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In this presentation
Oral language: what and why

▪ And culture

▪ And early mental health

▪ And cognitive development

▪ And achievement at school

▪ And socio-economic status 

Oral language and reading

The big five (or six….or seven) big ideas in reading instruction

The Simple View of Reading….why it is still going strong after 35 years

Using evidence in everyday practice

Some common myths

3La Trobe University 4La Trobe University

Better 
advocacy & 
support for 
vulnerable 

young 
people

Evidence-
based 

practice in 
early 
years’ 

education

Oral language 
competence

Knowing about language matters 
across the entire curriculum
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Culture, Heritage, and 
Language

❖ Inseparable and central to identity

❖ An important connection for 
people from all nations and 
cultures round the world

❖ Cultural connections need to be 
strengthened and maintained by 
education

❖ Australian context: curriculum is 
delivered in Standard Australian 
English
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ORAL LANGUAGE ?
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“Language is a dynamic human creation 
and, thus, inherently a bit of a mess”.

(McKeown, 2019, p. 467)
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ORAL LANGUAGE?

Everyday talking (expressive) and listening

(receptive / comprehension) skills and the mental 

representations that sit behind them
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Language is a paradox

❖ Humans have evolved a special facility for oral language 

(a “language instinct”), such that it is innate    BUT

o It is highly vulnerable to a range of developmental conditions, 
e.g. hearing impairment, intellectual disability, autism 
spectrum disorders, brain injury;

o It is highly sensitive to environmental exposure.
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The transition to literacy....
• Builds directly on competencies acquired before school entry, e.g. 

• Vocabulary

• Narrative skills

• Syntax

• Phonological/phonemic/morphologic
awareness

• Requires* explicit instruction

•Promotes 

✓ academic achievement, 

✓ school attachment and retention, 

✓ positive self esteem

•An important protective factor
*some children much more than others
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There are big differences in children’s pre-school 
language exposure. BUT 
Not all low SES families provide 

linguistically under-nourishing 
environments

Not all high SES families provide 
linguistically enriched 
environments

Language skills are related to 
human and social capital, not 
just economic capital

We know the social gradient with 
respect to language skills is a 
problem in Australia
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Background differences in pre/early-school years mean 
that education and other interventions need to 
accelerate, not just promote early language skills if 
children are to succeed academically

(Roy & Chiat, 2013)
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Oral language skills and reading

❖Learning to read is fundamentally a linguistic task

❖Reading is a very recent development in evolutionary 
terms (about 6000 years). 

❖It is not “natural”, but is “biologically secondary”

❖Some approaches to early reading instruction are 
associated with greater success for all than are others

❖On their own, oral language skills do not turn a good 
talker into a good reader

❖Oral language is the engine; instruction is the fuel.
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Oral 
language 
abilities

Reading 
abilities 

Language and literacy: a two-way street
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Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tumner, 1986)

RC = Decoding x Language Comprehension
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Unlocking reading comprehension: getting to the 
meaning  treasure (Alison Clarke)
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ALL children need to learn to decode. Some 
need to be taught to do so very explicitly

1. English is a 
morpho-
phonemic 
language

2. Phonics is a 
necessary but 
not sufficient 
skill-set for all 
children
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Why is vocabulary growth important?

✓ It promotes ability to engage in oral conversations of greater 
complexity and subtlety

✓ It enhances use and understanding of shades of meaning

✓ It increases the likelihood that written text will be understood and 
that reading itself will be seen as a worthwhile activity 

✓ It promotes academic achievement and better vocational 
outcomes

✓ There is a lexical bar that needs to be crossed for academic 
success: the divide between Tier 1 and higher-order language used 
in academic writing

✓ English contains many more words than a number of other 
languages. Hence to be proficient, English speakers need to know 
and understand more words than many other peoples in the world
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Linguistic concepts knowing more about 
in the early teaching of reading

❑ Phonemes / phonemic awareness / phonological awareness

❑ Graphemes

❑ Letters Vs sounds

❑ Consonants, vowels (short, long), syllables (stressed and unstressed)

❑ Schwa vowel

❑ Orthography / Orthographic mapping

❑ Digraphs, trigraphs

❑ E-control principle

❑ Diphthongs 

❑ Morphemes / Morphology

❑ Etymology

❑ Role of sight / high frequency / irregular words and how to teach them

❑ Homophones and homographs
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Why multi-cueing should be discouraged

It teaches the habits of poor readers

“Skilled readers rarely try to recognize words by guessing 
their identities on the basis of the context because 
decoding is a far more accurate and efficient approach. 
Research has shown that there is only a slim chance of 
guessing a word correctly from the contextual cues 
alone”.

(C.Snow, Scarborough & Burns, 1999, p. 51)
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How much does application of science matter 
to you in other fields?
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How does robust research evidence find its way into schools?
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But pseudoscience, fads and fashions?
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Education’s relationship with evidence

“Unfortunately, lack of rigor and respect 
for evidence in reading education are 

reinforced by the passivity of education 
leaders who feel that any idea that can 

muster a vigorous advocate is legitimate 
and deserves to be aired”.

Dr Louisa Moats (2000, p.12)
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Some myth busting
 Meaning comes first when teaching children to read

 If parents read to their children more, literacy problems would drop 
dramatically

 English is too irregular a language for phonics instruction to be 
beneficial

 As long as phonics is “in the mix”, children will learn to decode 

 Children should only be exposed to “authentic” texts

 Decodable texts kill children’s love of reading

 Systematic phonics instruction excludes vocabulary and other aspects 
of language development  

 Discovery learning is more enjoyable for children than explicit 
instruction

 Explicit instruction means no opportunities for discovery learning

 Phonics can only be taught properly using a commercial program
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Reading success / struggle: A perfect storm

• A great deal hinges on being able to read. It is important. 

• It’s a skill that is biologically unnatural.

• It draws on the strength and integrity of the oral language system.

• It needs to be taught, not caught.

• Once children start falling behind, it becomes exponentially difficult 
to catch them up. Few schools have the resources for this.

• There are behavioural and emotional consequences for children 
(primary and secondary) whose reading skills are not at grade level.

• Much reading failure can be prevented.

• Being part of the social end economic mainstream is very difficult 
without strong reading, writing, and spelling skills. 
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The Science of (Language and) Reading

➢ Sits alongside other bodies of evolving and emerging knowledge 
about human cognition, e.g.,

➢ Memory, perception, attention, reasoning, etc

➢ Represents decades of rigorous research

➢ Has suffered a massive knowledge translation-crisis

➢ Belongs first and foremost to teachers (and their students)

➢ Will have different implications for different groups of children as 
the evidence changes

➢ Is not based on personal preference or ideology

➢ Is designed to optimise performance for all children, at a 
population level
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Why is teaching reading like launching a rocket?
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p.snow@latrobe.edu.au

The Science of Language and Reading (SOLAR) Lab
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/school-education/solar-lab

@pamelasnow2    

The Snow Report:         www.pamelasnow.blogspot.com
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