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The Birth of “Whole Language”

Goodman, K. S., & Goodman, Y. M. (1979). Learning to read is natural. In L. Resnick & P. Weaver (Eds.), 
Theory and practice of early reading, vol. 1 (pp. 137–154). Hillsdale, NJ, US: Erlbaum.

Address by Kenneth and Yetta Goodman (1979) who outlined the original Whole Language view of reading:

Learning to read is as natural 
as learning to listen

Learning to read is primarily 
about meaning-making (not 

learning “linguistic 
abstractions”, p. 140)

Proficient reading is a process of 
readers integrating 

“grapho-phonic”, syntactic, and 
semantic information to 

construct meaning (p. 149)

Reading should always be 
“meaningful, contextualised, 

and social” (p. 144)
“Learners build from whole to 
part and build a sense of form 

and structure within their 
functional, meaningful 

experiences with language” 
(p. 150)

Attempts to teach arbitrary 
skill sequences in reading is 
as pointless as teaching a 

child to listen. 



• One read of this diagram made 
sense with the scientific literature at 
the time:

• “That the meaning of text is 
constructed by the reader as jointly 
determined by its lexical, semantic, 
and syntactic constraints had been a 
central theme of the reading 
literature in the late 1970s and early 
1980s”

Adams, M. J. (1998). The three-cueing system. In J. Osborn & 
F. Lehr (Eds.), Literacy for all: Issues in teaching and learning
(pp. 73–99). Guilford Press.



CUES TO RECOGNISE WORDS, 
NOT UNDERSTAND TEXT

Adams, M. J. (1998). The three-cueing system. In J. Osborn & 
F. Lehr (Eds.), Literacy for all: Issues in teaching and learning
(pp. 73–99). Guilford Press.



Impervious to change 

Whole Language advocates 
have often repeated that 
no one but the classroom 
teacher has any right to 
intervene in the teaching of 
literacy, as surmised by 
Frank Smith:

None of  the responsibilities for ensuring the 
appropriate conditions for learning to read can be 
met by experts or authorities outside the classroom. 
The conditions can’t be pre-packaged in 
commercialized kits of  learning materials, electronic 
or otherwise. And the conditions certainly can't be 
mandated by any kind of  legislation. The only 
person authorized to make all these responsible 
decisions should be a competent teacher.

Smith, F. (1999, p. 155). Why systematic phonics and phonemic awareness instruction constitute as educational hazard. 
Language Arts, 77(2), 150–155. https://doi.org/10.2307/41484073

“

”



Professional knowledge gap

Self-rated ability to teach phonemic awareness and 
phonics had no relationship with demonstrated 
knowledge in these areas. Teachers were most likely 
to rate their ability to teach skills including spelling, 
phonics, comprehension or vocabulary as either 
moderate or very good. This was despite most 
respondents demonstrating limited knowledge and 
stating that they did not feel confident answering 
questions about their knowledge in these areas.

“

”



Dr Nathaniel Swain 2022 www.nathanielswain.com

O V E R V I E W

How did we get here? A Sample…

The truisms of balanced literacy

Inverting our approaches

How do we fit it all together?

http://www.nathanielswain.com/


Dr Nathaniel Swain 2022 www.nathanielswain.com

- places meaning at the core of reading 
- recognizes the interaction between reading and writing 
- recognizes the importance of context in reading 
- places equal emphasis on the development of semantic, grammatical and 

grapho-phonological knowledge 
- recognizes the importance of students developing effective strategies for 

processing text 
- provides for instruction across a range of fictional and factual text-types
- promotes a balance of Shared, Guided and Independent Reading
- bases instruction on effective assessment of students’ needs and abilities

Bickley, M. (2004). A whole-school literacy pedagogy: The Victorian Early Years Literacy Program and its implications for 
the teaching and learning of literacy. Paper presented at the Australian Association for Research in Education Annual 
Conference, University of Melbourne. 

Citing Winch et al. (2004) Literacy: reading, writing and children’s literature. (2nd edition) Oxford University Press 

A “balanced” approach 

http://www.nathanielswain.com/
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LEVEL K 
(Years 2-3)
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The core teaching practices offer multiple opportunities for explicit teaching of all aspects of 
reading and viewing in the Victorian Curriculum, including phonics, vocabulary, fluency and 
comprehension strategies. For example, explicit teaching can take place during: 
•Modelling, close reading, focussed mini lessons in guided reading, deconstructing and annotating 
texts in the teaching and learning cycle. 



Guide to the Literacy Teaching 
Toolkit: Foundation to Level 6

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj-4pWr-7v6AhVF6jgGHYYrB30QFnoECBcQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.education.vic.gov.au%2FDocuments%2Fschool%2Fteachers%2Fteachingresources%2Fdiscipline%2Fenglish%2Fliteracy%2Fliteracytoolkitguide.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0WjbVZh5a4DjTJOsOoSWqO


Guide to the Literacy Teaching 
Toolkit: Foundation to Level 6

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj-4pWr-7v6AhVF6jgGHYYrB30QFnoECBcQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.education.vic.gov.au%2FDocuments%2Fschool%2Fteachers%2Fteachingresources%2Fdiscipline%2Fenglish%2Fliteracy%2Fliteracytoolkitguide.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0WjbVZh5a4DjTJOsOoSWqO


Guide to the Literacy Teaching 
Toolkit: Foundation to Level 6

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj-4pWr-7v6AhVF6jgGHYYrB30QFnoECBcQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.education.vic.gov.au%2FDocuments%2Fschool%2Fteachers%2Fteachingresources%2Fdiscipline%2Fenglish%2Fliteracy%2Fliteracytoolkitguide.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0WjbVZh5a4DjTJOsOoSWqO


BALANCED LITERACY - READING
Component Time 

(mins)

Warm Up 5
Mini Lesson (Comp. Strategy) 10

Literacy Rotations (Daily 5, 
inc. Guided Reading)

10 x 30 
min

Reflection 5

BALANCED LITERACY - WRITING
Component Time 

(mins)

Warm Up 5
Mini Lesson (Mentor Text / 
Genre)

10

Independent Writing 30 mins

Reflection 5

SPELLING
Component Time (mins)
Words Their Way
(Cutting and 
Sorting)

20 mins when you 
can



20

Under Balanced Literacy 
foundational skills are mainly taught 
within “Meaningful Contexts”
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• Some reading / writing skills are best taught explicitly 
and often in isolation 

• Scopes and sequences help to coherent and cohesive 
curriculum develops

• Building knowledge key, due to role that knowledge plays 
in reading comprehension

• Teaching comprehension strategies is useful but only for 
a small amount of instruction

Inverting the Focus - Principles



• Foundational Skills are 
actually best taught 
explicitly and often in 
isolation
• Reduces working memory 

demands 

• Other literacy skills make 
more sense to develop in 
context or embedded



“Back to Basics”



Tripartite Model of Text 
Representation 
(Van Dijk And. Kintsch 1983).





Reading Comprehension = 
Net effect of a collection of 
constructs
How do you improve it?







Knowledge Rich Curriculum
Making Lots of Velcro!

read2Learn





•Time allocation

•Weight 

•Foregrounding/Backgrounding/Embedding

Inverting in at least three ways …
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Key reading and writing skills

• Best taught explicitly and often in isolation, to reduce 
working memory demands 

- phonemic awareness

- word reading

- spelling

- handwriting

- fluency

- some sentence level learning



Pillars of Good Quality Word 
Reading & Spelling Curricula

• Word reading & spelling together
• Systematic Phonics (typically, SSP + PA incorporation)
• Explicit Instruction with gradual release
• Daily Review & Retrieval Practice
• Regular Formative Assessment
• Orthographic patterns, not lists
• Comprehensive, structured S&S from F-6



Name Language Area Definition Example

Ph Phonology Study of 
phonemes/speech 
sounds

c-a-t

Or Orthography Study of spelling 
(literally, correct spelling)

black
swim ming

Me Morphology 

etymology 

Study of morphemes 
(smallest units of 
meaning in words)

Study of word origins
(subservient to 
Morphology)

trans*port*able

Latin- attractive
Greek- geology

S Semantics Study of meaning or 
vocabulary

What does curiosity 
mean?



PhOrMeS
Component Task Time 

(mins)
Cumulative 
Time 
(mins)

Phonemic Awareness Phonemic Awareness Tasks 3 3
Handwriting Fortnightly Cycle of Handwriting Slides 10 13
Decoding and Spelling 
Review

Review of Decoding and Spelling Units from 
past:
Week, Month, Term
Daily ‘Weird Words’

10 23

Decoding and Spelling Current Spelling Unit 17 40

Reading Fluency Paired Fluency
(OR Spelling Test as required)

10 50

Vocabulary- combination of:
1. from reading texts
2. Tier II Vocab 
3. prefix/suffix

Vocabulary Slides 10 60



Ph
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Code Reading

y
j
k
u
y
u

k
j
qu
z
r
e

PhOrM(e) Word Reading & Spelling Phonology u y j k VC CVC 3



Decoding- use your reading tools

kiss
mud
puff
kid
cub
hug

nut
jet
but
jog
yet
mum

PhOrM(e) Word Reading & Spelling Phonology u y j k VC CVC 3

1. Sound it
(Keep your voice on)

2. Blend it



international        internet        interstate 

inter- prefix

PhOrMeS Word Reading & Spelling Morphology & Etymology CAPT-CEIT-CEIVE-CEPT-CIP 3



capt-ceit-ceive-cept-cip –
take/catch/hold

capture
captive
conceive
concept
intercept
perceive
susceptible
accept

except
deceit
conceit
disciple
discipline
principal
principle
receive

PhOrMeS Word Reading & Spelling Morphology & Etymology CAPT-CEIT-CEIVE-CEPT-CIP 3



intercept
intercepts
intercepting
intercepted

interception
interceptor

intercept

inter + cept = between + catch (to catch something between two things)
When you intercept something, it means you catch it before it gets to where 
it was supposed to go
At the airport, customs officials intercept many items that are not allowed 
into Australia. 

PhOrMeS Word Reading & Spelling Morphology & Etymology CAPT-CEIT-CEIVE-CEPT-CIP 3

Sorry, sir. You 
cannot bring this 
into the country.



Literacy knowledge and skills 
to develop (mainly) in context and content

• (some) vocabulary (and morphology) instruction
• paragraph constructure
• content knowledge
• text composition
• comprehension strategies
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read 2 Learn
Component Time 

(mins)

Review 5-10
APK + Learning Goal 2

Whole Class Reading, CFUs, 
Knowledge Building, Tasks

20-35

Independent Practice 10-20 

Reflection 3 

write 2 Learn
Component Time 

(mins)

Review 5-10
APK + Learning Goal 2

Whole Class 
Concept / Skill Development / 
Guided Practice

20-30

Independent Practice 10-15

Reflection 3



Intro to r2L
Coherent Scope and Sequence to build content through reading
Embedding writing into reading

read2Learn



read2Learn

Knowledge rich curriculum

Modelling and facilitating comprehension of complex text

Explicit vocabulary instruction

Embedding of history, geography, and civics skills

Building depth and breadth of content/knowledge

Link to writing instruction (w2L)



Foundation Year 1 Year 3 Year 6

Unit 1: Let’s Explore Our World Unit 1: Continents, Countries, and 
Maps

Unit 1: World Rivers Unit 1: World Deserts

Unit 2: My History Unit 2: Mesopotamia Unit 2: Ancient Rome Unit 2: Ancient Greece and Rome

Unit 3: Indigenous Australians Unit 3: Ancient Egypt Unit 3 The Vikings Unit 3: The Enlightenment

Unit 4: Exploring and Moving to 
Australia

Unit 4: Three World Religions Unit 4: The First Australians Unit 4: The American Revolution

Unit 5: Famous Australians, Who 
are on our Banknotes?

Unit 5: Changing Families Unit 5: Australia and its 
Neighbours

Unit 5: The French Revolution and 
Romanticism

Unit 6: Early Civilizations of 
Australia

Unit 6: Celebrations of Different 
Cultures

Unit 6: The Industrial Revolution -
Changes and Challenges

Unit 7: The Culture of Indonesia Unit 7: Modern Democracy Unit 7: Independence for Latin 
America

Unit 8: Exploring the Continent Unit 8: Immigration

Unit 9: Rights and Reform

Unit 10: Colonial Australia

Scope & Sequence



Aust. Curriculum & r2L

• Satisfy the curriculum

• Go deeper and further

• Make links between world history to Aust. history

• Prime children for later complex Aust. history 

read2Learn



r2L & Inquiry Learning

“In r2L, students inquire from a place of knowledge” 

• “Knowledge is what we think with”

• Creativity & critical thinking is domain-specific

read2Learn



Multiple 
Choice

Vote

Turn and Talk

Pick a Stick/Answer

Whiteboards

In Your Workbook

REVIEW

ACTIVATING 
PRIOR 

KNOWLEDGE

CONCEPT/SKILL 
DEVELOPMENT

Read-Aloud Choral Read



The Viking Longship
LESSON 8

The Big Question:

Why were ships important to the Viking way of life? 

Links to 
learning 
goal or 

intention of 
the unit 



Religion of the Vikings
The Vikings, who were also called
the Norse, told stories called myths.
These stories were meant to explain
things about their world that they
could not understand.
These stories were passed on from
generation to generation.
Norse myths are not unlike the
myths of ancient Greece, Rome or
other ancient peoples. They tell
about many powerful gods and
goddesses.

Read vocabulary 
Read Passage
Ask Question and Discuss Answer

Teacher and students read 
together.

5-3

Vikings parents told 
their children 
stories about gods 
and goddesses …

… because _____.

APK

Vocabulary
Norse, n. another term for 
Vikings, people who lived in 
Scandinavia long ago 
myth, n. an idea
or story that many people 
believe but is not true

… , but _____.

… , so _____.



Religion of the Vikings
The Vikings, who were also called
the Norse, told stories called myths.
These stories were meant to explain
things about their world that they
could not understand.
These stories were passed on from
generation to generation.
Norse myths are not unlike the
myths of ancient Greece, Rome or
other ancient peoples. They tell
about many powerful gods and
goddesses.

Share responses

Teacher and students read 
together.

5-3

Vikings parents told 
their children 
stories about gods 
and goddesses…

… because they 
wanted to make 
sense of the world 
around them. 

APK

Vocabulary
Norse, n. another term for 
Vikings, people who lived in 
Scandinavia long ago 
myth, n. an idea
or story that many people 
believe but is not true

… , but these were 
myths.

… , so the myths 
were passed on 
from generation to 
generation.



- Complex texts challenge students in their ability to 
understand and grapple with the text.

- Complex texts require students to draw upon background 
knowledge, and significant scaffolding for them to engage 
with the text. 

- See Tim Shanahan and the Fallacy of “Just Right Texts”
- Shanahan, T. (2021) Should We Teach Students at Their 

Reading Levels? Consider the research when personalizing 
your lesson plans.

The role of complex text
See Reading Reconsidered’s 
five plagues of the developing 
reader

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjGz4D78L75AhU52TgGHeBJDM0QFnoECAkQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fshanahanonliteracy.com%2Fupload%2Fpublications%2F98%2Fpdf%2FShanahan---Should-we-teach-at-reading-level.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3RpJavmkb5KAhJKWCD4IyK
https://teachlikeachampion.com/wp-content/uploads/5-Plagues-Reading-Spine.pdf


Teachers can facilitate students’ grappling with text by:
• Guiding discussion and shared analysis of text as a group
• Providing relevant vocabulary and background to access the 

texts’ meaning
• Modelling strategies to make sense of the text and actively 

check comprehension
• Provide alternative ways of engaging with the content of the 

text, with a view to return to it with increased understanding
• Breaking down complex parts of the text, and building students’ 

ability to follow this process independently.

Facilitating grappling with text



Read Passage
Discuss and Read Question

Why did Vikings 
carry birds on their 
ocean voyages?

3-7

BODY

A Young Boy’s Dream
Ivar did not want to leave his homeland, but he longed to sail on one of these great
ships. He had listened to the stories of the old sailors. He already knew how to find
his way by using the sun and the stars as guides. And he knew what to do if his ship
ever got lost at sea: The Vikings had noticed that birds at sea usually flew toward
land. So, they took caged birds with them on their ocean voyages. If they became
lost, the sailors simply released the birds—and followed them to safety.
Ivar imagined what it would be like to sail on a long journey. He knew that at the
beginning of the voyage, the ship sailed close to the coastline and beached on land
for the evening. The sailors would light campfires and hang big cooking pots over
them.
When the ship sailed into the open ocean, the voyage would become more difficult.
The sea might be dotted with icebergs. The waves could be fierce. While at sea,
there were no cabins on Viking ships to protect the sailors from bad weather. The
sailors would be cold and wet most of the time. But when the ship was moored, or
at anchor, a tent-like awning could be used to provide shelter.

Vocabulary
moored, v. secured in place 
using chains, ropes, or an 
anchor 

Teacher read-aloud

The Viking carried 
birds on their ocean 
voyages so that ___. 



• Summarising, Finding the Main idea, Inferring, Asking and Answering 
Questions, Visualising

• Research underpinning (see Evidence For Learning Summary)

• Limitations
– Intervention length
–Content specificity

Traditional comprehension strategies

https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/australasian-research-summaries/teaching-and-learning-toolkit/reading-comprehension-strategies


Micro-comprehension strategies - Example



Read Passage
Answer Questions (next)

3-8

INDEPENDENT 
READING TASK

Building a Viking Ship
Ivar had listened to the stories of the old sailors. He already knew how to find his
way by using the sun and the stars as guides. Ivar imagined what it would be like to
sail on a long journey. He knew that at the beginning of the voyage, the ship sailed
close to the coastline and beached on land for the evening. When the ship sailed
into the open ocean, the voyage would become more difficult. The sea might be
dotted with icebergs. The waves could be fierce.
Olaf’s crew also built Viking warships. Ivar saw one of these mighty vessels resting
at anchor nearby. Olaf had carved a serpent-like creature on the warship’s curved
prow to frighten enemies. Ivar imagined the ship’s brightly coloured sail full in the
wind.
Right now, Olaf the Shipbuilder was carving a tree trunk into the long mast that
would support the cargo ship’s sail. All around him, workers were chopping and
pounding the oak boards of the great ship.
Olaf shouted, “Ivar, what brings you here today?”
“My father has returned,” Ivar shouted back. “His longship needs repairs.”
“What a lucky time for the jarl to come home!” shouted Olaf. “His old shipmate,
Sigurd the Storyteller, is visiting me now. He has just returned from Greenland. We
will bring Sigurd with us. It will be a nice surprise for Tor.”
The storyteller was an important person to the Vikings. Not only did he tell stories
and recite poems, he also brought news from faraway places.

Vocabulary
prow, n. the pointed front 
end of a ship 
mast, n. a large vertical post 
on a ship that helps hold up 
the sails 

Predict

Check it makes 
sense

Summarise



QUESTIONS 

!.?

Punctuation

Full 
Sentences

Sentences

Full

C

Capital 
Letters

Building a Viking Ship
1. Why did the Vikings need excellent ships? 

2. How did the Vikings navigate?

3. How does Ivar imagine and describe a typical Viking voyage? 

4. How was Ivar able to describe a voyage if he had never taken a trip on a 
longship? 

5. Why did Olaf the Shipbuilder carve a serpent-like creature on the longship’s 
prow? 

6. Why were storytellers important in Viking culture?







w2L- The Writing Revolution Principles
1. Students need explicit instruction in writing, beginning in the early years. 
2. Sentences are the building blocks of all writing. 
3. When embedded into the content learning areas of the curriculum, 

writing instruction is a powerful teaching tool. 
4. The content of the curriculum should drive the writing activities. 
5. Grammar is best taught in context of student writing. 
6. The two most important phases of writing process are planning and 

revising.
7. Introduce new writing strategies in everyday ideas (out-of-content), and 

then quickly embed these in knowledge from curriculum (in-content)

(Hochman & Wexler, 2017) 







Some Resources

1. Phormes scope and sequence for spelling/word reading,
2. Phormes scope and sequence for prefixes and suffixes

3. Read 2 Learn and Write 2 Learn scope and sequence
4. Read 2 Learn and Write 2 Learn Example units

Various presentations on Think Forward Educators

Blog pieces on Cognitorium

https://thinkforwardeducators.org/
https://www.nathanielswain.com/cognitorium
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