïve self-learners

· They need our scaffolding (reflective supportive instruction) as it

· Takes the place of their metacognition until they’ve developed their own.

· Means instruction takes place in the child’s ‘zone of proximal development’.

Mottos: 

· Find the right level.

· Hurrah for fat happy cups.

· Automatic! Fantastic! (Automatic = Correct + Fast + Supereasy)

· Practice makes perfect.

A continuum of contexts:

· Isolated-skill, embedded, authentic contexts.

· A continuum of cognitive load for reflective teachers:
1. Consider the student’s level of literacy processing skills (self-learning capacity) 

2. Consider the level of complexity of the task to be learned.

3. Choose the context and activity which best supports the student in developing the next level of skill mastery.

Isolated-skill contexts have lowest cognitive load. Use them for 

· Introducing new concepts

· Building competence in complex skills.

Embedded contexts offer a continuum of mild to moderate cognitive load. Use them for 

· Generalising newly mastered subskills into competence with the full task. 

· Moving skill usage from isolated-context use to effective use in all contexts.

Broad/authentic contexts vary in the cognitive load they offer:

· Very high cognitive load for skills the child is new to.

· Manageable cognitive load if it matches the student’s needs for developing their next level of skill.

· Scaffold authentic tasks while skills are being built in isolated-skill and embedded contexts.

Ongoing diagnostic assessment helps you broaden or narrow the context to find the right level.

2. Teach Goswami’s (2002) three grain sizes: phonemes, rimes, whole words

· Phonemes: Regular words

· Rimes: Pattern words

· Whole words: Tricky words

(Galletly 2003, submitted)
English orthographic complexity makes English highly irregular for beginning readers:

· 26 letters making 44 common sounds written in >1000 ways

· Building skill and metacognition of its 3 grain-sizes makes it much more manageable.
	Phonemes
b  d  f  g  h  j  k  l  m  n  p  r  s  t  v  w  y  z  ch  sh  th  ng 
a(at)     e(et)    i(it)     o(ot)     u(ut) 


	Rime examples (Common patterns learned through patterns or rules) 
all ball         o go         oy boy         e he         igh right         
ow now       ee see       ar car          ay day      y my


	Whole word examples (Common words learned as whole ‘tricky’ words 
or through complex spelling patterns)
was  one  two  eight  school  come  have  give  gone  some  do  
done  school  mother  Monday  you  what  who  buy  house


Figure 1. Examples of the three grain-sizes of English orthography (from Galletly, 2003a)

Vocabulary for beginning readers

· word   letter   sound   syllable   rhyme

· Pattern word   Tricky word   Regular word

· Consonant blends    Blend cheats: sh ch th

· Vowels   Vowel friends: w r y 

· 1 letter vowels     2 letter vowels

· Sounding-out    Recognise   Automatic 

Prereading instruction with the three grain sizes:

1. Regular words (phonemes):

· Letter-sound knowledge - know 5 to 7 letters (name, sound, capital, lowercase, find/hear it in words)..

· Early phonological awareness - blending 3 sound words, onset-rime listing, isolating initial/final/vowel sounds.

2. Pattern words (rimes):

· Build fluent rhyming (rapid rhyming of real and nonsense words sam-bam-lam-tam-wam)

· Match written pattern words (rhyming words)

3. Whole words 

· Word constancy - know 5 sight words (Family name snap, preschool pets, etc)

· Notice them in books and games.

4. Use the vocabulary during reading activities and book reading (listed above).

5. These skill are developed through play activities, with no need for drill.

3. Teach students to ‘wrap nouns’.

(LDA Bulletin Tests ’n Tasks articles)
Written expression has huge cognitive load for beginning/weak writers. 
Things the student does which cumulatively can overload working memory:
· Thinks about the content of what he’s writing.

· Remembers what he’s already written.

· Thinks about what he’s going to write.

· Remembers the overall writing task he’s been given to do.

· Correctly spells the words he’s writing.

· Forms each letter in the appropriate shape.

· Joins letters appropriately.

· Writes neatly.

· Uses appropriate vocabulary.

· Uses an appropriate level of grammatical complexity in his sentences.

· Uses correct grammar in the sentence he’s writing.

· Has cohesion between sentences in relation to ideas, tense and sequencing.

· Monitors these aspects of cohesion as he writes.

· Tasks a student does which can overload working memory.

· Punctuates his sentences beautifully.

· Evaluates his work as he writes and makes modifications as appropriate.

· Is aware of the need to focus his attention on different aspects of writing at different times.

· Has an ear tuned to classroom interaction and instruction.

Kids have to compromise so they don’t overload:

· Neat writing and perfect spelling or

· Getting my fine mind down on paper. 

So order their priorities:

· Rough draft: Getting my fine mind down on paper. 

· Final copy: Neat writing and perfect spelling.

Helping the student with learning difficulties:

· Help students become automatic in the subskills of writing. 

· Focus on developing automaticity in each area in isolation before you expect competence in ‘free writing’.

· Develop verbal sentence and story making skills prior to doing lots of written work.

· De-emphasise specific aspects of writing to reduce working memory load. Encourage student to succeed in focus areas. Change focus as you work. Emphasise creativity and the specific skills you’ve been working on.

· Provide lots of time, encouragement, and opportunity for ‘free writing’, starting in Year 1. 

· Consider significantly de-emphasising correctness in spelling for struggling students. 

· Do not have students look words up in dictionary if they can’t spell them. 

· Overemphasis on correct spelling encourages sacrifice of imagination and creativity, and discourages risk-taking. The student’s original idea of ‘The young man splashed out and bought his true love an extravagant diamond and sapphire ring’ reduces to ‘He got her a ring’, spelt perfectly and with neat handwriting too.

· Systematically teach strategies such as sentence development, assignment planning, proofreading. Use mnemonics. Explicitly develop mastery of different genres – excellent frameworks to support writing skill.

· Explicitly develop skill in grammar areas which you identify as ones students have needs in. 

· Emphasise personal ownership, planning and involvement. Make ‘Learning Made Fun’ a goal. 

Common Weaknesses:

· Bare simple sentences or clauses joined by ‘and’ or ‘then’.

· Almost no ‘rich’ descriptive language.

· Inability to form mature grammatical sentences.

Useful Strategies 

· Analyse areas of weakness - decide on subskills to work on.

· Teach students ‘formulas’ for working (See below).

· Work on subskill areas, with lots of scaffolding and practice.

· Do lots of work building oral sentence and story making skills before putting pen to paper. 

Wrap Nouns

· Use describers to wrap complex description around nouns.

· Adjective adjective noun phrase / clause    (or ‘Something something word something’)

· dog ……… a huge slobbering Dalmation with big teeth
man……….a tall thin man who is wearing green pajamas
desert…….a vast formless desert covered in endless sand 

· Cue - ‘If I start to write ‘a __’ or ‘the __’,………. WRAP IT !!!!’

Brainstorm Describers

· Do in conjunction with building skill in wrapping nouns.

· For each turn of a game, take turns to say 2 - 5 describers for the word landed on, before the player wraps that noun.

· Dog - big, huge, with smelly breath, Rottweiler, ugly, fluffy, beautiful, who lives next door

· ‘the huge slobbery Rottweiler who lives next door’.

· Encourage ‘extravagant vocabulary’ ……..(big words).
4. Teach beginning writers to write long words as phonemic equivalents
(Guestimating Fun,Two Vowels Talking pp.107-109)        

Steps for writing big words

1. Build skilled phonological awareness of syllables (e.g., Syllable Sleuthing, Sounds & Vowels, p. 62-64, Syllable Fun, Phonological Fun, p.15-16, 25-28.) 

2. Teach the 3 rules 

· If you can say it on your fingers, you can write it.

· Say every syllable as you write it.

· Every syllable has a vowel.
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