50 Years of SPELD Victoria
Building on the Legacy of the Past

Narrative by Susan Read
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SPELD Victoria of Today is Built on the Legacy of the Past
Over the past 50 years, the organisation’s purpose has been to ensure that the educational
needs of students with learning difficulties are met. The SPELD Victoria (SPELD Vic) executive
has consistently set high ambitions despite the organisation’s small size and limited resources.
Determined professionals and dedicated volunteers generously provided expertise, passion
and hard work. These extraordinary individuals united in friendship were motivated by a
sense of social justice and desire to transform the lives of people with learning difficulties.
The goals and determination modelled by the founders still guide the organisation today.
However, despite 50 years of hard work, SPELD Vic has unresolved battles. Many ambitions
were thwarted. Tens of thousands of school students with learning difficulties still struggle in
learning environments that do not meet their needs.

To understand the challenges faced by the organisation, it is necessary to cover the history of
the ‘reading wars’ in Australia. The reading wars is a fierce, long-running ideological battle
between reading scientists and educators. In contention is one point; the importance of
phonics1 in early literacy development. It is as fierce and irrational as any other science denial
battle in history. However, in the middle of the two warring sides are 1 in every 5 Victorian
students [1, 2] who are failing to learn to read, largely because they are not receiving adequate
phonics instruction at school. SPELD Vic sits in the middle, supporting these students, their
families and their teachers.
While this story celebrates SPELD Vic, it is important to say up front, that the current executive
is aware that at any time 70,000 Victorian school students and their families are suffering
because of learning difficulties. The executive is acutely aware that SPELD Vic’s job is not done
yet.

1

Phonics includes the knowledge that words are made of speech sounds, including letter sounds, and letter
sounds are represented by spelling patterns.
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The Reading Wars
The story of why many educators resist teaching phonics originates in the 1960s, when postwar babies reached maturity. This generation sought to break free from the repressed lives
of their parents. In this environment, the whole language movement emerged, under the
mantra of ‘let the children play’. Educators grabbed the liberal idea ‘[that] children learn to
speak naturally by simple immersion in language. Therefore, children will learn to read by the
same process’. Soon teachers and students were freed from the seemingly unnecessary hard
work of learning about letters and sounds.

WHOLE LANGUAGE
LITERACY INSTRUCTION

Not surprisingly, the utopian notion that children magically learnt to read when surrounded
by books faced resistance. A new theory emerged. Kenneth and Yetta Goodman declared in
1967 that “reading is a psycholinguist guessing game”[3]. This theory perpetuated the idea
that teaching phonics is unnecessary and suggested that children need to learn to guess words
they don’t know using cues in the text. Despite the fact Goodman provided no evidence to
support his claim that emerging readers do not use phonics, the theory was adopted in
schools across the English-speaking world. This method is known as 3 cueing, spotlight or
whole word method. These ideas still guide reading instruction in our schools today.
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WHOLE WORD
LITERACY
INSTRUCTION

While our schools were embracing the whole word movement, even as far back as 1969, the
SPELD Victoria executive, speech pathologists2 and many teachers were theorising that
struggling readers needed phonics not guessing to learn to read. In time, policy makers,
teachers and the SPELDs founders noticed that large numbers of students were failing to learn
to read.

SPELD Victoria’s Founders
In the late 1960s, founding President, Dr Dudley Hagger, a paediatrician in the Victorian
Department of Education’s school medical service realised that 15% of all grade 5 students
were failing to learn to read. Fifty percent of boys, referred to the school medical service, for
behavioural issues, could not read. These students were not unintelligent3. Dudley observed
that students who failed to learn to read became distressed, resistant to attending school;
developed behavioural issues and withdrew from learning.
Dr Dudley and his 22 co-founders were determined to close the pipeline from illiteracy to
delinquency. While the founders were predominantly health professionals, they knew this
problem and the solution was education. Collectively, they investigated the educational
system and realised special education programs ignored the 15% of students failing to learn
to read. Instead, special education programs focused on supporting low incident physical,
social and intellectual disabilities. The founders estimated 600 additional remedial teachers
and 80 psychologists were needed to meet the needs of illiterate students in Victorian schools.
In addition, classroom teachers needed reskilling in effective literacy instruction4.

2

Dr Dudley Hagger’s personal notes and papers from the Aphasia Conference of the Australian College of
Speech Therapists in Brisbane, 1969.
3
Notes from a lecture delivered by Dr Dudley Hagger titled “Reading difficulty and the intelligent underachiever” to the Melbourne Teacher’s College at the University of Melbourne, 1970.
4
Minutes of SPELD Executive
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At this time the founders were watching the success of literacy remediation clinics in the U.S.5
These clinics were reporting full, and sustained remediation after 12 months of intervention
including a strong emphasis on phonics. Dr Dudley was concerned that Australia lacked the
remediation skills seen overseas. In a chilling exchange included in the minutes, the executive
estimated there were only 4 remedial teachers in Victoria who were achieving similar results
to those seen overseas. This exchange makes a stark point. Our founders believed there were
close to NO appropriately trained teachers in schools to support the educational needs of 15%
of Victoria’s students. To their credit, they were not overwhelmed, they started making plans.

Defining SPELD Victoria’s Goals
The founders’ principle goal was to reshape teacher education. At the first public meeting of
SPELD Vic Dr Dudley defiantly said, “we are not here to make recommendations to power, we
are here to make change”. His preferred plan was for all primary teachers to do an additional
year of training after 3 to 4 years of classroom experience. This training would focus on the
foundational skills of literacy and numeracy. The aim was to educate both special needs and
classroom teachers. The aim of the plan was for student teachers on placement to fill the
immediate skills gap in schools and expose in-service teachers to foundational literacy and
numeracy instruction.

However, SPELD Vic had a more immediate problem. It had a strong public following. One
thousand people attended the first annual general meeting in 1969. However, the
organisation had little it could offer the growing member base who needed immediate help.
SPELD Vic defined its goals, to:

5

University of Arkansas’s Child Study Centre and Therapeutic Day School Little Rock Arkansas lead by Dr Sam
Clement, a remediation clinic at Dallas Scottish Rite Hospital, Texas and a clinic in Oklahoma.
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1.
2.
3.

Reform teacher education and practice;
Provide remediation and assessment services; and
Raise dyslexia awareness in teachers and parents.

The founders spent the next 10 years developing teacher education curriculum in partnership
with Monash University, the Lincoln Institute and Burwood State College. However, they had
limited success. The Burwood State College and the Lincoln Institute failed to obtain funding
for their programs, and Dudley and the Minister for Education clashed over the Monash
University partnership. The Minister for Education felt SPELD Vic had overreached its
mandate. Dudley and the team were told in no uncertain terms by the Minister for Education
that their purpose was not to define any part of educational policy including teacher
education, their role was to hold the Department of Education to account.
Unfortunately for SPELD Victoria, even the second goal to provide assessment and
remediation services was not immediately achievable. SPELD Vic faced the same chronic
shortage of trained teachers and educational psychologists as the Department of Education.
But Dudley had a plan.

Mona Tobias
Dr Dudley’s plan to provide high-quality assessment and remediation services was named
Mona Tobias. Mona’s story is engaging for several reasons. Firstly, her story reinforces the
vision and strategic clarity of Dudley. Secondly, she reminds us that excellent assessment and
remediation skills enable learning that transforms lives. In 1971, Dudley awarded a
scholarship to Mona to study at three university clinics in the U.S. focused on dyslexia.
When she returned to Victoria in 1973, she set up a clinic providing assessment and
remediation services. The clinic was initially located at Gould House and then later at the
‘SPELD Centre’ in Brunswick Street, Fitzroy.
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Mona developed her own approach for remediating students with ‘can’t read, can’t spell
syndrome’. This was the term she used for dyslexia. For each student at risk of failure, she
began with careful analysis of their handicaps and abilities. Then she adopted tasks to meet
the needs of the child, enabling learning to take place. For children with ‘can’t read, can’t
spell’ syndrome, she insisted that learning starts with blending and building the letter sounds
in words. Phonics. She was also conscious of the emotional well-being of her students. Her
soft skills were grounded in respect and faith in the student’s ability to achieve. Additionally,
she believed the student must have confidence in their teacher; be reassured they are not
stupid; be confident in the effectiveness of the method of learning and be willing to learn. To
Mona, the responsibility for learning achievement of motivated students rested with the
teacher. In her words ‘the teacher can fail but, the student cannot’.
Interestingly, Mona rarely delivered the whole intervention herself, most of the time, she
mentored parents, partners or carers of the student to deliver the intervention. This practice
appeared very successful. In her autobiography, she was described as having the “ability to
awaken hope, enthusiasm and encourage steady endeavour in both the student and their
parent”[4]. This method also allowed her to support a large number of students and provided
motived tutors to deliver daily remediation.
While the executive of SPELD Vic was trying to influence teacher education, Mona was just
quietly out there doing it. Mona developed and ran initial teacher training courses across
Victoria, directly teaching 6,000 teachers between 1971 and 1976 at Toorak and Melbourne
State College as well as the Lincoln Institute.
Sadly, Mona Tobias died on 1 October1980. Her legacy was kept alive. Pat Larsen wrote her
biography “Mona Tobias: An Indefatigable Innovator”. Members of the executive continued
her work volunteering their time to train and supervise remediation tutors. However, while
SPELD Vic was off training tutors in phonics led remediation, schools in Victoria were on a
different path.

Literacy Instruction in Victorian Schools
By the mid-1970s, Goodman’s three cueing or whole word methods were implemented across
the English-speaking world, including Australia. Most schools had turned their back on
phonics. Just when you thought schooling for students with dyslexia could not get worse, in
1985, Marie Clay, (later to become Dame Marie Clay), developed the Reading Recovery
program. Reading Recovery is an intervention targeting poor readers, based on Goodman’s
three cueing, guessing methods[5]. The program missed the very thing most struggling
readers need most, systematic phonics instruction. Instead they were rewarded for guessing,
a strategy that would hold them back from authentically learning to read. By 1992, the
program was adopted in all schools across Australia. For her effort Marie Clay was appointed
a Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire, for services to education in 1986.
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SPELD Vic’s Executive and Volunteers
Despite the setbacks in educational practice in schools SPELD Vic was continuing to support
Victorian students. By the 1980s SPELD Vic had grown into a mature organisation focusing on
the second and third of Dudley’s goals: providing assessment and remediation services and
building awareness of dyslexia. For the next 30 years the organisation was sustained by the
expertise, hard work and generosity of people who donated their time. Some of the founding
executive continued contributing their time and knowledge until 2010.
Chis Davidson is just one example of the extraordinary members of the founding executive.
He won the Mona Tobias prize in 1995 for his work editing the LDA Bulletin, while
simultaneously publishing the SPELD Vic Bulletin. Over the years he wore many hats including
Vice President, Secretary, trainer, Chair and member of the professional sub-committee.
John Silverberg SPELD Vic President from 1974 to 1992 then Vice President to 1998 is another
notable example. Unfortunately, much of his efforts were consumed maintaining the
Brunswick St property. By the 1990s, the challenges of maintaining the property consumed
the executive, and in 2015 the Brunswick Street property was sold.
Many families in Victoria were supported by the compassion and determination of these
extraordinary volunteers.
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The Evidence for Systematic Phonics Instruction
SPELD Vic’s determination to back phonics regardless of the education sectors commitment
to whole word methods was validated in the decade from 2000. A strong body of evidence
was consolidating supporting systematic phonics instruction. Three national enquires in the
U.S.[6], U.K. [7] and Australia[8] recommended phonics instruction be included in early
literacy education, in addition to phonological screening in the first years of schooling.

The U.S. report by the National Reading Panel [6] aggregated past research and found
systematic phonics instruction was more effective than incidental phonics or no phonics
instruction in improving literacy skills. In addition, the Yale longitudinal study which followed
students from their prep year in 1982-3 consistently found that the strongest predictor of
comprehension from year 1 to age 15 was letter-sound knowledge in the first years of school.
Together these studies provide strong evidence that phonics is an essential part of reading
development. In summary, by choosing not to teach phonics systematically many of our
schools are choosing not to teach reading to the large number of students who cannot teach
themselves.
Given the weight of evidence, the response of the educational sector to deny the science again
was disappointing. Australia followed the U.S.’s lead to adopt balanced literacy. An initiative
developed as part of the ‘No child left behind’ initiative [9]. Balanced literacy continues to
promote Goodman’s guessing strategy while acknowledging the importance of phonics.
However, the balanced literacy method recommends teaching phonics in context or
incidentally to teaching reading.
Incidental phonics instruction is sometimes described as a peppering or token phonics and is
far short of systematically teaching the spelling patterns used in the English language.
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BALANCED
LITERACY INSTRUCTION

As people who are passionate about student literacy, we need to ask ourselves how this
ideological war has been sustained despite the weight of scientific evidence and the harm
caused to students.

The Role of Alternative Facts in the Reading Wars
At the beginning of this paper, the Reading Wars was described as a conflict over one issue,
the importance of phonics in early literacy development. Of course, this is overly simplistic.
The protagonists also disagree over what constitutes evidence, and what constitutes fact.
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By way of example, NAPLAN measures National Proficiency Standards in literacy. In 2016,
1 in every 40 grade 3 students and 1 in every 20 grade 9 students failed to meet National
Minimum Standards in literacy as measured by NAPLAN.
However, the international data which measures the same standards were far worse.
International data indicates that in 2015-6, 1 in every 5 Australian grade 3 and 9 students
failed to achieve National Minimum Standards in literacy, as measured by PIRLS and PISA.
1 in 5 students not learning to read sounds like a literacy crisis, whereas 1 in 40 is what you
may expect. There does not appear to be any rigorous explanation for the difference in the
rate of illiteracy as measured by NAPLAN and the rate measured by PISA and PIRLS. One
commentator explained the difference as “Australian students struggled with the longer texts
included in the international testing”. This does not clarify if Australia has a literacy crisis.
What is known is that Australia falls far short of countries like Singapore who have made a
greater commitment to phonics and experience half the rate of illiteracy seen Australia.
Unfortunately, these issues are surprisingly invisible to everybody except to the families
affected.

The Reading Recovery Report Card
In 2016 there was another critical piece of evidence that should have put an end to reading
remediation without phonics. The NSW Government conducted an enquiry into Dame Marie
Clay’s Reading Recovery program [10] which had been widely used in Victorian schools for 30
years. The study found that most students who completed the Reading Recovery program
were worse off in reading comprehension than students who had had no small group reading
intervention. The negative effects remained after 2 years. These findings show that Reading
Recovery was not only ineffective but harmful to students’ long-term reading achievement.
After the report, funding for Reading Recovery program was cut. However, many schools still
use similar remediation programs that are not evidence based such as Lucy Calkin’s Levelled
Literacy Intervention. This program is based on Goodman’s 3 cueing method and is also light
on phonics instruction.
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Teacher Education and Practice Today
In 2019, Dudley’s first goal to reform teacher education and teacher practice remains
unresolved. In July this year Jennifer Buckingham conducted a review of teacher education in
Australia [10]. She found:
•
4% of teacher training courses in Australia cover early literacy instruction.
•
10% of teacher training courses in Australia cover phonics and phonemic
awareness.
•
0% of teacher training courses include all of the skills identified by reading
science as essential for reading acquisition, also known as ‘The Big 5’.
These results suggest that educators continue to hold on to the attitudes of the 1960’s that,
teachers are magically expected to learn how to teach literacy.

In response to Jennifer Buckingham’s findings, the Hon Dan Tehan, Federal Minister for
Education announced his intention to work with the Deans of tertiary institutions to ensure
initial teacher education equips teachers with skills to provide systematic phonics instruction.
While this is reason to be optimistic, the comments of Tania Aspland the President of the
Australian Council of Deans of Education signal caution. She said: “The Deans did not claim to
be literacy experts, but faculties were keen to provide graduates with evidence-based
strategies for teaching children to read”[11]. Louisa Moats reminds us that “The most
fundamental responsibility of school is teaching students to read. Teaching reading is a job for
an expert”[12]. As a society, we have a right to expect faculties of education to include experts
in literacy. If not our faculties of education, then who?
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SPELD Victoria Today
Just like Dudley 50 years ago, SPELD Vic still considers teacher education as the most effective
tool to reduce literacy failure. So, teacher education remains a key priority. Consequently,
SPELD Vic is increasing its work in the tertiary sector to influence change in university
curriculum. SPELD Vic is also directly offering regular high-quality teacher education programs
in early literacy instruction to motivated teachers and parents.
Research has found many parents in Victoria are not waiting for schools, and are taking on the
remediation burden, despite feeling unsupported and unskilled [13]. The trainers are thrilled
that parents are attending teacher training programs to increase their confidence and skill.
SPELD Vic knows it is on the right track as many of its teacher training programs are booked
out six months in advance.
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Like Dudley, the current executive is also looking to the world leaders to guide teacher training.
However, SPELD Vic now looks to Singapore the international leader in school literacy
performance. SPELD Vic’s head of training, Ashraf Samsudin, was recruited from Singapore.
While Claire Stonier-Kipen, CEO often says she apologises to the Dyslexic Association of
Singapore for poaching Ashraf; she is not sorry at all, she knows we need him more!
SPELD Vic continues to focus on Dudley’s other goal to offer assessment services. Claire
appreciates the value of assessments to guide effective learning pathways. The growing
psychologist team is now focusing on integrating the assessment services more closely with
intervention.
To that end, SPELD Vic continues to collaborate with other SPELD entities across Australia
under the AUSPELD banner. It also aims to open its “Learning Lab” in 2020 which will offer
literacy tutoring services. SPELD Vic will continue Mona’s legacy of high-quality remediation
by tutors and will train and supervise tutors inhouse.
The motto of SPELD Victoria in its 50th Anniversary year has been “The best time to plant a
tree was 50 years ago, the second-best time is now”. As you can see, SPELD Vic has built on
the legacy of its past, and continues to build for the future.
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