AQE Discussion Paper

   The Emperor has no Clothes: Reflections on the Revised Curriculum in Northern Ireland
The most important thing we learn from history is that we never learn from history
Aldous Huxley

Association for Quality Education

January 2008
This paper is published on behalf of a number of schools in membership of the AQE who believe that the issues discussed in it are relevant to the ongoing wider debate. It is intended to facilitate further discussion and consideration of those issues.

Summary

1. Teaching approaches may be represented as a continuum ranging from “Teacher-Centred” to “Pupil-Centred”. In the former the teacher directs learning, while in the latter the teacher acts as a facilitator. No teacher will rely exclusively on one of these approaches but most will favour one over the other. 

2. The revised curriculum is presented as a new and innovative approach appropriate to the needs of the 21st century. In reality it is a constructivist1 approach, based on the so called “pupil-centred” model which has prevailed in the United States for more than fifty years and many of the new “buzz words” can be found in US education literature dating from the 1920s.

3. The experience of the United States shows that the pupil-centred approach is particularly damaging for children from disadvantaged backgrounds in the early years of their education. 

4. Quality research, such as Project Follow Through in the United States, shows that early intervention in reading with a teacher-centred approach based around synthetic phonics2 is likely to be most successful for all children and especially for children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

5. Research from Scotland and France, together with the conclusions of the Rose Review published by the Department for Children, Schools and Families in England, support the findings of the US research.

6. While research findings were ignored in the US for many years there is evidence that since the early years of this century there has been greater pressure for educational interventions to be based on sound evidence.

7. In 2006 the Northern Ireland Audit Office published a report which suggested the need for future literacy and numeracy strategies for Northern Ireland to be based on research and pointed to the Scottish experience, where synthetic phonics at primary school was more effective than analytic/linguistic phonics3, especially for boys and children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

8. AQE has been accused of being a self-interested pressure group. In offering this analysis we are demonstrating our commitment to quality education for all our children.   

1. CCEA (Northern Ireland Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment) in the booklet, "Assessment for Learning for Key Stage 3," describes the constructivist view of learning as one "which says: however neatly we may design, package and deliver learning experiences, in the end learning is a process that is instigated and managed by the learner. It's the learner who constructs the learning. " (P2) This implies that pupils construct their own meaning from their own experiences, on an educational journey in which the pupil is responsible for his/her own learning and in which the teacher "facilitates" rather than "instructs." The meaning created in this way is not characterised as right or wrong. Constructivism “has replaced truth with viability, students’ constructions need not be true in order to be viable solutions to problems; indeed, there is to be no notion of correct solution, no external standard of right or wrong.” (McCarty & Schwandt, 2000, p. 49)
2. The synthetic phonics method teaches children the 44 stage letter sounds in the English language and then merges them together to make words. This is a three-stage system. First, children are taught the sound, for example, “B”; then words which use the sound, “big” and “bin”. Finally they are shown pictures to learn the meaning of the word. This method means they can look at any word and work out how it is said because they know the sounds which make it up. (http://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/pubs/LiteracyandNumeracy/fullreport.pdf on 26/11/07 P41)
3.  “It [linguistic phonics] teaches children whole words and then breaks them down into the letter sounds, concentrating at first on the initial letters of words. Children are given books and are expected to use pictures and context of the stories to predict what words mean. The theory is that by learning the words with which they are presented, they will be able to work out how to say new words by building on previous experience”. (http://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/pubs/LiteracyandNumeracy/fullreport.pdf on 26/11/07 P41).
Introduction

In the opening chapter of her book reviewing the results of US education research in the 20th century, “The Academic Challenge: What Really Works in the Classroom,” Jeanne Chall, a former Professor of Education at Harvard University and a leading figure in American education, states:

The number of proposed educational reforms seems to be at an all-time high. And precisely when we need stability, we seem to be investing our hopes in one educational change after another - with little evidence that any one of them will improve student achievement levels. (P5)

While the multi-faceted changes currently under-way and planned for Northern Ireland make this comment highly relevant to our situation, so also is the main content of Chall’s book, which reviews the evidence in the debate between traditional, teacher-centred education versus the progressive, student-centred methods 

It has been argued that cultural differences limit the value of lessons learned in the US. However, the two cultures are not so different that we can ignore these lessons, especially when similar evidence is available from other countries such as France and Scotland. Interestingly, as E.D. Hirsch notes in “The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them,” supporters of progressive education in the US attempt to defend the poor performance of US children in international surveys with reference to cultural differences, a phenomenon which he describes as “US exceptionalism”. 
Teacher-Centred v Pupil-Centred Approaches

Chall explains how educational approaches appear under a variety of labels but can generally be placed in one of two categories: teacher-centred or pupil-centred. While few would view themselves as belonging exclusively to one camp or the other, she characterises the two approaches as follows:
A student-centred approach tends to view learning as good in and of itself and as a source of pleasure. If learning is not controlled too much by teachers, schools and parents, it will come naturally to the learner. Student-centred schools, therefore, emphasize joyfulness, rely on the child’s natural desire to learn, and emphasize his or her individual needs and interests. Under these conditions, learning is viewed as being as natural as growth and development.

In the ideal student-centred school, the teacher remains in the background; the child’s learning mainly arises from natural curiosity and desire to learn. If the teacher teaches too much, that is, too directly, it may inhibit the learner, diminishing curiosity and deflating creativity. Thus, the teacher is advised to be a facilitator, a leader, or a coach - as opposed to one who talks at length in front of the whole room.

As noted earlier, student-centred approaches to instruction fit educational philosophies and practices well known from the past and present. They fit in with Dewey’s progressive, or new, education and with informal schools, as well as with Rousseau’s free and open education for Emile. Generally, in these situations, students are perceived as good and eager to learn.     
In teacher-centred education, by way of contrast, learning is seen as the responsibility of not just the student but also of the teacher. Students are conceived of as being neither good nor bad. Through education, training and discipline, students acquire the knowledge, values and skills that will guide their thoughts and actions in adult life. In teacher-centred approaches to educational instruction, facilitating in and of itself is not enough, and interest alone cannot be relied upon. We learn, according to this view, from those who already know and from the accumulated knowledge of the culture. Not all learning is joyful: to become educated one must be able to deal with the dull but necessary along with the exciting and interesting. But this kind of learning can also bring excitement and joy. (P6-7)
Referring to the US, Hirsch suggests that:

A good many of the principles still animating the current educational scene are to be found in[William Heard] Kilpatrick’s enormously influential book, Foundations of Method (1925)…Starting with its title, which placed an emphasis on method, one can find most of the major themes of present-day pedagogical “reform” in Kilpatrick’s book: the identification of correct pedagogy with liberal, democratic American ideals; the dubious claim that it was basing itself on the most advanced scientific research; the insistence upon the individuality of the child and the autonomy of the teacher; the disparagement of mere subject matter and of other nations’ educational methods; the admonition to teach children rather than subjects; the claim that knowledge is changing so fast that no specific subject matter should be required in the curriculum; the attack on rote learning; the attack on tests and even report cards; the claim that following the project method would develop critical-thinking skills. Kilpatrick’s book even celebrated the whole-language over phonics approach to reading instruction. Above all, what won general acceptance in the educational community was the idea that a new method free from the trammels of traditional knowledge could encompass the whole sphere of education by merging subject matter into the process of pedagogy. (P119)
It is important to note, as Chall and Hirsch do, that teachers tend to use a mix of the approaches described above. Their reviews of the evidence do not then indicate that pupil-centred approaches should never be used, but that they are not successful as the principal teaching strategy, especially with younger children at primary level and for children from disadvantaged backgrounds (See Chall P31 and P98-100). 
The different types of instruction stemming from the two approaches (Chall P29) are shown in appendix 1.

The Revised Curriculum in Northern Ireland
Carmel Gallagher, writing while Manager for Curriculum Development at CCEA (Northern Ireland Council for the Curriculum Examination and Assessment), described the new Northern Ireland curriculum framework as: “… the Trojan horse that would be the vehicle for effecting significant change” (QCA Futures, Designing a curriculum for the 21st century: a case study of Northern Ireland’s curriculum review P1). 

In another CCEA document outlining the rationale for the revised curriculum the following appears: 

Measured in terms of examination results, Northern Ireland is successful. There is a real question, however, as to how well this traditional curriculum prepares young people for life and work in the 21st Century…Knowledge is expanding at exponential rates in all areas. The rapid development of global communication and the increase and accessibility of information on the internet has made it increasingly difficult to avoid the question, “What is worth knowing?” ICT literacy is essential for learning now and in the future and, given that it is impossible to know everything, the skill of accessing and evaluating knowledge has become increasingly important. Areas of knowledge, not previously catered for explicitly in the curriculum, for example, Education for Employability, Local and Global Citizenship and Personal Development, are crucial areas of learning for young people. But what else is important for young people to know in order to succeed in an increasingly complex and rapidly changing world? Various surveys of employers have revealed that the skills and dispositions they consider to be important for the workplace tend to be cross-disciplinary, such as reading; writing; listening; speaking; basic computation; information management; creative thinking; decision making; responsibility; adaptability; and team work skills, including collaboration and negotiation. The

employers’ challenge to education, therefore, is concerned not only with what young people know, but how they interact with others and how they acquire and manage information and apply knowledge in order to solve problems and manage situations.
(Retrieved from http://www.ccea.org.uk/ks3/pdf/book1/bk1sect2.pdf on 6/9/07)
The document continues:

A major challenge at Key Stage 3 is to create the space in the overcrowded curriculum for Learning for Life and Work, and the development of the related skills (Ibid).

CCEA proposals, now embodied in legislation, are that:

…the current detailed programmes of study should be replaced by a much

reduced set of requirements that stipulate only the minimum entitlement of every pupil. This should allow schools sufficient flexibility to provide different offerings to young people within an agreed entitlement… (Ibid)
At post-primary level the impact of these changes has been, as anticipated by CCEA, to prompt many schools in Northern Ireland to reduce teaching in traditional areas such as mathematics and modern languages in order to accommodate the new elements. 

A glance at the table in Appendix 1 shows that many of the changes in Northern Ireland associated with the revised curricula at primary and post-primary level are based very clearly on the pupil-centred approach. Material relating to curricular changes, and its proponents, use the language of the pupil-centred approach: “empowering pupils,” “facilitating learning”, “thinking skills,” “comment-only marking” etc.  
Examples of the pupil-centred approach in recent reforms in Northern Ireland

1. The Enriched Curriculum
A response by a spokesperson for the Department of Education to a Freedom of Information question about the revised curriculum at primary level confirmed the link between the “Enriched Curriculum Project” operating in a significant number of schools at primary level and the revised curriculum:

The educational evidence upon which the decision to implement the Enriched Curriculum in all Primary Schools here, was based on CCEA's advice. (19 June 2007).

The Department of Education’s website also makes clear the link between the Revised Curriculum and the Enriched Curriculum in stating:

The revised curriculum includes a new Foundation Stage to cover P1 and P2. This is based on the Enriched Curriculum approach and will provide a more appropriate curriculum for the youngest pupils by developing their skills and confidence and introducing them to formal learning when they are ready. (Retrieved form www.deni.gov.uk on 29/8/07)
Key elements of the Enriched Curriculum are:

· Postponement of the use of formal reading schemes until the teacher assesses the child to be ready, whilst at the same time concentrating on oral language and emergent literacy activities. This is accomplished by a wide and eclectic range of activities. 

· Postponement of formal recorded arithmetic whilst laying the foundations for a strong sense of number through practical work in sorting, matching, counting, and seriation together with frequent opportunities to absorb early mathematical concepts and language in a cross-curricular mode. 
(Retrieved from http://www.psych.qub.ac.uk/research/projects/ey/ 15/1/08)
2. Thinking Skills and Personal Capabilities
The teaching of thinking skills and personal capabilities is statutory in the Revised Curriculum. The designer of the programme is Professor Carol McGuiness. Her programme (funded by DENI) was presented at the ESRC TLRP Annual Conference 28-30 November 2005 at the University of Warwick. The following appears in the record of proceedings: 

"How can the ACTS Thinking Framework be harnessed pedagogically? In our work this had two theoretical turns. The first was from considering metacognition as 'revealing' cognitive development, to a more constructivist perspective on metacognition as fostering or 'creating' development. The second turn acknowledged the power of social learning as a mediator for metacognition and the perspective shifted to social-constructivism, particular to the role of classroom dialogue." 

The CCEA document "Active Learning and Teaching methods for Key stage 3" (in the Key Stage 3 box in all schools) then operationalises McGuinness's constructivist ideas, advising that the role of the teacher moves to: 

a learner-centred classroom; process-centred learning; teacher as an organiser of knowledge; teacher as an 'enabler' facilitating pupils in their learning; and a holistic learning focus.  (P4) 

The heading of page 5 is "The teacher as facilitator" and suggests that this means the teacher play the role of "neutral facilitator, devil's advocate, ally, challenger, provocateur ..."

3. Assessment for Learning
A website dedicated to explaining the revised Northern Ireland Curriculum (www.nicurriculum.org.uk) presents Assessment for Learning (AfL) as part of what is described as “The Big Picture” for the curriculum at Stages 1-3. In the “Assessment for Learning for Key Stage 3” booklet issued by CCEA the following appears:

While the Revised Curriculum does not require you to integrate AfL practices into your classroom(s), we strongly recommend the use of AfL as best practice. The introduction and regular use of AfL in the classroom can help you to fulfil other statutory components of the revised curriculum (like Thinking Skills and Personal Capabilities, Learning for Life and Work, and Personal Development and Mutual Understanding).  In addition AfL offers significant advantages for Pupils. (P1)

The rationale of AfL is presented as follows:

This emphasis on the pupils' role in the learning process is founded upon the

constructivist view of learning which says: however neatly we may design, package and deliver learning experiences, in the end learning is a process that is instigated and managed by the learner.  It's the learner who constructs the learning.  No matter what artistry we employ as teachers, learning is still something that learners have to do for themselves. (P2)

Thus AfL provides another avenue by which the revised curriculum can be linked to the constructivist view of education.
4. Linguistic phonics
This method of teaching reading was introduced across Northern Ireland in the 2006-07 academic year. It fits with the pupil-centred view of education in that it requires children to decode words (i.e. to discover the code), in contrast to synthetic phonics, in which children are taught the relationship between letters and sounds. 

Notwithstanding the above, it is sometimes argued that the educational changes hand over more control to teaching professionals in respect of what is taught and how teaching is structured. While teachers may have been given more control over some aspects of the curriculum there can be no doubt that the current changes and the guidance accompanying them are firmly based on the “student-centred” approach that has blighted the education of so many young people in the USA. 

For a much more extensive treatment of the evidence see, “The consequences for children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds of the current proposals for revising curriculum and assessment in Northern Ireland” by Dr Hugh Morrison, available from AQE and soon to appear in summary form in the Oxford Review of Education.
Lessons from the United States of America
In developing the revised curriculum CCEA chose to ignore the extensive research evidence from the United States, claiming that it produced inconsistent findings. Chall’s book shows that this is incorrect. She indicated considerable frustration with the unwillingness of proponents of curricular change to act on the findings of previous research:

In early discussions about the merits of a new programme, little is said about the past relevant research on the issue in relation to the subsequent impact on students’ academic achievement levels. The omission is rationalised by claims that it takes several years to get the new procedure right and the teachers properly trained in using it. Instead, the evidence given for preferring the new to the old is usually that the children and teachers love it. (P3)
The extensive use of the pupil centred approach from the 1920s in the United States provided Chall with the opportunity to compare the effectiveness of the two methods and the results are both startling and very worrying. Having reviewed a vast amount of quantitative and qualitative research Chall concluded that:
… the traditional, teacher-centred approach generally produced higher academic achievement than the progressive, student-centred approach. Only one study reported few consistent differences in achievement between the progressive and traditional schools. But, it should be noted, none found that progressive, informal education resulted in higher academic achievement than the more formal, traditional education.  (P170)

She continued:

Social class interacted positively with the two approaches. Indeed, whenever the students were identified as coming from families of low socioeconomic status, they achieved at higher levels when they received a more formal, traditional education…The teacher-centred approach was also more effective for students with learning disabilities at all social levels. On the whole, the research found that at-risk students at all levels achieved better academically when given a more traditional education.
Commenting on the essentials for success in early years’ education, Chall stated:

Traditional reading instruction favours the systematic teaching of phonics and other skills in the early grades, and the research constantly finds that it leads to higher reading achievement.  (P174)
Chall lamented the fact that:

While educational practice kept moving in the direction of the progressive, student-centred approaches, the research evidence kept growing in support of traditional, teacher-centred learning.  (P180)

One survey to which Chall refers is Project Follow Through. This was the largest and most expensive educational experiment ever conducted and was established to decide between child-centred and teacher-centred-learning once and for all.  It is a “Level 3 educational study” indicating that it is of the highest methodological quality. It was an entirely independently evaluated study (the statistical work was carried out at Stanford) spanning nearly 30 years, involving over 75,000 children from low-income backgrounds, from 170 communities, and costing approximately 1 billion dollars.  The results can be seen in Adams (2000), Becker & Engelmann (1999) and Grossen (2001).  Statistical analysis reveals that traditional teacher-centred methods (so-called “direct instruction” methods) produced the highest gains, with constructivist, child-centred methods producing the greatest losses.  The Project concluded that those children taught by traditional teacher-centred methods experienced large gains in basic skills and self-esteem, while those taught by child-centred methods such as High/Scope and Open Education fell behind the level of attainment at the commencement of the intervention.  The children taught by traditional teacher-centred/direct instruction methods were often 30 percentile points ahead of any child-centred method.  The conclusion of this high quality empirical measure of teacher- versus child-centred education of children in poverty was that, “Direct Instruction has no peer in this enterprise” (Adams, 2000, p. 16).  No study since has overturned this finding.

A particularly striking aspect of Project Follow Through was that it demonstrated that the direct instruction model,
“…was largely successful in assisting disadvantaged children in catching up with their middle-class peers in academic skills”.

(Becker, W.C., & Engelmann, S. (1999).  Sponsor findings from Project Follow Through.  Retrieved on 04.10.2007 from http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~adiep/ft/becker.htm)
Bonnie Grossen presented the results of the different models used in Project Follow Through in the following graph. Results to the right of the vertical line showed positive effects for an instruction method, while results to the left indicated a negative effect. The Direct Instruction was effective in helping children from disadvantaged backgrounds come close to the 50th percentile in all four outcomes measured while the pupil centred approaches were in most cases of limited help and in a number of cases worse than no intervention at all.
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Source: Grossen, B. (2001).  What does it mean to be a research-based profession?  Retrieved on 04.10.2007 from http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~bgrossen/pubs/resprf.htm
Grossen comments that, surprisingly, the:

Direct Instruction model had the best outcomes for self-esteem (Bock, Stebbins, & Proper, 1977). The models that indicated that improved self-esteem was their targeted goal, often resulted in more negative outcomes on the self-esteem measures. The Direct Instruction model did not target self-esteem as a goal. The sponsors predicted that by targeting academic success and engineering the instruction so that students were highly successful each step of the way, self-esteem would result.
The Direct Instruction method is based on synthetic phonics. 

[This] method teaches children the 44 letter sounds in the English language and then merges them together to make words. This is a three-stage system. First, children are taught the sound, for example, “b”; then words which use the sound, “big” and “bin.”  Finally they are shown pictures to learn the meaning of the word. This method means they can look at any word and work out how it is said because they know the sounds which make it up. (Retrieved from P1 http://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/pubs/LiteracyandNumeracy/fullreport.pdf on 26/11/07).

The French Experience

While French children are not required to attend school before the age of 6, more than 90% of 3-5 year olds in France attend an école maternelle. These are proper schools, which follow an academic curriculum, whose teachers have similar qualifications and status to the teachers of older children. A study by Boulot and Boyzon-Fradet, Les Immigrés et L’école (1988), showed that early childhood education in France decreased the difference in educational performance between Third World immigrant pupils, other children from disadvantaged backgrounds and French pupils from more affluent backgrounds. The French experience lends weight to the US evidence that early intervention to promote literacy, with an emphasis on phonic instruction, can compensate for deficits in the intellectual capital provided by a child’s home background. In contrast, delaying reading until it is considered “developmentally appropriate” is a recipe for widening the gap between the educational performances of children with different socio-economic backgrounds.
Supporting evidence is found in a longitudinal study by Juel in which he found that:
The probability that a child would remain a poor reader at the end of the fourth grade, if the child was a poor reader at the end of the first grade, was 0.88; the probability that a child would become a poor reader in fourth grade if he or she had at least average reading skills in first grade was 0.12. ... The evidence in this sample of children indicates that the poor first-grade reader almost invariably remains a poor reader by the end of fourth grade. ( P440 Juel, C. (1988).  Learning to read and write: A longitudinal study of 54 children from first to fourth grades. Journal of Educational Psychology, 80(P4)).

Research Evidence from Scotland on Synthetic Phonics

In the mid 1990s a group of researchers from the University of St Andrews School of Psychology undertook a study of the teaching of early reading in primary schools in Clackmannanshire Education Authority in Scotland. Their research showed the following gains for synthetic phonics:

· increases in reading and spelling over and above the levels of performance achieved with analytic phonics

· in March of Primary 1, reading and spelling skills in Study 3 were found to be well above national norms: children trained for 20 minutes a day for 16 weeks had reading levels seven months ahead of what would be expected for their chronological age

· this method of teaching reading led to the best gains in phonemic awareness

· the synthetic phonics method leads to fewer underachieving children and so in classes where this method is used teachers will have more time to assist those making a slow start in reading.

(P11 Accelerated Reading Achievement: The Effectiveness of Synthetic Phonics,  Joyce E.Watson and Rhona S.Johnston, School of Psychology, University of St. Andrews retrieved from http://www.scotland.gov.uk/library/documents7/interchg.pdf on 8/10/07).
The same researchers have undertaken a comparative study of the reading abilities of children in Clackmananshire taught using synthetic phonics and children from similar socio-economic backgrounds in England taught using analytic (linguistic) phonics. They discovered that:

The children in the Clackmannanshire study were reading words about 2 years ahead of what would be expected for their age.  Their spelling was 6 months ahead of what you would expect for age, and their reading comprehension was about right for age.

However, although the pupils in England from similar backgrounds were reading words about right for their age, their spelling was 4.5 months below what is expected for age, and reading comprehension was about 7 months behind.

(Retrived from http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/news/Title,18376,en.html on 3/1/08)

Research on the Scottish experience has had a major influence on the recommendations of the Rose review discussed below.

The Rose Review

This was an independent review of the teaching of early reading conducted for the Department for Education and Skills in England and Wales which reported in March 2006. A copy of the report may be downloaded from, http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/phonics/earlyreading/

The Report states that:

Engaging young children in interesting and worthwhile pre-reading activities paves the way for the greater majority to make a good start on systematic phonic work by the age of five. Indeed for some, an earlier start may be possible and desirable. This is because it ill serves children to hold them back from starting systematic phonic work that is matched to their developing abilities and enables them to benefit from the wealth of opportunities afforded by reading from an early age. (P3)

Rose points out that in the first nine years of the National Curriculum (1989-98) little progress was made on raising reading standards. Since then there has been an improvement which he ascribes to “The literacy hour [which] introduced better planned, more structured and systematic work in many schools than had previously applied to teaching literacy in general – and to phonics in particular.” (P12)

The Report affirms that:
…notwithstanding the uncertainties of research, there is much convincing evidence to show from the practice observed that, as generally understood, ‘synthetic’ phonics is the form of systematic phonic work that offers the vast majority of beginners the best route to becoming skilled readers. Among other strengths, this is because it teaches children directly what they need to know …whereas other approaches, such as ‘analytic [linguistic] phonics,’ expect children to deduce them.  (P19)

The Report describes how the the key features of the synthetic phonics approach are to teach beginning readers:

· Grapheme/phoneme (letter/sound) correspondences (the alphabetic principle) in a clearly defined incremental sequence.

· To apply the highly important skill of blending (synthesising) phonemes in order, all through a word to read it.

· To apply the skills of segmenting words into their constituent phonemes to spell.

· That blending and segmenting are reversible processes.

In contrast to the suggestion that beginning reading should be delayed until ‘developmentally appropriate’ the report suggests that:

Efforts to overcome persistent underperformance are hardly likely to benefit from depressing expectations for our five year olds when we know that, with appropriate teaching, they are capable of higher achievement than at present. The indications are that, when these children do not get a really good start, they are likely to need interventions to enable them to ‘catch up’ and ‘recover’ ground they should not have lost in the first place. (P32-33)

Nevertheless the Report recognises the need to separate and clarify the two components of reading - word recognition skills and language comprehension processes: “word recognition is the process of using phonics to recognise words. Language comprehension is the process by which word information, sentences and discourse is interpreted…”  (P38). It is possible for children to have difficulty reading text but relatively good comprehension skills and vice versa. Thus an emphasis on language comprehension is entirely consistent with work on synthetic phonics.

From a financial perspective effective early years teaching can save money by obviating the need for additional interventions to help those falling behind target levels to catch up  (P42). In this regard: 

The importance of responding early to [reading] difficulties cannot be overstressed because there is much convincing evidence which indicates that, once entrenched, reading failure is not only much harder to reverse but is also detrimental to other areas of learning and self-esteem. (P45)

The recommendations of the Rose Review are reproduced in Appendix C.

Why Was Research Evidence Ignored in the USA?
Chall suggests several reasons why research evidence has failed to influence policy. She argues that “few in the education profession can conduct research and administer it,” and there are “strong ideological commitments to one or other of the two educational approaches.”  (P108)  She also points out that publishers of text books and other resource materials have a financial interest in promoting a particular perspective on education. Hirsch expresses a similar view, stressing the fact that by the 1930s the pupil-centred approach was dominant among those responsible for teacher-training.
Since Chall’s book was published in 2000, there is evidence that US policy makers are beginning to realise that plans for school improvement must be based on rigorous research. In December 2003 the US Department of Education issued guidance entitled “Identifying and Implementing Educational Practices Supported by Rigorous Evidence: A User Friendly Guide.” The document states:
Many practitioners … have seen interventions, introduced with great fanfare as being able to produce dramatic gains, come and go over the years, yielding little in the way of positive and lasting change – a perception confirmed by the flat achievement results over the past 30 years in the National Assessment of Educational Progress long-term trend. (P iii)
The document continues:

As illustrative examples of the potential impact of evidence-based interventions on educational outcomes, the following have been found to be effective in randomized controlled trials – research’s “gold standard” for establishing what works:

■ One-on-one tutoring by qualified tutors for at-risk readers in grades 1-3 (the average tutored student reads more proficiently than approximately 75% of the untutored students in the control group).

■ Life-Skills Training for junior high students (low-cost, replicable program reduces smoking by 20% and serious levels of substance abuse by about 30% by the end of high school, compared to the control group).

■ reducing class size in grades K-3 (the average student in small class’s scores higher on the Stanford Achievement Test in reading/math than about 60% of students in regular-sized classes).

■ Instruction for early readers in phonemic awareness and phonics (the average student in these interventions reads more proficiently than approximately 70% of students in the control group).
In addition, preliminary evidence from randomized controlled trials suggests the effectiveness of:

■ High-quality, educational child care and preschool for low-income children (by age 15, reduces special education placements and grade retentions by nearly 50% compared to controls; by age 21, more than doubles the proportion attending four-year college and reduces the percentage of teenage parents by 44%). (P iii)
The Northern Ireland Audit Office Report: Improving Literacy and Numeracy in Schools, March 2006
This report noted that:

The Department [of Education] has made a substantial investment in literacy and numeric programmes, particularly since 1998 with the introduction of its Strategy for the Promotion of Literacy and Numeracy in Primary and Secondary Schools.” Despite this “…there has only been limited improvement among lower performing pupils in both primary and post-primary sectors, while the performance of boys continues to lag significantly behind the performance of girls”.
 (Retrieved from P1 http://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/pubs/LiteracyandNumeracy/fullreport.pdf on 26/11/07).
Referring to the outcomes of the Strategy the report stated: “Actual performance has lacked any constant pattern and has in fact declined in the period since the implementation of the Strategy.” (Ibid P3) It recommends that: 

· “…the Department needs to ensure that literacy and numeric improvement initiatives continue to be underpinned by rigorous research and evaluation methodologies and that it continues to develop appropriate strategies to address areas requiring improvement.” (Ibid P4)
· In the Department’s review of its approach to literacy and numeric “… it takes account of the evidence available from current research into what works to bring about improvement in schools, in order to ensure that the application of available resources meets the relative learning needs of pupils more effectively.” (Ibid P5)

Appendix 4 of the Audit Office report highlight’s the evidence from Scotland mentioned above, focussing on the contrasting effectiveness of analytic/linguistic phonics and synthetic phonics instruction for boys and for children from lower socio-economic backgrounds. The report notes that:
[The analytic/linguistic phonics] approach has formed part of the early years reading programme in Scotland for many years. It teaches children whole words and then breaks them down into letter sounds, concentrating at first on the initial letters of words. Children are given books and are expected to use the pictures and context of the stories to predict what the words mean. The theory is that by learning the words with which they are presented, they will be able to work out how to say new words by building on previous experience.” (Ibid P41)

While the Scottish experience has already been discussed it is worth noting that the Audit Commission report drew particular attention to the success in Scotland of the synthetic phonics programme in tackling underachievement among boys and pupils drawn from lower socio-economic backgrounds. The final sentences of Appendix 4 entitled “Phonic approaches for the teaching of reading” state:
It can be concluded that the synthetic phonics programme led to children from lower socio-economic backgrounds performing on the same level as children from advantaged backgrounds for most of their time in primary school. It also led boys performing better than or as well as girls. (Ibid P41)

One might ask, why, having been given this report, the Department of Education chose to ignore its findings and the other research cited above and introduce a linguistic, rather than synthetic, phonics programme to Northern Ireland’s primary schools in the 2006-07 academic year?
Conclusion
Even as the ideas of “pupil-centred” education were beginning to take hold in the US, some contemporary writers, such as the Italian socialist, Antonio Gramsci, were warning of the implications of adopting these ideas for social mobility. While Mussolini’s education minister, Giovanni Gentile, was an enthusiastic advocate of the ideas emanating from the US teacher training institutions, Gramsci records the following warning in his Prison Notebooks, Squadron XXIX, written in 1932:

The new concept of schooling is in its romantic phase, in which the replacement of “mechanical” by “natural” methods has become unhealthily exaggerated …Previously pupils at least acquired a certain baggage of concrete facts. Now there will no longer be any baggage to put in order…The most paradoxical aspect of it all is that this new type of school is advocated as being democratic, while in fact it is destined not merely to perpetuate social differences but crystallise them in Chinese complexities.(Hirsch P6)

Gramsci’s predication has, sadly, proved all too accurate. 
The research outlined above shows that Northern Ireland’s so called “Curriculum for the 21st Century” is heavily reliant on the constructivist pupil-centred methods that came to prominence in the US in the 1920s and that it will have the same negative impact on the life chances of many young people, especially those from working class or disadvantaged backgrounds.

AQE’s opponents have sought to misrepresent us as a group interested solely in the future of grammar schools, despite our insistence that we are interested in the welfare of all children. In placing the evidence before the public, parents and teachers, as well as policy makers, we demonstrate our concern for the less fortunate in our society. If policy makers choose to ignore best practice it should be a matter of public record that the evidence was provided to them when it was still possible to alter course.
Appendix 1

Student-Centred Instruction versus Teacher-Centred Instruction (Chall P29)

	Characteristic
	Student-centred schools


	Teacher-centred schools

	Role of teacher
	Follow, as much as possible, student interests; integrate materials across subject areas.


	Standards are established for each grade level; specific subject areas are taught separately.

	Materials
	Teacher as facilitator of learning: provides resources, helps students plan and follow their own interests, and keeps records of learners’ activities and use of time.


	Teacher as leader of class: is responsible for content, leading lessons, recitation, skills, seatwork, and assigning homework. 

	Range of activities
	A rich variety of learning materials, including manipulatives, are used.


	Teachers work with commercial textbooks.

	Grouping and teaching target
	Use of a wide range of activities based on individual interests.
	The whole class is moved through the same curriculum at roughly the same pace; teacher may occasionally teach small groups, especially for beginning reading, and may provide a degree of individualised instruction; teaching target is the whole class.



	Movement
	Students are permitted to move around freely and cooperate with other learners.


	Child-child interactions are restricted.

	Time
	The use of time is flexible, often permitting uninterrupted work sessions largely determined by the learners.


	The day is divided into distinct periods for teaching different subjects.

	Evaluation
	Based on comparisons of learners with themselves rather than with their classmates or grade standards; preference for diagnostic rather than norm-referenced evaluation; de-emphasis of formal testing.


	Norm-referenced tests and grade standards; informal and formal testing.

	Progression
	Learners proceed at different rates.


	Students are assigned to grades by age.


Appendix 2
The Big Picture at Key Stage 3

                 Retrieved from http://www.pmbni.org.uk/docs/Big%20Picture_postprimary.pdf on 7/9/07
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Appendix 3

Recommendations of the Rose Review

These recommendations build on those proposed in the interim report and are set out under the aspects of the remit given by the Secretary of State.

Aspect 1

What best practice should be expected in the teaching of early reading and synthetic Phonics?
• The forthcoming Early Years Foundation Stage and the renewed Primary National

Strategy Framework for teaching literacy should provide, as a priority, clear guidance on developing children’s speaking and listening skills.

• High quality, systematic phonic work as defined by the review should be taught discretely. The knowledge, skills and understanding that constitute high quality phonic work should be taught as the prime approach in learning to decode (to read) and encode (to write/spell) print.
• Phonic work should be set within a broad and rich language curriculum that takes full account of developing the four interdependent strands of language: speaking, listening, reading and writing and enlarging children’s stock of words.

• The Primary National Strategy should continue to exemplify ‘quality first teaching’, showing how robust assessment of children’s learning secures progression in phonic work and how literacy is developed across the curriculum from the Foundation Stage onwards.

Aspect 2
How this relates to the Early Years Foundation Stage and the development and renewal of the National Literacy Strategy’s Framework for teaching.

• For most children, high quality, systematic phonic work should start by the age of five, taking full account of professional judgments of children’s developing abilities and the need to embed this work within a broad and rich curriculum. This should be preceded by pre-reading activities that pave the way for such work to start.

• Phonic work for young children should be multi-sensory in order to capture their interest, sustain motivation, and reinforce learning in imaginative and exciting ways.

• The searchlights model should be reconstructed to take full account of word recognition and language comprehension as distinct processes related one to the other.

• The Early Years Foundation Stage and the renewed literacy framework must be compatible with each other and make sure that expectations about continuity and progression in phonic work are expressed explicitly in the new guidance.

Aspect 3
What range of provision best supports children with significant literacy difficulties and enables them to catch up with their peers, and the relationship of such targeted intervention programmes with synthetic phonics teaching.

• It is not the purpose of intervention work to shore up weak teaching at Wave 1.

Settings and schools should establish ‘quality first teaching’ to minimise the risk of children falling behind and thereby secure the most cost effective use of resources. High quality phonic work should therefore be a priority within Wave 1 teaching.

• Given that intervention work will be necessary, settings and schools should make sure that additional support is compatible with mainstream practice.

Irrespective of whether intervention work is taught in regular lessons or elsewhere, the gains made by children through such work must be sustained and built upon when they return to their mainstream class.

• Leading edge interventions should continue to be exemplified in guidance showing how the best provision and practice are matched to the different types of special educational needs.

Aspect 4
How leadership and management in schools can support the teaching of reading, as well as practitioners’ subject knowledge and skills.

• Headteachers and managers of settings should make sure that phonic work is given appropriate priority in the teaching of beginner readers and this is reflected in decisions about training and professional development for their staff.

• Settings and schools should make sure that at least one member of staff is fully able to lead on literacy, especially phonic work.

• Those in leadership and management positions should make sure that the normal monitoring arrangements assure the quality and consistency of phonic work and that staff receive constructive feedback about their practice. 

• Headteachers and governors should ensure that high quality teaching of reading in Key Stage 1 informs realistic and ambitious target-setting for English at Key Stage 2.

Aspect 5

The value for money or cost effectiveness of the range of approaches covered by the review.

• In order to ensure that initial training and professional development provide good value for money in the teaching of reading, including phonic work, the Training and

Development Agency for Schools should consider all the steps set out under Aspect 5 of the remit.
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