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This Hot Topic has been written in response to some of the
guestions both authors have been asked over the last three years.
The questions all relate to early reading instruction and have come
from both teachers and community members. We have focused on
four questions that seemed to be of particular concern. The first
relates to how reading research is conducted and why different
researchers come up with different answers to the question of how
best to teach reading. Secondly, we address questions related to
the science of reading, the Simple View of Reading, and claims that
science has settled the debates on how reading should be taught
(Hempenstall, 2016). Thirdly, we respond to questions about media
coverage of the reading debates, and finally, we address questions
about the National Reading Panel Report (NRPR, 2000) and how it
fits into today’s reading discussions. These are big questions, and
we have only been able to touch on each question lightly within the
scope of a Hot Topic, but we hope you will find our responses to
these questions useful. We encourage you to continue to engage in
the literature around these topics.

What is Reading Research all about?

Reading research seeks to understand reading and how we learn to

read. The research includes, but is not limited to: the process of reading;
the development of the ability to read; the impact of various teaching
approaches; and why the process is so difficult for some learners.
Researchers interested in reading come from a broad range of disciplines,
with different approaches to research. The many multidisciplinary “studies
available on reading is directly related to the fact that reading is a complex
act, a neurological and cognitive process with social implications” (Dantas
etal, 2017, p. 117). Over the last 20 years,

... data collection methods, instruments of analysis, and the
perception of the importance of reading from a social perspective,
both cultural and inclusive of different types of people, have
generated a considerable increase in the number of disciplines
focusing on Reading Research (Dantas et al., 2017, p. 118).



Disciplines such as psychology, sociology, linguistics,
and literary studies, contribute to the knowledge

base of language and literacy education research,
although these disciplines often have vastly differing
views regarding language and literacy education and
research. For example, psychology treats reading as a
set of autonomous cognitive skills, whereas in the field
of sociology, reading is a social practice that is context
dependent (Chen & Derewianka, 2009).

Research more generally has been described as a
systematic investigation (Burns, 1997) or inquiry whereby
data are collected, analysed, and interpreted in some way
in an effort to “understand, describe, predict, or control an
educational or psychological phenomenon or to empower
individuals in such contexts” (Mertens, 2005, p.2). A
research paradigm provides the philosophical foundation
or framework for research work while epistemology
focuses on how knowledge is acquired from different
sources and determines the methods a researcher uses
(Kumar Khatri, 2020).

Educational research traditionally followed the empirical
“objective scientific model” (Burns, 1997, p. 3) which
utilised quantitative methods of data collection, analysis,
and reporting modes. In the 1960s however, there was

a move towards a more constructivist approach which
allowed for methods which were “qualitative, naturalistic,
and subjective” (p. 3) in nature. More recently, research
approaches have become more complex in design and
more flexible in their application of methods with mixed-
methods now common.

In the current policy context, which has a focus on
measuring literacy numerically, evidence that comes
from randomised control trials has been branded,
particularly by the media and politicians, as the gold
standard in educational research. This research is said

to emulate the same type of research carried out in
medicine. However, the call for teachers to emulate
doctors in the use of evidence has been critiqued by
many researchers who have argued that you cannot
compare medicine to education (see for example, Biesta,
2007; McKnight & Morgan, 2023; Wrigley, 2020). Wrigley
(2020) explains that the use of double-blind trials and
placebos in medical research, does not translate to the
classroom. It is very difficult to treat students in one
cohort with the desired treatment that is being researched
and then deny another group that treatment. Wrigley
(2018) suggests that the question should not be, “What
works?” but rather, “Where it might work, for whom and
under what conditions” (p. 370).

What do people mean when they talk about
the science of reading?

The International Literacy Association (ILA) defines the
science of reading (no capital letters) as a “a corpus of
objective investigation and accumulation of reliable evidence
about how humans learn to read and how reading should be
taught” (ILA, nd, p. 2). Another way to think about the science
of reading is as a virtual library or collection of research
findings from multiple disciplines and methodological
approaches that inform our understanding of reading.
Graham (2020) suggests that the science of reading includes
research about:

... how reading operates, develops, is taught, shapes
academic and cognitive growth, affects motivation
and emotion, interacts with context, and impacts
context in turn. It includes genetic, biological,
environmental, contextual, social, political, historical,
and cultural factors that influence the acquisition and
use of reading (p. 1).

The term science of reading was first used to refer to text
reading during the 18" Century, coinciding with the scientific
study of language. The original agenda of scientific linguistics
was the determination of proper pronunciations of ancient
languages (Allan, 2010). However, a great deal has happened
since then, and in the last decade alone, over 14,000 peer-
reviewed journal articles have been published that included
the keyword reading based on a PsycINFO search.

While combining the word science with reading has sparked
new interest in reading research, it has also led to some
confusions, misinformation and claims that the science of
reading has settled the debates about reading and reading
instruction. However, our knowledge related to reading is not
settled, rather it is “ever evolving, at times circuitous, and

not without controversy” (Petscher et al., 2020, p. 2). Other
researchers also question the notion of settled science (see
for example, Bowers, 2020; Reinking et al., 2023; Seidenberg
et al., 2020; Wyse & Bradbury, 2022). Claims of approaches or
theories as evidence-based is also appealing, but there is still
no agreed upon explanation, for what happens as children
read. Nor is there agreement on how best to teach reading,
although when Flippo (2011) synthesised the common
ground amongst eleven reading experts she discovered that
they “unanimously agreed on a whole range of contexts

and practices that would make learning to read difficult

for children and many other practices that would facilitate
learning to read” (p. 12). This was despite espousing a range
of theories and research approaches.

What works for one, or some, may not work for others.
Parents are quick to tell us how different their children are,
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with some children from the same family finding learning
to read quite easy and others struggling with the process.
Researchers also differ in the ways they approach research
focused on reading, and the teaching and learning of
reading. They approach the science of reading with different
epistemologies (e.g., sociological/socially constructed,
psychological, cognitive) and may claim that they have
principled understandings and explanations for how
students learn to read; yet, how those understandings and
explanations were derived may be quite different (Petscher
etal., 2020).

Some reading research is laboratory based (see for example,
The Centre for Advanced Research in Experimental and
Applied Linguistics (ARIEAL) at McMaster University, in
Canada), while other studies are school or classroom based
(see for example, Masterson, 2021). Laboratory studies are
usually conducted in controlled circumstances and often
focused on particular learning difficulties or disabilities.
Controlled studies may also be able to be reproduced in
another laboratory setting, but be difficult to transfer to a
classroom context. In addition, approaches that may work
well with students who have particular learning difficulties
or disabilities may not be appropriate or helpful to typical
students in mainstream class settings.

In contrast, classroom-based research is difficult to control,
and is affected by the context of the school, the class, the
complexities of 25 or more students, and the day-to-day
disruptions of the busy classroom. Individual teachers

may also impact a classroom research project due to their
level of knowledge, experience and commitment to their
students. However, teachers who have knowledge of a
variety of approaches and are supported to respond to the
differing needs of the students in their classrooms are often
highly effective and worthy of study. This is why Hruby and
Goswami (2011) have argued that a search for evidence-
based practices should begin with a review of “the copious
research on effective classroom practices” (p. 166). In
Flippo’s work, discussed above, the experts all agreed that
teachers,

... should be allowed to make their own decisions
and plan classroom instruction and learning
opportunities based on their situations and the
needs, interests, motivations, and strategies of the
children with whom they work—not based on any

particular list, restrictions, or absolutes (2011, p. 22).

Some schools claim to be Science of Reading (SoR, with
capital letters) schools, because they implement Structured
Literacy (Spear-Swerling, 2018), employ a synthetic phonics
approach and/or use decodable texts. Other schools

identifying as SoR schools align with the Simple View of
Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986) which also leads to
structured whole class approaches to early instruction. Still
other SoR schools base their reading instruction upon the
findings of the National Reading Panel Report (Cunningham,
2001) with emphasis on phonemic awareness, phonics,
reading fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. However,
these pedagogical elements also feature in reading
classrooms that reflect a range of theoretical approaches,
including Balanced Literacy.

The term SoR has increasingly been used by some involved
in the reading debates to claim that neuroscience studies
support the Simple View of Reading (SVR) (Seidenberg et al.,
2020; Shanahan, 2020). Gough and Tunmer introduced the
SVR 35 years ago within an article titled Decoding, Reading
and Reading disability (Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Hoover

& Tunmer, 2018). They argued that decoding x listening/
linguistic comprehension = reading comprehension (D x
L=C). Over time, they replaced the term decoding with word
recognition. “The simple view presumes that, once the
printed matter is decoded, the reader could apply to the
text exactly the same mechanisms which he or she would
bring to bear on its spoken equivalent” (Gough & Tunmer,
1986, p. 9).

The SVR is a useful tool for conveying the undeniable
importance of both word recognition and listening/linguistic
comprehension for reading. However, it is important to

note that Hoover and Tunmer (2018) presented the SVR as
a model that describes “reading at a single point in time”
rather than a “model of reading development” (p. 306).
They suggest that the SVR does not explain how reading
develops over time, ‘only that the level of development
attained at any point in time will depend entirely and only
on the multiplicative combination of the levels of the two
components’ (p. 306). Research in the 35 years since the SVR
was first proposed has revealed additional understandings
about reading (Duke & Cartwright, 2021) with several
researchers adding complexity to the SVR (see for example,
Catts, 2018; Francis et al., 2018; Kim, 2023), and the original
authors publishing the Cognitive Foundations of Reading
Framework (Hoover & Tunmer, 2020).

What role does the media play in people’s
understanding of reading?

According to Maren Aukerman (2002a), from the University
of Calgary,

In the field of reading education, we are in the midst
of a media crisis . . . reporting on the science of
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reading suffers from bias errors, that is, errors where
a journalist takes sides and/or pushes an agenda
rather than communicating a nuanced story and
specific errors of insufficient understanding, that is,
errors that reflect inadequate grasp of the field.

Other researchers have identified a dominant narrative of
negativity in reporting on education in the current era (e.g.,
Baroutsis & Lingard, 2023; Mockler, 2022). Good news stories
that could make front page news are replaced by those that
paint education, and more pointedly, educators, in a negative
light. In recent times, negative reports have come thick

and fast after results of national and international tests are
released such as NAPLAN or the Program of International
Student Assessment (PISA) and Program Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS).

Baroutsis and Lingard (2023), suggest that the media often
engage in reporting through use of a “dramatic narrative
stance” which can include a simplified version of reporting
and sensationalism (p. 61). Therefore, through their
headlines and reporting, the media frame the news for
their readers so it is read in a particular way (e.g., Education
Crisis — A Decade in the Making; Australian School Education
is Falling Short; A Call for a Focus on Teaching as Academic
Results Slide Despite a S300b School Funding Deal; ‘Dud
Teachers? In Victoria, It’s the Lack of Phonics that’s the
Problem). As literacy educators we know the power of
language, and so too, do editors.

The term, strategic lies, has been used to describe the
reporting of the media in relation to politics particularly
around elections, although the same notion can be applied to
education. Strategic lies involve lying, even when you know
that it can, and possibly will be found out to be a lie. The
question could be asked why anyone would want to be found
to be a liar, but Fisher and Gaber (2022), note,

It doesn’t matter if the lie is easily corrected because
the subject of the lie is then amplified and kept on
the news agenda. The distribution of the lie is further
increased by social media and amplified by the
mainstream media (para 6)

In May 2023, a major Australian media outlet reported on
the 2021 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
(PIRLS) and the success of a phonics approach in England.
The report suggested that England’s success had led to the
NSW government’s decision to mandate a phonics-focused
approach, which included the Year 1 Phonics Check imported
directly from England. The report shared the results from the
2021 PIRLS which indicated that Australian Year 4 students’
results had held steady, while other countries reported
falling results. However, the Phonics Screening Check was

not mandated in NSW public schools until 2022, following

a trial in 2021. Further to this, PIRLS is conducted in Year 4
and the 2021 NSW PIRLS cohort had not experienced the
Year 1 Phonics Check. In addition, the report did not share
Australia’s growth in PIRLS between 2011 and 2016 (from

a mean score of 527 to 544) or that the drop from 2016 to
2021 was minor (from a mean score of 544 to 540) (https://
www.acer.org/au/pirls/key-findings). Nor did it mention that
in 2016, England had the lowest score of the 34 countries in
terms of enjoyment of reading (Bowers, 2020) or that in 2001
England ranked third of all countries with a mean score of
553, before the introduction of a mandated phonics-focused
approach and the phonics check.

Educators must therefore take a critical stance when
reading media reports and social media stories, because
this is where the general population are receiving (mis)
information about teaching, teachers, and reading standards.
They then make assumptions about education based on
misreporting. Educators need to be able to talk back to the
(mis)information reported in the media, pointing out the
inaccuracies and biases while simultaneously correcting the
errors/misinformation in reporting. Educators must also

be able to communicate the media misinformation to their
school communities as these reports can sway public (and
politicians’) opinion on education (Mockler, 2022).

What should | know about the National
Reading Panel Report?

The National Reading Panel Report (NRPR) initiated in the
USA in 1997, is widely quoted in the literature, professional
learning, and commercial literacy programs. The National
Reading Panel (NRP) consisted of 14 people charged with
reviewing and assessing the research on teaching reading,
with implications for classroom practice and further research.
The panel was made up of 12 university professors (8 reading
researchers, 2 administrators without backgrounds in reading
or teacher education, one teacher educator, and one medical
doctor), one parent, one elementary (primary) school
principal, and one middle school Language Arts teacher.
Notably, there were no reading or early years teachers on

the panel.

The methodological approach adopted did not arise from the
research literature on reading, but rather was imposed upon
it (Cunningham et al., 2001). The NRP excluded any studies
that could not be replicated or supported by statistics, as
they had committed to verification of findings against strict
positivist criteria (Cunningham et al., 2001, p. 328). Positivist
methodology require research variables to be controlled or
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manipulated. The criteria imposed led to only a small fraction
of the total available reading research literature meeting the
panel’s standards for use in the topic analyses (NRPR, 2000).

The evidence-based methodological standards
adopted by the NRP are essentially those normally
used in research studies of the efficacy of
interventions in psychological and medical research.
These include behaviorally-based interventions,
medications, or medical procedures proposed for use
in the fostering of robust health and psychological
development and the prevention or treatment of
disease (NRPR, 2000).

The NRP subgroups produced reviews of research on:
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, comprehension
strategies, vocabulary development, computer technology
and reading instruction, teacher preparation in general,

and teacher preparation to teach comprehension strategies
(NRPR, 2000). However, if we use phonics as an example of a
topic examined by the NRP, the phonics meta-analysis began
with three groups of problem readers. The first group were
problem readers in kindergarten or first grade, the second
group were older readers who were considered to have some
form of reading difficulty or disability, and the third were
considered low achieving readers (a total of 38 studies). The
findings from these studies were combined and generalised
to typical children in today’s classrooms (Garan, 2001).

This makes the NRP’s claim of a comprehensive, scientific
review of reading research on phonics, with generalisable
results highly questionable (Garan, 2001). Interestingly,

the NRP suggested that systematic phonics instruction,
although important, “should be integrated with other reading
instruction to create a balanced reading program” (NRP,
2000, Section 2, p. 91). The NRP even warned against phonics
becoming a dominant component in a reading program.

The superficial treatment of phonics does not instill
confidence in the overall report and its recommendations.
Concerns over the way the research was reviewed by the
NRP led Joanne Yatvin, an educator with more than 40

years of experience at the time, and the only member of

the NRP with a career in elementary (primary) schools, to
publish a minority report which questioned the processes
and findings of the NRP Report (2000). Yatvin (2000) argued
that the NRP were given an impossible task that could not be
“accomplished by a small body of unpaid volunteers, working
part time, without staff support, over a period of a year and

a half” (p. 1). According to Yatvin (2000), the panel were not
even able to answer the first and most central question that
they were charged with answering: What is known about the
basic processes by which children learn to read? (p. 3). Yatvin

(2002) described the work of the NRP as “incomplete, flawed,
and narrowly focused” (pp. 368-369). While Yatvin made no
suggestion that the work was of poor quality, she felt that

it was “unbalanced and, to some extent, irrelevant” (Yatvin,
2000, p. 3). Yatvin attempted to have her concerns addressed
by the NRP, offering to withdraw her minority report if

her concerns were met (2002, p. 369). Her requests were
ignored. This may be why Cunningham and colleagues (2001)
suggest that the NRP report be viewed more as “a manifesto
for a particular philosophy of science as much as a summary
of particular research findings” (p. 335).

Conclusion

A vast amount of research from a range of disciplines and
methodological approaches informs our understanding of
reading. However, our politicians and the media have often
taken a selective approach when reading the research and
making policy decisions in relation to the teaching of reading.
Recently, there has been a renewed interest in approaches
to teaching reading that focus on decoding and synthetic
phonics as the answer to the question of how to teach

early reading. However, the Australian Literacy Educators’
Association’s (ALEA) declaration argues that “although
decoding and encoding are essential and complementary
skills, they are insufficient alone and should be taught
explicitly within authentic and meaningful contexts”

(ALEA, 2023, para 20). Similarly, the current Australian
English Curriculum (V.9) (Australian Curriculum, Assessment
and Reporting Authority, ACARA, n.d.) recognises the
importance of both code breaking and comprehension,
addressing reading across the strands of Language, Literature
and Literacy.

Decisions about reading instruction are complex and
multifaceted, and “only the classroom teacher who works
with a child every day is in a position to know what is
appropriate instruction for that particular child and when”
(Flippo, 2011, p. 22). While curricula guide our work, as
educators, we must stay informed by reading and critiquing
current reading research. However, we should also be aware
that the research has not identified a singular approach to
the teaching of reading that can be applied to all children.
We all need a repertoire of research-informed strategies that
we can call on depending on a child’s needs and the time and
context in which learning/teaching occurs. Importantly, all
educators must have a comprehensive understanding of the
reading process, in order to make informed decisions about
the teaching of reading based on the needs of the children in
their classrooms.
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