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1 Improving literacy should be a top priority for Tasmania

When children do not learn to read fluently and efficiently, it can
undermine their future learning across all subject areas, harm their
self-esteem, and limit their life chances. For communities, poor literacy
levels can lead to worse social outcomes, lower productivity, and less
economic growth.1

Australia has an unacceptably high number of adolescents who fail
to reach minimum proficiency standards in reading. The OECD’s
2018 Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) test
showed that two in five Australian 15-year-olds fall short of Australia’s
proficient reading standard.2 Australia also had fewer high achievers in
reading, compared to the top PISA performers on the assessment (see
Figure 1.1). Analysis of the 2021 NAPLAN data shows that the gap in
reading between advantaged and disadvantaged students in Australia
is already very wide by the time students are in Year 3 – the equivalent
of 2 years and 4 months of learning – and more than doubles to 5 years
and 1 month by the time students are in Year 9 (Figure 1.2).

Tasmania also faces significant challenges. Tasmania’s performance on
PISA lags Australia’s national average and is well behind that of the top
PISA performers internationally (Figure 1.1). Tasmanian students’ PISA
performance has also declined significantly over time. In fact, in 2018
Tasmanian students were, on average, about a year behind where they
were on the first PISA reading assessment in 2000 (Figure 1.3).

By comparison, Australia’s overall PISA reading assessment results
during this time declined by the equivalent of nine months of learning.
As measured by NAPLAN, the learning gap between advantaged and

1. NSW CESE (2016).
2. Students who are proficient at PISA Level 3 or above are assessed as having

attained Australia’s National Proficient Standard, and having demonstrated more
than the minimal skills expected in the domain. See Thomson et al (2019, p. xiv).

Figure 1.1: Both high- and low-performing Australian and Tasmanian
students fall short compared to the best PISA performers
PISA 2018 results - percentage in each proficiency band, by subject,
Tasmania, Australia, and Top 5
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disadvantaged students in Tasmania in 2021 was also a little wider than
it was across Australia as a whole (Figure 1.4).

After the Northern Territory, Tasmania has the highest proportion of
disadvantaged schools in Australia. Grattan Institute’s 2018 report,
Measuring student progress: A state-by-state report card, showed that
based on NAPLAN results and after taking account of socio-economic
factors, Tasmanian students’ learning progress is generally similar to
the national average.3 This suggests Tasmanian schools on average
are not doing a bad job by Australian standards. Rather, they are doing
a tough job about as well as other jurisdictions.

There is significant room for improvement, however. Tasmania faces a
range of challenges regarding the development of strong literacy skills
across its population, particularly in terms of reaching its aspirational
goal of 100 per cent functional literacy, along with a broader goal of
significantly reducing the almost 50 per cent of Tasmanian students
who fall short of Australia’s benchmark proficiency level in PISA. The
work of the Tasmanian Government’s Literacy Advisory Panel is a
welcome part of the broader effort to overcome these challenges.

This submission to the panel’s Lifting Literacy, Lifting Tasmania
consultation process draws on Grattan Institute’s research on teaching
quality and school improvement, as well as reviews of evidence-based
literacy practice. This submission focuses specifically on reading, but
we acknowledge that writing, listening, and speaking are also key
literacy skills that warrant further attention.

3. Goss and Sonnemann (2018).

Figure 1.2: There is a large equity-based reading gap in Australia
Equivalent year level, NAPLAN reading, median, Australia, 2021
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Figure 1.3: Tasmania’s mean score in PISA reading has declined
significantly since 2000
Tasmania’s mean score in PISA reading literacy, 2000-2018
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Figure 1.4: There is a large equity-based reading gap in Tasmania
Equivalent year level, NAPLAN reading, median, Tasmania, 2021
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2 Effective reading instruction in schools

The goal of reading is to extract meaning from text.4 Reading is not
an innate skill that can be acquired effortlessly. Becoming a proficient
reader is a complicated task. The quality of teaching that students
receive has a significant impact on reading outcomes.5

Proficient reading requires skills in word recognition and language
comprehension, which enable students to interpret the meaning
of the words they read.6 Reading research has shown that these
two broad capabilities have several components. Scarborough
(2001) uses the metaphor of a ‘reading rope’ that combines several
strands.7 The ‘word recognition’ strand comprises (i) phonological
awareness, (ii) decoding, and (iii) sight recognition of familiar words.
The ‘language comprehension’ strand comprises (i) background
knowledge, (ii) vocabulary, (iii) knowledge of language structures,
(iv) verbal reasoning, and (v) literacy knowledge (for example, print
concepts). Students who struggle to develop adequate proficiency with
respect to any one of these strands are likely to find fluent reading with
high levels of comprehension more challenging.

Education research continues to develop an increasingly clear picture
of how classroom teaching can best support the acquisition of these
underlying skills, particularly in relation to word recognition skills
that are ideally developed in the early years of school. Developing
students’ automatic word recognition can be achieved through explicit,
systematic instruction in how to ‘crack the alphabetic code’, based on
phonemic awareness and phonics knowledge. With explicit teaching
and enough opportunities for practice, most students can achieve

4. Snow (2002).
5. Moats (1999).
6. Castles et al (2018).
7. Scarborough (2001).

automatic, efficient word recognition.8 The use of ‘decodable texts’
during this initial phase of reading instruction can help students to
practice their phonics skills.9

While developing word recognition skills is essential, it is also important
for students to build their ability to comprehend the written language
they read. Well before children can read complex texts on their own,
teachers can support them to develop increasingly sophisticated
language comprehension skills, through an emphasis on oral language
development and building students’ background knowledge and
vocabulary.10 Therefore, it is important that students are exposed
to a coherent, well-sequenced, and content-rich curricular from the
beginning of school right through the secondary school years, as
this systematically builds the background knowledge they need to
comprehend increasingly sophisticated texts.

8. See, for example, Castles et al (2018) and NSW CESE (2017).
9. Ehri (2020); and Adams (2009).
10. See, for example, Konza (2014); Smith et al (2021); Castles et al (2018); and

Cabell and Hwang (2020).
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3 A strategy for improving reading in Tasmania

In early learning and childcare settings, a clearer focus on developing
children’s oral language and pre-reading skills, combined with effective
early screening for language difficulties, could go a long way to
preparing children, including disadvantaged children, for reading
success in schools. Pragmatic, affordable policies are needed to
embed these practices consistently.11

In primary schools, it appears that many teachers are still unaware of
the most effective evidence-based approaches to reading instruction.
Where teachers have tried to adopt best practice, often there is still
considerable variation from classroom to classroom, and as a result
many children fall through the cracks. A thorough reset is needed to
ensure reading success is not left to chance.

In secondary schools, the challenges are also acute. Most secondary
schools are simply not equipped to teach basic reading skills, because
students are expected to have mastered these already. But this is the
challenge that many secondary teachers face. Meanwhile, a small
but significant proportion of students have complex learning difficulties
that make reading particularly hard. These students require specialist
diagnostic assessments and targeted supports. In some cases,
technology and other accommodations can help. But at present these
supports are not widely available in schools, and expensive private
options are out of reach for many families.

To improve reading in Tasmania, the Tasmania Department of
Education should:

∙ provide clearer instructional guidance to schools that is aligned to
the best evidence on the effective teaching of reading and spelling.

11. Justice et al (2018); and Weadman et al (2021).

This guidance should address the effective delivery of whole-class
teaching across different year levels and subject areas, as well
as best-practice approaches for students who require additional
support. By ensuring high quality, evidence-informed whole-class
instruction, there will be fewer students who require additional,
targeted intervention. For the students who do need targeted
one-on-one support from literacy experts or other professionals
such as speech pathologists, the Department should ensure that
schools can access these professionals as required.

∙ ensure teachers have access to the high-quality literacy resources
necessary to underpin effective reading instruction, including:

– robust assessments that can be used to track student
learning over time and diagnose learning challenges that
individual students may face.

While NAPLAN and PAT R (Progressive Achievement Tests
in Reading) can be useful to track progress across years,
they are less useful as formative assessments and not suited
to diagnosing specific learning challenges. In addition to
the Year 1 Phonics Screening Test, the Department should
consider making other robust assessments available to
schools, such as DIBELS (or a similar assessment) that can
assist teachers to identify potential reading difficulties early.12

– instructional resources that support the development of
strong reading skills. This should include instructional
resources that support decoding skills in the early years,

12. DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) constitutes a set of
short assessments that can be used to monitor the development of early reading
skills in students from kindergarten to Year 8. See University of Oregon (n.d.).
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such as high-quality decodable readers that provide students
with opportunities to practice their phonics skills, as well as
rich fiction and non-fiction texts that teachers can use in their
classrooms (such as through whole-class read-alouds in the
early years), to develop students’ background knowledge.

– high-quality, content-rich curriculum resources that support
school-level unit and lesson planning across all subject
areas.

These curriculum resources can support schools to develop
children’s background knowledge and vocabulary, which
aids the development of reading comprehension and critical
and creative thinking skills.13 Grattan Institute’s 2022 report,
Making Time for Great Teaching, showed that accessing
high-quality, classroom curriculum and lesson plans remains
a significant challenge for many teachers.14

∙ ensure teachers have multiple opportunities to receive high quality
training and guidance on effective teaching and assessment
practices.

Ideally, this would include training on the ‘what’ and ‘why’ of
effective practice, so that teachers develop a rich understanding
of the core components, as well as training on the ‘how’, so that
teachers are able to deliver effective practices confidently in their
classrooms. Grattan Institute’s 2020 Top Teachers report, for
example, highlights the importance of teachers working closely
with experts in their classrooms, to receive guidance and feedback
on their practice as they apply new learning and develop new
skills.15

13. Cabell and Hwang (2020); Willingham (2007); and Smith et al (2021).
14. Hunter et al (2022).
15. Goss and Sonneman (2020).

∙ set clear learning goals for students in the Tasmanian school
system that are ambitious but achievable.

In doing so, the Department should ensure schools have the
time and capacity to achieve these goals. This may require
a clear decision to reduce the number of other issues school
leaders and teachers are expected to address, while they focus
on improving Tasmanian students’ literacy. Grattan’s Making Time
for Great Teaching report showed that many teachers struggle to
achieve all that is currently asked of them, with new initiatives from
government a frequent distraction from core teaching work.16

∙ commit to closely monitoring and evaluating improvements in
reading instruction in Tasmanian schools over time.

This should include monitoring student learning achievement
and progress, as well as the quality and effectiveness of teacher
practices in the classroom. Consistent, effective teaching across
all classrooms relies on broader school-wide approaches and
supports. Therefore, the Department should also monitor
school-wide progress, through assessment data and school
reviews, with further guidance and support provided to those
schools that need it.

16. Hunter et al (2022).
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