


Summary handout: Frameworks for thinking about the foundations and components of early reading in English

Part 1: The foundations of learning to read in English (adapted from Djonov et al, 2018).
Reading development and academic success throughout the years of school can be predicted by:
· a child’s level of oral language at the age of three (in any language)
· the quality of oral language interactions at home and in early childhood settings 
The knowledge, skills and attitudes that underpin successful reading of English are initially developed through oral language interactions that include early literacy experiences. They can be organised into six domains: phonological awareness, alphabet/letter knowledge, concepts of print, oral language and vocabulary, background knowledge, and print motivation. Plurilingual awareness is an extra domain of knowledge relevant for EAL/D students learning to read English.

	1. Phonological awareness, including phonemic awareness
	Phonological awareness is the ability to:
· distinguish different sound patterns from within the stream of spoken English, including intonation, rhythm, rhyme and alliteration
· recognise sound units of different sizes, including words, syllables, onset-rime, individual sounds (phonemes)
· manipulate all the elements of spoken English: word, syllables onset and rime, and sound (phonemes). 
Students build phonological awareness when they learn that spoken English can be broken up into words, which in turn can be broken up into syllables, which can be broken up into onset and rime, which can then be broken up into separate sounds, or phonemes.

Phonemic awareness is a subset of phonological awareness. It is the ability to hear, identify and manipulate the 'smallest' sounds in English speech, or phonemes. This includes the ability to isolate individual phonemes in a word (initial, middle, final), to blend phonemes to say a word, to segment a word into individual phonemes, and to manipulate phonemes by deleting, substituting and adding phonemes in words. 
Phonemic awareness strongly predicts future success in reading English.

As we learn our first language or dialect, we stop perceiving and pronouncing sounds that are not used in that language or dialect. Students learning Standard Australian English (SAE) as an additional language or dialect are learning to perceive and pronounce a new repertoire of sounds in addition to the ones used to pronounce their first language or dialect. 
Learning to pronounce English sounds includes learning whether the sound is voiced or voiceless, and how to control the flow of breathe with the shape of the mouth, and placement of the tongue.
The older you are, the more challenging and time-consuming it can be to hear, pronounce – and remember – the new and unfamiliar sounds of an additional language and dialect. 
If literacy in the language of home and community is not based on the alphabetic principle, students will need experiences that compare and contrast the use of the alphabet in English with the script used at home.
Students with working memory and/or hearing impairment will require more time and practice or assistive technologies to build phonological and phonemic awareness. Some will need specialist intervention to succeed. 

	2. Alphabet and letter knowledge (orthographic awareness)
	Alphabet and letter knowledge (orthographic awareness) is knowledge of the names of the letters of the alphabet, the corresponding letter shapes and English sounds, and that sometimes two letters correspond with one sound (digraphs).
Alphabet knowledge helps with the development of phonemic awareness and understanding of the alphabetic principle (the correspondence between sounds and letters), which is the foundation for decoding and spelling written English. 
Students with vision and/or perceptual impairment will require more time and practice, or assistive technologies to build orthographic skill and knowledge. Some will need specialist intervention to succeed.



	3. Concepts of print
	Knowing concepts of print means knowing that:
· print conveys a message in different ways for different purposes (signs, shopping lists, menus, text messages)
· print is different from image, but both can make meaning together
Concepts of print includes book knowledge, that is, knowing:
· that books (in English) are read by turning pages from front to back, from top to bottom and the lines of print are read from left to right (directionality) with a return sweep from the end of a line to the start of the next line
· the parts of a book, including, for example, front and back cover, pages, title, author, illustrator, table of contents, headings, index
· that books vary depending on their purpose (genre), for example, an illustrated story book is different from an information book
Concepts of print includes the ability to differentiate between:
 - a word and a letter
 - letters and numbers
 - upper and lower case letters
 - letters and punctuation marks
Concepts of print are a necessary precursor to learning to read.  

	4. Vocabulary knowledge
	Vocabulary knowledge refers to knowledge about words and how to use them.
Vocabulary knowledge can be receptive (the words a person knows and understands) and expressive (words a person uses). 
Vocabulary knowledge can be measured in terms of breadth (the number of words a person knows) or depth (how well a person knows each word). How well a person knows each word (depth) includes knowing:
 - the sounds that make up the word (phonemic awareness)
 - the spelling of the word (orthography) 
- the meaningful parts of the word (morphology), including how the parts of the word reflect grammatical function and form (e.g. singular/plural, tense) 
- the origin of the word (etymology)
- how the word can be used in different contexts

Vocabulary knowledge can also be differentiated in terms of everyday, frequently used and conceptually simple words (sometimes called Tier 1 words), less common more elaborate words used in educational contexts (Tier 2) and technical, specialised and literary words particular to a curriculum area or discipline (Tier 3).

Particular kinds of interactions with more advanced speakers, who might be parents, siblings, extended family, community members, or educators, are the means for developing the knowledge, skills and attitudes that are the foundation of literacy development. Oral language skills and listening comprehension from early childhood have a long-term impact on reading comprehension and academic achievement at school and beyond. 





	5. Background knowledge
	Background knowledge is strongly linked with vocabulary development and the ability to interpret and use words effectively. It is knowledge of the physical, biological and social world and human experience in the world, including: 
· facts and concepts related to the physical and biological world and to our experience
· knowledge about social roles, structures, relationships and attitudes

Background knowledge is gained through oral language interaction (in any language) with more knowledgeable others, whether family or community members, and teachers. 

Background knowledge, oral language and vocabulary development are often overlooked when students arrive at school because so much emphasis is placed on alphabet knowledge. This can result in gaps in students’ development of oral language, vocabulary and background knowledge, gaps which can be very difficult to address later.

	6. Print motivation
	Print motivation is willingness to engage in literacy activities that involve print and reading and writing. Those with a positive attitude to language and literacy learning, a love of books, and an interest in reading and writing in any language will be much more confident about engaging with formal literacy instruction in English at school. This positive attitude along with the motivation to engage with print is the key to successful reading and writing development at school. 
A love of books develops through engagement with books that interest students alongside rich oral language interactions that respond to these interests, whether in the language of the home and community or in English.

The motivation to engage with print is a key predictor of reading success. Reading success is more likely when the motivation is intrinsic, that is, the motivation relates to enjoyment, following an interest or rising to a challenge that is within reach. Extrinsic motivation, related to competition, praise or reward, is less likely to have a positive impact on reading success. 


	7. Plurilingual awareness (EAL/D students) (State of Victoria, 2021a).
	For EAL/D students, plurilingual awareness also underpins successful reading in English. Plurilingual awareness is the ability to use knowledge of different languages and dialects to help with communication and learning. Plurilingual awareness includes:
· cultural understanding (learning new ways to communicate and to learn e.g. learning to use the alphabetic principle to decode alphabetic script, rather than, for example, visual or memorisation strategies that might more typically be used to decode a different script of their home language)
· plurilingual strategies (using home languages for age-appropriate communication and learning while English is developing, and to limit home language attrition; connecting prior knowledge about reading in the home language to learning to read in English)




Home and community literacy environment
The degree to which students build knowledge, skills and attitudes in the above domains is strongly linked with their home and community language and literacy environment. A range of social factors in this environment have a strong influence on language and literacy development. These may include:
· social positioning
· gender
· levels of education
· whether the home language is a standard or non-standard dialect
· beliefs about literacy held by people in this environment.

	Reading Rope (Scarborough, 2001)
	The Big Six (Konza, 2014)

	Language Comprehension weaves together five strands of knowledge and skill: 
· background knowledge (facts, concepts)
· vocabulary (breadth, precision, links)
· language structures (morpheme and clause grammar, cohesion, paragraph and text structure)
· verbal reasoning (inference, metaphor)
· literacy knowledge (concepts of print, genre)

Word Recognition weaves together three strands of knowledge and skill:
· phonological awareness (syllables, phonemes etc)
· decoding (alphabetic principle, learning sound-letter correspondence, or phonics)
· sight recognition (high frequency words, word parts/morphemes)

To become a skilled reader, it is necessary for all strands to continue to develop in a coordinated way.
As Language Comprehension develops, it becomes increasingly strategic and sophisticated. 
As Word Recognition develops, it becomes increasingly automatic, and the reader becomes less conscious they are using and developing this knowledge and skill. 
As Word Recognition becomes increasingly automatic, more attention may need to be paid to development of the five strands of Language Comprehension.
	1. Oral language development and early literacy experiences
Reading 'floats on a sea of talk’ (Britton, 1970, p. 164); Oral language is the ‘substrate’ of literacy (Konza, 2014, p. 155).

2. Phonological awareness
- the ability to identify, analyse and manipulate the elements of spoken language: words, syllables, onset-rime, sounds; a strong predictor of reading success; includes phonemic awareness.
 
3. Letter-sound knowledge (phonics) 
- the ability to translate marks on paper or screen into words
- phonics = teaching and learning sound-letter knowledge

4. Vocabulary building
- knowledge about words and their structure (morphology), use (grammar), meanings (semantics) and links to other words (cohesion)
- depth and breadth of vocabulary knowledge

5. Reading fluently
- a function of the pace, accuracy, automaticity, phrasing and expressiveness of reading

6. Comprehension
- understanding text
- the goal and purpose of reading


Part 2: Two models of the components of reading in English 




Part 3: The Language House (Snow 2020, p. 3)

[image: ]
The SOLAR framework locates oral language as central to reading development. 

The SOLAR framework is illustrated via the Language House schema, which considers the social-emotional contexts for language acquisition and reading instruction, alongside the ongoing development of prosocial interpersonal skills and mastery of sufficient language and reading skills by early adulthood to be able to function as part of the social and economic mainstream (Snow, 2020, p. 1).



Part 4: Phonology and orthography
We can talk about the pronunciation, or phonology, of a language in terms of layers. The main layers of pronunciation are intonation, words, syllables and phonemes.

	Intonation, the rhythm and melody of a language is made up of … 
	words.

	Words are made up of … 
	syllables, which can be stressed or unstressed.

	Syllables are made up of … 
	onset and rime.

	Onset and rime are made up of …
	phonemes, the individual sounds of the language.

	Phonemes can be … 
	vowels or consonants.



Note: The phonological parts of words are syllables. A syllable is a sound. When we study grammar and meaning, we explore morphemes. A morpheme is a meaningful part of a word. A morpheme has meaning. Syllables and morphemes are not the same. While some syllables conflate with morphemes, this is not always the case. 
Whether syllables in spoken language are stressed or unstressed contributes to intonation patterns, which in English have a distinctive rhythm and beat and a falling and rising melody.  Intonation patterns contribute to meaning-making in connected speech. When we reach the end of a meaningful group of words, we pause to take a breath; the tone rises if our utterance is not yet finished and falls when we have finished our utterance (intonation). We also emphasise key syllables, words or word groups by saying them a little bit longer and louder at a slightly higher pitch than the surrounding words (stress). 
The onset, rime and phonemes of syllables are used to pronounce words. There are about 44 phonemes used to pronounce English.
There are two types of phonemes: vowels and consonants. Vowels are voiced sounds made as the breath flows out of the mouth. Consonants are voiced and voiceless sounds that combine (or sound) with vowels. They are made by partially stopping the flow of breath e.g. with the tongue, teeth and/or lips.

We can also talk about the writing down, or orthography, of a language in terms of layers. The main layers of orthography are sentences, parts of sentences (separated by punctuation marks), words (separated by spaces), and graphemes.

	Sentences begin and end with … 
	sentence boundary punctuation marks (capital letter, full stop, question mark, exclamation mark).

	Sentences are made up of … 
	sentence parts separated by intermediate punctuation marks (e.g. colon, semi-colon, comma, dash)

	Sentence parts are made up of … 
	words separated by spaces.

	The spelling of words is made up of …
	graphemes, the letters of the alphabet.

	Sentences begin and end with … 
	sentence boundary punctuation marks (capital letter, full stop, question mark, exclamation mark).






Punctuation knowledge
Punctuation in written texts gives readers much of the same information as stress and intonation patterns in spoken texts.
In spoken texts, we pause to take a breath when we reach the end of a meaningful group of words; the tone rises if our utterance is not yet finished and falls when we have finished our utterance (intonation). We also emphasise key syllables, words or word groups by saying them a little bit longer and louder at a slightly higher pitch than the surrounding words (stress). 
Similarly, punctuation breaks written texts into meaningful groups of words, and like the stress and intonation pattens we use when speaking, punctuation is usually aligned with grammar structures. 

Spelling knowledge.
Students need knowledge about different aspects of spelling to become proficient spellers. This knowledge aligns with the knowledge readers need for proficient decoding and word recognition. Here are some examples:

Onset and rime
Using the written form of spoken words, we can differentiate between the beginning of each syllable, the onset, and the end of the syllable, the rime. For example, in the word pink the onset is p- and the rime is -ink. Learning to recognise and use onset and rime patterns in English words can be a useful reading and spelling strategy for beginning readers and writers.

Sight words
Proficient spellers are aware of 'sight' words and how they look, i.e. commonly used words that do not conform exactly to recognisable English spelling patterns e.g. are.

Morphemic awareness and knowledge
Proficient spellers need knowledge about the meaning of words and their parts, and the way those parts are combined to build words. Here are some examples. 
· The morpheme 'vis', which makes meanings to do with seeing, is always spelt in the same way, even though it can be pronounced in different ways, as in these words: vision, visual, television, televise, visor, visitor, envision, visage, vista, visible, revise.
· Morphemic knowledge includes knowledge about:
- the meaning and use of prefixes and suffixes
- the relation between grammar and the use of morphemes, including the way the spelling of a word is sometimes adjusted to accommodate a suffix, e.g. city+s = cities; run+ing = running
- compound words, e.g. sun+shine = sunshine
Morphological awareness is enhanced when taught in conjunction with etymological knowledge, that is, the origin, history and derivation of words. There are etymological dictionaries designed for school students, as well an online etymological dictionary [ https://www.etymonline.com/ ]and app. The Macquarie Dictionary blog [ https://www.macquariedictionary.com.au/blog/ ] offers insights into the origin of words and expressions used in Australia.
One of the reasons there is no simple correspondence between the sounds of English and English spelling is that, in English, morphemes, and their meanings, often have more power over the spelling of a word than the sounds. This is the reason calls for 'reforming' English spelling do not really make sense. The power of meaning in morphemes can be seen in the spelling of this series of words: sign, signal, signature, signify, significance, design, designate, signet, resign, resignation. The meaning of the morpheme sign is reflected in its spelling. It is this meaning, not the pronunciation, that controls the spelling of all the words based on this morpheme. Learning to spell in English is as much about learning the meaning of words, and their parts, as it is about learning the sounds used to pronounce the words.

English spelling ‘rules of thumb’
Here is one example of an English spelling ‘rule of thumb’, but there are many more.
· In many, but not all cases, a second vowel in a word changes the sound of the first vowel from short to long e.g. mat - mate; ran – rain



English homophones and homographs
Homophones have the same sound but different spelling, e.g. rain - reign - rein; son - sun. Homographs have the same spelling but a different sound, e.g. wind the verb and wind the noun.
While homophones and homographs may sound or be spelled the same way, their differences are usually a function of their different etymology and meaning. For example, the words signet and cygnet are homophones, but the word signet (as in 'signet ring') has more in common, in terms of both spelling and meaning, with words like sign, signature, signal and significance than with baby swans.


Which sounds and which letters?
The Australian Curriculum foregrounds the teaching of Standard Australian English (SAE), while acknowledging and valuing the dialects of English and languages with different phonologies and orthographies used by many Australian students and their families. 
· Australia is a linguistically and culturally diverse country. 
· Participation in many aspects of Australian life is dependent on effective communication in Standard Australian English (SAE). 
· SAE is central to the study of the English curriculum and all other learning areas. (ACARA, 2022)

Students in Australia learn to handwrite using Foundation script. NSW Foundation Style handwriting is the style of handwriting taught in in NSW schools.
Some EAL/D students may have already developed fluent handwriting based on the alphabet but using a different style, for example, when they learned to write in their first language. If their handwriting flows easily, is legible and age-appropriate, there is no need for them to change their handwriting style. 
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