
‘Unlocking the Code’
“If a child memorises ten words, the child can read only ten words, but if a child 

learns the sounds of ten letters, the child will be able to read…over 25,000 words.” 
~Dr. Martin Kozloff 



• Since the last curriculum reforms, there has been a huge amount of research into how children 

learn to read. 

• The way children interact with language has and continues to change.

• The increased availability and use of technology plays a significant factor in the way children 

learn.

• Our brains are not built for learning to read sounds but to hear them. The ability to read and write 

sounds comes from our ability to hear them.

• The overwhelming majority of research shows that the use of a synthetic approach to the teaching 

of phonics is the best approach. 

Why the change?

A lot has changed in 30 years!



Scarborough’s Reading Rope

What does it take to be a skilled reader?
Scarborough’s Reading Rope model can help us better understand.
 
Dr. Hollis Scarborough invented the concept of the Reading Rope in the early 
1990s. She used it to help parents understand the various skills their children 
needed to master to become proficient readers.
 
Scarborough’s Reading Rope contains two main sections: Word Recognition 
and Language Comprehension. Woven together, these strands become the 
rope that represents complete skilled reading. All the components are 
interconnected and interdependent. If just one strand is weak, it affects the 
rope (and the reader) as a whole.
 
Lower section - focuses on word recognition skills. These are the skills 
we tend to think of most when we talk about teaching kids how to read.
 
Upper strands - are key in creating strong readers.
 
Scarborough’s Reading Rope is useful because:
-   helps teachers identify the weaker strands for a struggling reader
-   helps teachers make adjustments to help that student succeed.
-    it demonstrates that while students are learning to decode (lower 

section), we cant then ask them to answer questions about what they 
have just read. This requires just too much cognitive load.



The Big Six Pyramid  -  a framework for understanding the reading process.

1. Oral language development – This provides the foundation for learning to read. About 98% 
of teaching and learning is mediated by language. Children who are surrounded by rich and 
increasingly complex conversations, have an overwhelming advantage in vocabulary 
development, in understanding the structures of language, and in tuning into the sounds of 
the English language.

2. Phonological awareness - This is the ability to focus on the sounds of speech as opposed 
to its meaning. If children cannot hear the separate sounds in words, they cannot relate 
those sounds to letters – an enormous stumbling block in learning to read and spell

3.  Letter-sound knowledge (phonics) and word knowledge - Once children understand that 
words can be broken up into a series of sounds, they need to learn the relationship between 
those sounds and letters – the “alphabetic code”. At the heart of reading is an understanding 
of the predictable relationship between sounds and the letters that represent them 
(graphemes).

4. Vocabulary - A key component of reading for meaning. If children know the meaning of a 
word, they are far more likely to be able to read it and make sense of it within a sentence.

5. Fluency - The ability to read connected text rapidly, effortlessly and automatically, with little 
conscious attention to the mechanics of reading. Fluency reflects a pivotal point in reading 
development – that point where all the component skills of learning to read are in place and 
occurring without overt attention, so that cognitive energy can be focussed on determining 
the meaning.

6. Comprehension - The ultimate goal of reading is, of course, comprehension, and it rightly 
takes its place at the pinnacle of the Big Six pyramid. Comprehension requires engagement 
with the text at a deep level.

Reading is without question a highly complex cognitive process. Children need to be explicitly 
taught each element of the Big Six.



NSW Department of Education

 So what texts are we using in our classrooms and for what purpose?

- Decodable readers - Gives students the opportunity to focus on practising taught letter-sound 
relationships and blending through words (teaching the code) 

- Mentor texts / Quality texts - Support cross curriculum priorities, model the language 
features/text structures/themes that are the focus of the cycle of learning and allow the teacher to 
model effective reading strategies and think alouds, facilitate rich discussion

- Multimodal texts - Gives students the opportunity to engage with a variety of print, digital, 
written and spoken texts



Comprehension, vocabulary, responding to author’s purpose etc are all important parts of 

literacy. These are taught through the use of mentor texts. Mentor texts are quality literature 

which invite students to think deeply about texts and connect their ideas about their world 

with ideas in the text. 

Mentor Texts



Decodable texts

What is their purpose?
Decodables are used for a very specific learning purpose for a short period of time. 
We use them to focus on the strategy of blending through words and practising 
taught letter- sound relationships (teaching the code).

Why are they so effective?
A large percentage of the text will be able to be decoded independently by the 
student. They also contain high frequency words and give students the chance to 
practise reading those words that they are also learning. 



Decodable texts
Decodables Australia



Decodable texts



Decodable texts
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Decodable texts



Not decodable texts



Level 1 PM Reader - Non Decodable



Level 1 PM Reader - Non Decodable



Level 1 Decodable Text



Level 1 Decodable Text



Level 8 PM Reader - Non Decodable



Level 8 Decodable Text



Reading behaviours with decodable texts

• Concepts about print

• Draw meaning from the text

• Fluency

• Background knowledge

• Verbal reasoning

• Language structures



What do I need to know?

What level is my 
child on?

Which skills does 
my child need to 
learn?X  



What to do if my child gets stuck?



Student Learning Library

https://education.nsw.gov.au/parents-and-carers/initiatives/nsw-student-learning-library.html#/

https://education.nsw.gov.au/parents-and-carers/initiatives/nsw-student-learning-library.html#/

