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Introduction
Reading is a fundamental skill that serves as a cornerstone for academic success and lifelong learning (Cunningham & Stanovich, 2011; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000). Unfortunately, reading failure remains a significant challenge in many Australian schools. 
This report explores the data surrounding reading difficulties and failures among students in Australia, shedding light on the extent of the problem and potential implications for educational policies and interventions. It also aims to explore the differences across five Australian jurisdictions (Western Australia, Northern Territory, South Australia, Victoria and NSW) and highlight the common factors associated with school improvement. 
Data indicates that although Australia is on the right track in many jurisdictions and there has been a positive shift, a considerable number of students still struggle with reading proficiency. The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) is a global assessment that measures reading achievement among fourth-grade students. According to the latest available data from 2021, the average reading score for Australian students has remained stable between this cycle of PIRLS and the previous one in 2016. In 2016 however, Australia's average reading score was below the international average, indicating there is still room for improvement. The 2021 PIRLS results highlight that one in five Australian Year 4 students were reading at or below the low benchmark and the proportion of Australian Year 4 students who did not meet the proficient standard (20%) has not changed since PIRLS, 2016 (Hillman et al., 2023). The National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) results revealed that 12.4% of Australian Year 5 students did not meet the minimum reading standards in 2019 and 11.2% in 2022 (ACARA, 2019;2022). 
Reading failure has significant consequences for students and society (McArthur & Castles, 2017). It impacts academic performance, emotional well-being, and long-term educational outcomes. Students' struggles in reading hinder their progress in various subjects and limit comprehension and critical thinking skills. This can lead to decreased motivation, self-esteem issues, and behavioural problems. Furthermore, difficulties in reading increase the risk of academic underachievement, grade repetition, and dropout, limiting future employment prospects and socioeconomic opportunities. Preventing and addressing reading challenges is essential for students' success and overall development.
Recognising the significance of reading failure, several initiatives and strategies have been implemented to support reading proficiency in Australian schools, with significant differences in focus and facilitation across jurisdictions:
Phonics instruction: Promoting evidence-based reading instruction, including systematic synthetic phonics, has gained traction to improve decoding and word recognition skills.
Early intervention: Early identification of reading difficulties, coupled with targeted interventions, can prevent reading failure and support struggling readers during their foundational years.
Professional development: Providing teachers with ongoing professional development and training in evidence-based literacy instruction can enhance their effectiveness in supporting student reading development.
Literacy-rich environments: Creating language-rich environments at home, in early childhood settings, and schools can foster a love for reading and improve overall literacy outcomes.
The reasons why some Australian schools may not have fully embraced the science of reading approach in teaching reading are multifaceted. Firstly, educational practices can be influenced by a range of factors, including historical teaching methods, university teacher training and established pedagogical beliefs. Some schools may be reluctant to deviate from traditional approaches that have been in place for years, even if there is growing evidence supporting alternative methods. Secondly, the implementation of evidence-based practices requires a comprehensive understanding of the science of reading and the necessary instructional strategies. Teachers and school leaders may require professional development and training to effectively implement these approaches in the classroom, especially if this learning was not offered during their initial teacher education. Limited access to professional development opportunities or inadequate support for teachers can hinder the adoption of evidence-based reading instruction.
Focus of Study
The focus of my study tour was to research how schools use the scientific evidence behind teaching reading to prevent reading difficulties and improve reading for all students. I examined two sets of qualitative data.
1. I was specifically looking at which approaches high-performing schools use to:
Assess students and identify those at risk of reading difficulties
Monitor and evaluate reading improvement
Implement universal systematic synthetic phonics, phonological awareness and orthographic mapping across K-2
Organise intervention and appropriate response to students with dyslexia, reading difficulties or those not making adequate progress.
2. I sought to understand the specific 'framework' of the setting:
Interpretation of the ‘research’ and their approach to teaching reading
Change management and organisational health
Challenges and obstacles
Student engagement
Classroom routines
Retrieval practice
Staff training and professional learning 
Program/method fidelity and quality assurance.
The purpose of both sets of qualitative data was to draw relevant and observed correlations between strategic leadership, curriculum, engagement and behaviour. It was, and remains my opinion, that the use of evidence-based reading methods, including how it is delivered (through Explicit Direct Instruction (EDI)), strategic leadership and organisational health will significantly impact the engagement, behaviour, and learning success of students. 
It should be noted that all data collected in this study was based on observations and interviews with School Learning Support Officers (SLSOs), classroom teachers, senior executive staff members and experts in the field of teaching reading and school improvement across five out of eight Australian jurisdictions. Although schools in Tasmania, Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory were not visited, I have attended webinars and undertaken reading research to understand methods used in top-performing schools in these jurisdictions (for example – via Think Forward Educators, Five from Five, newspaper articles and Learning Difficulties Australia) to gain a boarder understanding of teaching reading across the nation. 
Significant Learning
During my study tour I observed best practice at high performing schools with sustained and continuous growth in literacy and gathered information about the common factors associated with school improvement during school and university visits. 
While I didn’t step foot in every type of school in every jurisdiction, I managed to visit a cross-section of state government schools, including rural, remote, and metropolitan schools. My decisions about which schools to visit were based on qualitative and quantitative data, research, and conversations with experts from varied sources across the country. Some examples of these experts came from include The Fogarty Foundation, The Dyslexia SPELD Foundation, Edith Cowan University, Learning Difficulties Australia, The Literacy Guarantee Unit (South Australia), Think Forward Educators, Five from Five and La Trobe University. Outlined below is a summary of my findings and the common thread to achievement and high performance in teaching and learning. It should be noted that 90% of the schools visited had an ICSEA score of below 1050 and in many cases, 80% of students fell in the bottom 2 quartiles of disadvantage. 
Consistent factors
From the extensive observations and interviews conducted throughout this study, three consistent factors emerged as crucial for school improvement in reading at a school level – strategic execution of change and reform, a strong understanding of the evidence through regular professional learning, and sufficient time off class for executive staff members to build capacity and quality assure implementation.
1. Strategic execution of change and reform 
“A leader needs enough understanding to fashion an intelligent strategy.” (Kotter, n.d.)
Strategic leaders understand:
the school’s context including its organisational health and its data
how to manage and support staff through change 
the difference between scientifically robust evidence and an approach that is claiming to be ‘evidence based’
how to teach, implement and lead with the evidence
successful and effective instructional leadership/coaching methods 
multi-tiered frameworks and systems of support (MTSS) including the importance of effective Tier 1 instruction in the classroom 
Strategic leaders also have or gain knowledge of:
how the brain learns and the principles of learning including:
spaced, interleaved and retrieval practice
gaining and maintaining attention of students
cognitive load theory
intrinsic and extraneous load
routine and engagement norms
the principles of instruction (EDI), Hattie’s barometer of influence, 
high impact teaching strategies, (e.g. formative feedback, effective questioning to check for understanding, effective daily reviews and effective guided practice)
challenges that can occur in the reading brain, including phonological processing, phonological memory, orthographic mapping, working memory and rapid automatised naming.
2. A strong understanding of the evidence base through regular professional learning 
Having evidence-based knowledge as a leader gives the school a clear focus and direction and allows for difficult conversations and creative solutions. One Principal said she made sure she had the most expertise and knowledge in the school when it came to understanding the brain, teaching literacy and high impact teaching strategies. She was able to be challenged by staff as she knew the scientific reasons behind every decision for the change in approach. This kept staff focused and assured that they were on the right track. 
Upskilling all staff, including SLSOs, about how children learn to read, how the brain learns and teaching strategies that have high impact was pivotal in all schools visited. For those schools that purchased a systematic synthetic phonics program (e.g. inititiaLit), a phonemic awareness scope and sequence and associated activities (e.g. Heggerty’s) and a spelling program (e.g. Spelling Mastery), the training did not stop there. Leadership teams conducted regular reviews of previously learnt skills and concepts to ensure staff weren’t forgetting what they had learnt, as well as slowly imparting new teaching, learning and literacy knowledge. 
In their pursuit of strategic improvement in reading for all students, school Principals and leadership teams prioritised professional development sessions and workshops for all staff to provide in-depth understanding and practical strategies for promoting oral language skills, implementing explicit instruction based on cognitive load theory and neuroscience research, utilising progress monitoring tools within a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) framework, recognising and supporting students with developmental language disorder, and effectively identifying and intervening in cases of learning difficulties. Through ongoing training in all aspects of literacy, teachers and SLSOs were equipped with the necessary tools and expertise to create inclusive and effective learning environments that support all students in developing strong literacy skills. 
3. Sufficient time off class for executive staff
It was widely acknowledged that there is a large amount of knowledge missing from graduating teachers about how the brain learns, how to teach reading and how to manage a classroom so learning can occur. Consequentially there is much learning and training to be had for all staff. 
Non-teaching time for executive staff members meant that there was time to collect and interpret data; reflect, evaluate and plan for professional learning of staff members, prevent teacher burnout, mentor instructional coaches and ensure program fidelity, quality assurance and consistency across the school. Larger schools were able to have more executive staff off class than smaller schools, yet some small schools still provided leadership opportunities and time for teaching staff to lead and develop their team in curriculum and ensure consistency of implementation and monitoring of high impact teaching practices. 
Observed differences that impacted non-teaching time for senior executive staff and teachers included school funding allocations and associated flexibility, state government education department policy and the allocation of specialist teachers (e.g. language teachers, performing arts and sports teachers). For example, Western Australian teachers have the most time allocated off class at 4.5 hours per week (excluding additional hours for early career teachers and K-2 teachers) and South Australia was not far behind with 4.1 hours excluding additional time for teachers of students with disability. The flow on effect for jurisdictions that did not have senior executive staff off class and sufficient time for teachers to plan and develop resources - particularly as a team - often resulted in varied teaching practice, cognitive overload for staff and teacher burnout. 
Other school reform commonalities
Other commonalities among schools included systematic assessment approaches, high expectations for staff and students (including behaviour), decluttering the classroom, the use of EDI, and support and training from experts outside of schools. One example of such support is Fogarty Edvance, which is an arm of The Fogarty Foundation in Western Australia. Its School Improvement Program is dedicated to enhancing the capacity of school leadership teams to make well-informed decisions based on evidence, engage in strategic planning, and ultimately enhance student outcomes.
By offering comprehensive support, Fogarty EDvance strengthens leadership capabilities and overall effectiveness of schools. Their unique three-year School Improvement Program combines the best practices, resources, and tools from the education, business, and philanthropic sectors (Fogarty Edvance (n.d.))
In South Australia, the Literacy Guarantee Unit has established a comprehensive initiative to enhance literacy levels. Specialised literacy coaches provide intensive coaching to primary school teachers, offering valuable guidance and support in effective reading instruction for targeted intervention schools.
The Literacy Guarantee Unit goes beyond coaching and organises three annual state-wide conferences exclusively for teachers. These conferences serve as valuable professional development opportunities, enabling educators to enhance their expertise in literacy instruction. By learning from experts, collaborating with peers, and staying informed about the latest research and effective teaching practices, teachers gain valuable insights to improve their reading instruction approaches (Department for Education, South Australia, 2018).
Common obstacles that high performing schools faced during and after growth
Aside from the gap in literacy knowledge that newly graduating teachers often arrive to schools with and the time and effort this takes to fill those gaps, including that of the learning teacher, there were other challenges that schools faced. The funds and time required to train all staff in a consistent evidence-based approach was a worthwhile investment, but it meant that new staff needed upskilling, training and coaching to the same level that existing staff were. During a teacher shortage this is even more challenging as more staff come and go and not always are all staff permanent employees. Structured inductions and instructional coaching were put in place for new staff, and this was possible when executive staff were off class. 
It was often the case that the school I was visiting was one of the only schools in their area that was using an evidence-informed approach. Balanced literacy and play-based learning are still prevalent across the country with mixed views and interpretations about EDI, creating literacy rich environments, how to teach the Big Six and balancing creativity with learning. In many cases these polarising views often resulted in sudden growth in enrolment numbers in the high performing school and data outliers in NAPLAN and PAT testing as new students moved to the school to have their reading difficulties addressed. 
Preventing gaps is best accomplished by providing the highest-quality early literacy instruction that is effective for the most diverse cohort to acquire foundational literacy skills, so students can execute these skills fluently. The instructional practices recommended to achieve this for younger students are to teach skills and strategies systematically, explicitly, directly, and following a clear scope and sequence. This also includes incorporating daily instruction with opportunities to practice through a gradual release of responsibility (Foorman et al., 2016; Frye et al., 2013; Gersten et al., 2009; Siegler et al., 2010; Shanahan et al., 2010 as cited in de Bruin et al., 2023), with regular progress screening (Gersten et al., 2008; Gersten, Beckman et al., 2009 as cited in de Bruin et al., 2023).
Providing effective instruction using these practices supports about 95% of children to learn (Foorman et al., 1998 as cited in de Bruin et al., 2023), although some may need supplementary and carefully targeted early intervention (Vellutino et al., 1996 as cited in de Bruin, et al., 2023) to make satisfactory progress. Without effective intervention and support, students who do not master foundational literacy skills in the early years of school do not catch up (Francis et al., 1996; Juel, 1988; Shaywitz et al., 1999 as cited in de Bruin et al., 2023). Students who had not received effective instruction in the early years and entered the high performing school in Year 2 or above, found that their MTSS became strained at the targeted level and the decision making about which universal learning to miss out on for targeted intervention became fraught.
Open plan classrooms were also a challenge for many high performing schools. To maintain focus and attention of students and deliver an effective EDI lesson, the brain requires reduced noise and minimal distractors. Open plan classrooms can be noisy and awkward in their layout preventing full attention and cognitive flow. Subsequentially school Principals needed to spend time and energy fighting the case for newly built closed classrooms and/or making do with dividers for existing classrooms. 
And finally, high performing schools (in some jurisdictions) believed their state education departments could provide clearer messaging about evidence-based methods to teaching all components of reading effectively. Some examples included messaging around universal evidence-based programs or approaches, screening and assessment tools, and explicit direct instruction. Instead, schools conducted their own time-consuming research or paid for an expert to upskill and support their school in their journey to sustained improvement. 
Conclusion
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]While my findings lack a national survey and quantitative data, it is apparent that improving reading for all students is not just about choosing evidence-based instructional practices and expecting all staff to implement them. Australia needs strict quality assurance in universities to ensure teaching graduates are receiving adequate training (Buckingham, 2022) about how students learn and how to teach, assess and monitor all aspects of literacy. Teaching reading effectively is multidimensional. One requires linguistic knowledge; an understanding of how the brain learns, remembers, and forgets information; an understanding of the challenges that students with dyslexia face and the ability to engage and maintain students’ attention and manage a classroom (Louden et al., 2005). Until initial teacher education policies and practices are adequately addressed across the country, schools will continue to take the burden of filling this gap and variance in what one believes to be evidence based instructional methods will grow. 
At a school level, to ensure executive staff members and/or instructional coaches are effective in their roles, sufficient time off class is essential. As demonstrated in all schools visited, this enabled a thorough understanding of one’s school context, planning for targeted professional learning, capacity building of all staff and quality assurance of evidence-based instructional practices underpinned by their multi-tiered framework. 
The data on reading failure in Australian schools underscores the need for concerted efforts to address these issues. Australia can strive towards improved literacy outcomes and empower its students for future success by overhauling our teacher education programs, preventing achievement gaps from widening in the primary school years (de Bruen et al, 2023), having consistency across jurisdictions to ensure system-wide scaling of MTSS is successful and by aligning policy and messaging to the evidence across all state education department jurisdictions. 
Acknowledgements
I would like to acknowledge all the Principals that welcomed me into their fantastic schools, allowing me to ask many questions and observe best practice K-6. I would also like to thank Daniella Hassett from Fogarty Edvance; Professor Lorraine Hammond from Edith Cowan University; Professor Tanya Serry, Dr Nathaniel Swain and Dr Tessa Weadman from the SOLAR Lab at La Trobe University; Georgina Perry from SPELD NSW; Professor Rauno Parrila and Professor Anne Castles from the Australian Catholic University; Dr Jennifer Buckingham - Director of Strategy and Senior Research Fellow, MultiLit; and Claire Wood, Clare Harris and Tanya Kay from the Department of Education, South Australia. Thanks also to NESA, Lyn Kirkby and Anne Gripton for your sponsorship, support and interest in this research.
References 
[bookmark: _Hlk142995858]Buckingham, J. (2022). The ‘Next Steps’ for improving initial teacher education, Five from Five, 5th of March. Available at: https://fivefromfive.com.au/blog/the-next-steps-for-improving-initial-teacher-education/
Cunningham, A. E., & Stanovich, K. E. (2011). What reading does for the mind. Journal of Direct Instruction, 1(2), 137-149.
de Bruin K, Kestel E, Francis M, Forgasz H and Fries R (2023). Supporting students significantly behind in literacy and numeracy: a review of evidence-based approaches, edresearch.edu.au
Department for Education, South Australia. (2018, August 29). Literacy and numeracy programs in schools. Www.education.sa.gov.au. https://www.education.sa.gov.au/parents-and-families/curriculum-and-learning/literacy-and-numeracy/literacy-and-numeracy-programs-schools
Fogarty Edvance. (n.d.). Program Results: Measurable improvements to student outcomes. Fogarty EDvance. Retrieved June 2, 2023, from 
Hillman, K., O’Grady, E., Rodrigues, S., Schmid, M., & Thomson, S. (2023). Progress in International Reading Literacy Study: Australia’s results from PIRLS 2021. Australian Council for Educational Research. https://doi.org/10.37517/978-1-74286-693-2
Learning Difficulties Australia. (2019). On phonics, phonemic awareness and dyslexia. Bulletin | Volume 51. https://ldaustralia.org/publications/bulletin-volume-51-nos-2-3-summer-2019/.
Learning Difficulties Australia. (2022). Teaching Teachers. Bulletin | Volume 54. https://ldaustralia.org/publications/bulletin-volume-54-no-1-april-2022/.
Louden, W., Rohl, M., Barratt Pugh, C., Brown, C., Cairney, T., Elderfield, J., House, H., Meiers, M., Rivalland, J., & Rowe, K. (2005). In Teachers' Hands: Effective Literacy Teaching Practices in the Early Years of Schooling. https://research.acer.edu.au/monitoring_learning/2
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. (2000). Report of the National Reading Panel: Teaching children to read: An evidence-based assessment of the scientific research literature on reading and its implications for reading instruction (NIH Publication No. 00-4769). U.S. Government Printing Office. Retrieved from https://www.nichd.nih.gov/sites/default/files/publications/pubs/nrp/Documents/report.pdf
Professor, E., & Louden, B. (2018). Evidence-based approaches to school improvement: The Kimberley Schools Project. In Australian Council for Educational Research. https://research.acer.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1330&context=research_conference
Shaywitz, S. E., Shaywitz, B. A., Pugh, K. R., Fulbright, R. K., Skudlarski, P., Mencl, W. E., ... & Gore, J. C. (1999). The neurobiology of reading and dyslexia. Biological psychiatry, 46(9), 1301-1311. doi: 10.1016/S0006-3223(99)00155-9

[bookmark: _Hlk158120279][bookmark: _Hlk158120280][bookmark: _Hlk158120295][bookmark: _Hlk158120296][bookmark: _Hlk158120312][bookmark: _Hlk158120313]The Premier’s Teacher Scholarships program – an initiative of the NSW Premier’s Department and administered by the NSW Department of Education – provides funding for a five-week study tour to explore best practice in a recipient’s chosen focus area. The program aims to deliver outcomes for recipients, students, teacher colleagues and school communities. This report was completed following scholarship study tour activities. It is produced by the author in their capacity as a scholarship recipient and may not represent the views of the NSW government, employing authority or sponsoring organisation.

How do we improve reading in young Australians?	Page 3 of 9
image1.jpeg
Wik

GOVERNMENT




image2.png
NSW

EDUCATION
STANDARDS
AUTHORITY




