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THE EDUCATION ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM AND ILLITERACY   -  Jo Rogers                                                     

During my fifty years of teaching children to read, I have witnessed the fall of school children’s reading 

standards and the equally distressing decline of respect for the teaching profession. There’s an 

Education Elephant in the room and I’d really like to tell you about it.     

Before the 1980’s, acceptance into teacher training was via passing an English and Mathematics exam 
and a panel interview. Teacher Training included the development of children’s psycho-social and motor 
skills and oral language, psychological cognitive learning theories, and how to teach the systematic pre-
reading, reading, and handwriting, spelling, and mathematics skills. 
  
Nowadays, most education courses are Arts courses with little or no mention of the above topics.   
The Education Elephant in the room is in most university Education courses.   
  
As a young primary teacher, I followed the succinct curricula of teaching literacy and numeracy skills, 
which supported what I had learned. Nowadays, there are volumes of English curricula that are full of 
words that have little relevance to effective teaching of how young children learn to read and spell, 
especially in F – 2 when the foundation skills NEED to be learned, before they can build on in Year 3-6.  
 
The Education Elephant in the room is in the English Primary curriculum. 
 
When I taught in primary schools before the 1980’s, it was unheard of that any child would go to Year 3 
without knowing the foundation reading, spelling, writing and mathematics skills.   
During the 1980’s the ideology of whole language, now called balanced literacy, came from USA via UK. 
Reading was seen to be a naturally acquired skill like oral language, assuming that young children would 
learn to read by being read to. The idea came from studies of how accomplished adult readers read but 
NOT how most young non-reading children need to learn. We know from cognitive scientists whilst oral 
language is inherent; reading is a skill that needs to be taught in order to be learned by most children.  
 
This trend of ‘child discovery’ learning also involved no testing, no accurate reporting to parents, no 
diagnostic descriptors and no instruction. The teaching of spelling, grammar and punctuation was 
deemed unnecessary, with the word ‘phonics’ forbidden. Reading was about meaning only and children 
were taught to ‘read’ by memorizing and guessing words by picture clues and meaning of context, no 
matter how incorrect. Praise was given to all children who made an effort, regardless of errors. 
Correction was no longer needed. Spelling was no longer taught. Primary teachers became facilitators 
who ‘guided’ children through interesting and stimulating experiences, with an assumption that they 
would all ‘learn’. Testing to see if they had ‘learned’ was not required.   
  
The Education Elephant in the room is in most primary school classrooms. 
 
Education academics from universities who had secondary and tertiary Arts/English or Mathematics/ 
Science backgrounds came into teacher training, education policy making, curricula, education 
bureaucracies, education research, teacher unions and many joined English teaching organizations.    
 
The Education Elephant in the room began to appear in all of these Education rooms. 
 
By 1990 concerns about Australia’s falling reading standards began to dawn. In 1996 a National Survey 
found that 27% Year 3 and 29% Year 5 children ‘did not meet minimum performance standards of 
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literacy required for effective participation in their further schooling.’ In 1997 20% of young adults had 
very poor literacy skills and 28% could ‘also be expected to experience difficulties in using many of the 
printed materials that may be encountered in everyday life’; in other words 48% were functionally 
illiterate’. (ABS) Concerns were raised in Business by employer groups and in Auditor Generals reports.  
  
In 2005 the Nelson Rowe National Inquiry into Teaching of Literacy in Australia (NITL) report was 
formally accepted by Federal Parliament. It looked at scientific evidence, so it was factual; not an 
opinion. It found that the low illiteracy levels in Australian schools were unacceptable, that teaching of 
reading was not being taught in (all but two) teacher training courses, that best practice of teaching 
reading was not in English curricula and not being taught in primary schools.  
The report found that scientific evidence for best practice for the teaching of reading was “to teach 
the systematic, direct and explicit phonics instruction so that children can master the essential 
alphabet code-breaking skills required for foundational reading proficiency.”  
 
Its recommendations were agreed to by the Council of Australian Government Education Ministers in 
2006 to be implemented by Education departments into school practice. But the report was totally 
ignored by Education Departments and most of the rest of the education community.  
The Education Elephant in the room now stood in official bureaucratic due process.  
 
In December 2008, all the COAG Education Ministers signed the Melbourne Agreement for 2009 to 2018 
that included that …..”All young Australians become successful learners, confident and creative 
individuals and active and informed citizens”……”and the agreement articulates the commitment of all 
Australian Governments to ensure that all Australian school students acquire the knowledge and skills to 
participate in society …….”  
As illiterate school children are excluded from being successful learners, lack confidence and cannot 
become informed citizens, this highly regarded agreement falls very short.  
The Education Elephant in the room is in the offices of all Education Ministers (except recently S.A.)   
 
By 2008, National literacy and numeracy tests attempted to improve schools’ accountability and give 
parents an independent indicator of their child’s literacy and numeracy progress. ACARA also formed 
the National Curriculum and MY SCHOOL. Teacher unions and allies vow to end NAPLAN, which tests 
what children should be learning via their curriculum. Reported stress on children can be totally avoided 
by responsible behavior by adults around them. Some teachers and many parents like NAPLAN tests.  
The Education Elephant in the room is in teacher unions who block any reform except for more 
funding and exceed their brief. 
 
In 2011 PIRLS results showed 24% of Year 4 students were illiterate and that Australia was 27th in 
international literacy ranking. In 2016 PIRLS results showed Year 4 illiteracy was 21% with Australia 
ranked as 21st. It was noted that there was also a significantly long tail of under-achievement, which is 
also needs to be addressed.   
 
Australia’s literacy rating with UNICEF has consistency fallen since 2000 and now Australia’s literacy 
rates as 39th out of 41 countries.  
 
People wonder why NAPLAN literacy results are much better. With questions and only 4 (c/f 8) multiple 
choice answers allowing a 25% chance of a false positive result, reports of teachers reading out the 
questions and no-one knowing exactly what the National Minimum Benchmark scores really are, the 
answers to that question lie somewhere in there along with the Education Elephant in the room.   
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Just how many Australian school children are illiterate?  In 2017, student enrollments were 3,849,225 
with about 296,094 students in each year level. So about 70,000+ children in Year 4 are illiterate and 
have been for the past 5 years, and unless their parents can pay outside specialist teachers like me to 
teach them to read, will be for the next 6 years when they can leave, if they haven’t already gotten 
themselves expelled, as a way of escaping their daily dose of failure.    
So, over 400,000 Australian school children are illiterate over all year levels at any one time, and they 
cannot engage in the school curriculum to get themselves an education. This incidence has been 
known about for over twenty years, so millions of children have been irreparably psycho-socially 
damaged for life, by not being taught to read and write during their primary schooling.  
Is there a case to answer? 
 
The Education Elephant in the room has been known in statistics since 1996 and especially since 2005.   
 
If all Foundation, Year 1 and Year 2 teachers, led by their school principals, had followed the NITL 2005 
recommendations, the illiteracy rate would have dropped to a small percent by PIRLS 2011 and Australia 
would have been well in the top 10 countries in literacy where we belong. And these illiterate 
Australian children would have been taught to read and then been able to get their education. 
The whole language/balanced literacy advocates and teacher unions have consistently blocked all 
efforts to this reform. Academic debate and differences of opinion are usually fine, but this is about 
scientific evidence vs. ideology that has no evidence, only opinion. And it involves the emotional 
damage and ruining of innocent children’s lives. There is an African saying, “When elephants fight, it’s 
the grass that gets trampled.” 
 
The Education Elephant in the room of those blocking this reform is a very arrogant elephant.  
   
Special education teachers like me from around Australia have kept meeting over this time. At 
conferences, we’ve listened to educational psychologists, speech therapists, pediatricians, cognitive 
scientists and education researchers presenting their scientific evidence as to best practice and made 
sure it matched our own. We discussed our common experiences with schools, parents and children.   
 
Poor International literacy results are excused with ‘children not eating breakfast or not having enough 
books in the home’ or ‘not sleeping well’, which were no excuse before 1980’s. Then, we gave breakfast 
to those children in need, joined them up to local libraries and we taught them to read. 
Teaching privately, we get to know the parents and we know they are well read and have many books in 
their homes, read to their children often, feed them breakfast and read bedtime stories before they go 
to sleep. But we do hear all about their children’s anxieties about school; one parent telling of her child 
head banging in his sleep from 3am but only on school days. I haven’t yet met a poor parent in 29 years 
of private teaching of children to read because schools have not done their job.   
Parents tell of class teachers saying their child was doing well when they didn’t even know their child 
could not read.  Others parents are told to be patient ‘because one day it will click’ and were told that 
every year. Some parents were told that their child would never learn or didn’t want to learn because 
they lacked intelligence or were too lazy. Others were told they had ‘unrealistic expectations’ for their 
child or were overly anxious and were ‘The Problem’. When one parent said at a PSG meeting she 
wanted her child to learn to read the principal and class teacher laughed at her. Another principal said 
to parents, “Kids don’t have to learn to read these days anyway.”   
Parents of young children are blamed for their child’s illiteracy but as children get older, the blame shifts 
onto them. One teacher told me that my student ‘brought her illiteracy on to herself.”  



4 
 

Some principals and classroom teachers say there’s not much reading occurring in the home or that 
everything wrong with that child is totally the parent’s fault. This was again clearly apparent at the 
recent ACE/CIS Phonics Debate which is on You Tube.  
But they get angry with parents who look outside school for someone to teach their child to read. 
Recently a State Education Minister blamed parents for taking children to tutors so they ‘performed 
better on NAPLAN tests’, missing the point that parents are just desperate for their child to be taught to 
read. I always feel embarrassed when I apologize for the teaching profession. Parents have lost respect. 
Can you imagine how parents of a non-reading 9 year old felt when his teacher gave him a soft toy cat 
(Ginger) so ‘he could teach the cat to read’, an idea she had learned at a recent national literacy 
conference. It was on the conference program as “Using Soft Toys and Puppets to teach Literacy.”  
 
We see frightened, anxious young children with stooped shoulders, downcast eyes, who cry, believing 
they are ‘dumb’, saying that all the kids and sometimes the teacher says they’re dumb, that they didn’t 
want to go to school and that they were ‘no good’. Their sad little faces would break your heart. Older 
children become brazen to hide their damaged self esteem and shame. Teachers like me enjoy teaching 
them to read so they catch up if it’s not too late but most don’t get effective help. 
There are no Education Elephants in the rooms of these parents and children, just tears of despair.  
 
I wonder why secondary schools don’t say to primary schools, “Stop sending us illiterate children. We 
should be free to teach our subjects to literate classes but we can’t because so many students can’t read 
or write.” But secondary schools don’t have any illiterate children, just many badly behaved students 
who can’t read. The Education Elephant in the room is in secondary schools.    
   
I thought primary school principals, as leaders of their school, would share these concerns, so I looked 
on the website of the Australian Primary Principals Association. I saw references and podcasts about the 
5 key elements of teaching literacy by reputable experts and about Principals as Literacy Leaders, but 
nothing else. The National Safe Schools Framework was focusing on ‘ways to support schools where 
students feel safe, supported and included, but no reference to exclusion via illiteracy.  
I looked at the 2018 National Conference program, thinking that these high illiteracy rates would be a 
priority to discuss. I could not find one sentence about how to raise school literacy standards in the 
program. I read about the key note speakers. One was a French/German high school teacher who was ‘a 
thought leader who helped people think differently about learning’. One was a middle school teacher 
and author, talking ‘about children enjoying independent reading’. I thought if children were taught the 
foundation reading skills, they would enjoy independent reading. Another was ‘an optimist who believes 
in a bright future and is behind some of the most exciting transformations in education today’ but no 
mention of his teaching experience. I thought of all the parents of first year school children who feel 
optimistic about their child’s future, but over 20% of them are in for a tragic shock and if all children 
were taught to read, that would be a transformation.  Another topic was about ‘leadership and 
behavioural’ change, so I thought maybe she could motivate principals to make sure all of their F-1-2 
teachers adopted the NITL recommendations that are on the APPA podcasts.  The last key note speaker 
was to talk about ‘helping people to prepare for tomorrow by taking action today’. Maybe, as school 
leaders, if the principals ensured every F-2 class teacher followed NITL and taught every child in their 
class to read using scientifically proven best practice that would be great preparation for tomorrow.   
Each speaker was only presenting their personal opinions and ideas, just like Gonski.  
There will be an Education Elephant in the APPA conference room. 
 
I looked at the website of the Australian Council for Education Research. Their latest research was about 
“Many Australian school students feel that they ‘don’t belong’ in school” and about ‘a new tool to 
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measure whole school mental health promotion’. I hope they give their research participants a robust 
reading test, because schoolchildren who cannot read, feel they don’t belong at school and have mental 
health issues that GP’s and Pediatricians know about.   
I typed ‘Teaching Reading’. The first document, ‘Teaching Reading in the Early Years’ was a complete 
whole language document which I thought disrespectful to Dr Rowe’s internationally acclaimed NITL 
report, as he was an ACER researcher.  Whole language/balanced literacy is opinion based on a flawed 
idea and still does not have any scientific evidence of support.   
The Advanced Professional Program in Teaching Reading is ‘coming soon’ with mention of the key focus 
being ‘How a reader reads at any time is determined by what the reader knows about aspects of the 
text’, sounding like another WL/BL idea.  
I read ‘From Acquisition to Mastery: How reading profiles impact outcomes for (2) struggling students’ 
and thought this was poorly presented ’research’. Reading the article about a Queensland primary 
school’s reading program was a puzzle as I read page after page of ideological statements; some 
omitting the key word ‘phonics’. E.g. “Evidence based approach to teaching reading that was explicit, 
systematic, structured and multi-sensory” and ‘..Write letters, alphabet, phonological awareness, rapid 
automatic naming and ‘phonological memory’, a term I’ve never heard but know refers to STAM. There 
was no detail of teaching used and the article ended with a negative comment. I’ve read the same 
author’s report of the same topic in the LDA Bulletin, Vol 49 Summer 2017 and it is a completely 
different presentation which mentions ‘synthetic’ phonics in the teaching program and gives positive 
conclusions. Dr Hempenstall is quoted as saying “The importance of systematic, explicit instruction in 
literacy development”. He quotes Dr Rowe’s NITL accurately, ‘to teach the systematic, direct and 
explicit PHONICS INSTRUCTION so children can master the alphabet code-breaking skills for reading 
proficiency,” so this omission needs to be corrected and some information on the ACER website needs 
revision. 
I looked at ‘School Education’ and saw numerous mentions of ‘improving student learning’ but nothing 
about the teaching of reading, which is required to achieve learning.  
If you cannot read, you cannot learn.   
Since the NITL 2005, many education texts and presentations have used terminology about ‘evidence 
based’ this and ‘evidence based’ that, without referencing any actual ‘evidence’. There is frequent use 
of the words ‘systematic’, ‘direct’ and ‘explicit’ as being ‘evidence based’, but with the omission of the 
NEXT word in Dr Rowe’s official statement, ‘PHONICS INSTRUCTION.’ This malpractice has lead to 
terminology being used like, ‘explicit and systematic teaching of predication (guessing) strategies’, 
‘direct teaching of meaning’ and ‘systematic analytic phonics’ which is impossible. This manipulation of 
the original official statement is academically incorrect and should not be allowed to continue.   
I read the 2018 conference program and saw the names of two speakers; one of whom was quoted in a 
newspaper saying “Reading standards will only improve when incoming teacher ATAR scores are 
higher.” The only session on teaching early literacy skills was about ‘Finding the right pathway for each 
child’ and I hope that included the systematic, direct, explicit teaching of phonemic awareness, letters, 
(synthetic) phonics skills, and vocabulary, in that developmental order and not  the de-bunked 
individual learning style idea. Another presentation was on the Arts approach to education, that drama 
aids literacy, which has no scientific evidence. Others were about ‘Enhancing learning through design 
practices’, ‘Teaching general capabilities’, but again no mention of concerns about Australia’s high 
illiteracy rate and how it’s resolve has been officially known via Federal Parliament since 2005.  
The Education Elephant in the room was at the 2018 ACER conference. 
 
The English organization websites are full of literacy ideas which are only relevant to upper primary and 
secondary children who can read. They’ve told their members not to teach the alphabet or phonics for 
decades. Now they advocate prediction/guessing, semantics and syntax, with mention of phonics after 
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text and call it analytic phonics, which is irrelevant for young ‘Learning to Read’ learners, who need the 
systematic, simplest to complex approach of synthetic phonics. No responsibility for the 20% of 
illiterate children that their advocacy of an ineffective reading approach produces is ever taken. They 
present experts who state that “Decoding is about the meaning of words” and is “Not equal to phonics”, 
that “Morphemes won’t leave phonemes alone” and that “The essential role of reading is meaning 
which is semantics and embedded/analytic phonics” in the wrong order, and that “Phonics can only be 
taught in context with meaning”. It doesn’t make any sense.  
When a non-reading child sees an unknown word in a sentence, how can he/she get meaning from 
words they do not yet know?  They can learn about sounds in words from their oral language, then 
learn the letters, then that sounds can be represented by letters in words, then begin learning with 
the simplest element (synthetic phonics) that the letter C can say ‘c’, the letter A can say ‘a’ and the 
letter T can say ‘t’ and when those sounds and letters go together, they say ‘cat’ which THEN means a 
soft furry pet. Young children can only learn from sounds to letters to words to meaning, not the 
other way round.  No one says ‘phonics in isolation’, its phonics to decode THEN link with meaning. 
“If a child memorizes 10 words, then they can read only 10 words but if the child learned the sounds 
of 10 letters, the child will be able to read 350 CVC words, 4,320 4 sound words and 21,500 5 sound 
words”  
They present a UK speaker who wants the UK Year 1 Phonics Check (which has created a huge 
improvement in reading, and brought England back into the top 10 countries in literacy) abolished 
because “it was demoralizing for children who were still struggling with CVC words like dog, pin and 
man.” These are the very children who need to be picked up in mid Year 1 and taught to decode CVC 
words, then more.  If not, they will be demoralized for the rest of their lives and that is preventable. The 
recent ‘survey’ of a biased membership sample is not what can be called ‘evidence based’.  
There is an analogy with vaccinations for children in the Education Elephant in this room.  
 
I am writing for the 400,000+ illiterate school children who currently cannot read because the NITL 2005 
recommendations were not implemented as they should have been.  
Not being taught to read by scientific evidenced best practice, because their teachers didn’t know how 
and their school principals didn’t bother, has cost these innocent children and their parents dearly.   
 
Responsibility for teaching children to read in their first three years of school needs to be taken out of 
the hands of educators who clearly do not know how, and placed in the hands of educators who do. 
 
I was lucky to be taught how, by my teaching profession before the 1980’s and teachers like me have 
kept using these teaching reading methods with success all this time, even for severely dyslexic children, 
who just need to be taught them for longer and then they can read. As Dr Rowe said in 2006, “It is not 
rocket science”. Nor is it an idea or an opinion; it is a scientifically proven fact. 
Please Google “Ending the Reading Wars” by Professor Anne Castles, Professor Kathleen Rastle and 
Professor Kate Nation and distribute it widely through education. It is a complete research paper. 
 
The 2009 – 2018 ‘Melbourne Declaration’ can still be redeemed by December 2018. On behalf of those 
400,000 + illiterate school children I ask that this pledge be honoured now.  
 
We know the Year 1 Literacy and Numeracy Check is a professionally valid strategy that will go a very 
long way to addressing potential illiteracy problems BEFORE YOUNG CHILDREN FAIL.   
Previous excuses like ‘Teachers already know which children can’t read’ are not convincing because 
many do not. And if they do know those children, why are they ignoring them by not effectively teaching 
them foundation reading skills using best practice, so they can all read by Year 3?   
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Other excuses are ‘Children are tested when they first come to school’. That is good, but it is also good 
valid professional practice to check 18 months later to see if they have progressed, and respond if they 
have not. Others say there are too many tests. Most primary teachers give children weekly spelling tests 
of unrelated words which they often fail so, again that is no excuse.  
They are against ‘phonics in isolation’, yet F-2 children are subjected to memorize Golden and Magic 
Words out of context by sight daily so that argument can stop there.  
Testing decoding of CVC nonsense word is valid, when decoding words like ‘fantastic’ and knowing how 
to sound out ‘tas’ in the 2nd syllable is required.  
Arguments about ‘decoding means meaning,’ omit an essential act. If adults come to an unknown word, 
say ‘duopoly’, we decode the letters to sounds we know (phonics) then link it with our known 
vocabulary for meaning. If it is not in our vocabulary, we use a dictionary or Google it, link it with 
meaning and file it in memory.  
There are just no valid excuses against implementation of this Yr 1 check; just ideologues  obstruction 
that produces an unacceptably high consequential casualty for young school children and their class 
teachers, who surely want to know how to teach EVERY child in their class to read. 
  
Each Australian State can choose to put the welfare of Australian school children first; above politics, 
above personal egos, above ideology, above personal opinion and agree to the Year 1 Check to start in 
their State in 2019. The SA trials have been completed and the children and teachers were not stressed 
and teachers reported enjoying the process.  
And 70,000 of next year’s Foundation and 70,000 Year 1 students will not face illiteracy and all that 
heartache brings them for their whole lives. 
 
The alphabet, spelling of words in the dictionary and children’s cognitive development do not change 
over time, so the NITL 2005 recommendations are still valid and current. Anyone who says they are not 
valid does not know enough about how to teach young children to read. 
 
The 2021 Year 3 NAPLAN and 2022 Year 4 PIRLS results would begin to show the improvements and 
Australia’s scandalously low reading rates will begin a consistently upward instead of downward curve.    
 
Follow NSW’s ‘Effective Reading Instruction in the Early Years of School” booklet which is good, but lacks 
the important systematic, direct, explicit sequential spelling word list that I attach.     
 
Please put valid information into the hands of the F -2 classroom teachers like I had handed to me when 
I was a young teacher, and allow Early Years Primary Teachers to feel that professional pride of knowing 
they are a vital part of giving each child the gift of reading and all that brings them.  
  
Upper Primary and Secondary teachers won’t have to struggle with disciplinary problems trying to teach 
semi-illiterate classes, so all teachers will benefit, something teacher unions do not understand.   
Parents, tax payers and employers will support these outcomes and the public’s respect for the teaching 
profession can begin to be restored.    
 
Please show your support to each State Education Minister and Shadow Education Minister to agree on 
this one cost effective strategy that can deliver so much. It is professionally, educationally, socially, 
economically and morally the right thing to do.   
Please share widely. 
 
Jo Rogers                                                               
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