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Exactly five years ago, I wrote to my MSP Alasdair Allan and the GTCS to express 
my concern about teachers’ knowledge of beginning reading instruction. Three years 
ago, I started a petition urging the Scottish Government to i) provide national 
guidance, support, and professional learning for teachers in research-informed 
reading instruction, specifically systematic synthetic phonics; ii) ensure teacher 
training institutions train new teachers in research-informed reading instruction, 
specifically systematic synthetic phonics.  

A successful literacy strategy should take place within a ‘rich literacy environment’ 
and include all ‘Five Pillars of Literacy’: phonemic awareness, phonics, 
vocabulary, fluency and comprehension – as well as reading for pleasure. While 
‘phonics is only one part of learning to read’ – the problem we currently have in 
Scotland is that teachers are not equipped with the required knowledge to deliver all 
five elements effectively. Crucially, the one that is lacking is phonics – hence the 
focus on this aspect. We know from our own surveys (Review of the Scottish 
Government Literacy Hub Approach1, 2014 and Gathering views on probationer 
teachers’ readiness to teach2, 2017) and indeed from the Education and Skills 
Committee’s own work, that there are serious gaps in teachers’ literacy knowledge 
and specifically beginning reading instruction. In some universities, this is actively 
withheld, with outdated, ineffective methodologies still being promoted.  

Our teachers, and our children, are being left behind. This is a matter of national 
(and international) concern. Although there are hundreds of studies supporting the 
place of phonics in reading instruction, ironically, the very first piece of longitudinal 
research to confirm that synthetic phonics was the most effective when teaching 
reading and spelling, came from Clackmannanshire3 in 2005. This internationally 
renowned study was a catalyst for other countries to investigate their own reading 
practices. Following the Rose Review4 (Independent Review of the Teaching of 
Early Reading, 2006), and given the weight and clarity of evidence, systematic 
synthetic phonics was mandated in 2014 as the sole method for beginning 
reading instruction in England; it is also mentioned in their teacher standards 
(equivalent to our GTCS standards), therefore ITE universities are required to teach 
it. Clear guidance is given to schools through Ofsted’s new Education Inspection 
Framework5 (EIF) introduced in 2019, and every inspection now includes a 
mandatory ‘deep dive’ analysis of the school’s approach to early reading, with every 
inspector being trained on the evidence and hallmarks of effective practice. Indeed, 
there are many schools in England who have already shown that they can 
close the poverty gap and the gender gap through research-informed reading 
instruction – even when the majority of their intake is disadvantaged, and/or 
where their children have English as a second language.  

Last year, the Australian Government announced that they are setting up a task 
force to ‘provide expert advice on incorporating phonics into the national 
accreditation standards for initial teacher education’ along with the introduction 



of a ‘free, voluntary phonics health check for Year 1 (Primary 2) students so parents 
and teachers can better understand a child’s reading level and what support they 
may need’ 6. They also plan to ‘increase the time allocated to literacy in ITE 
courses’ and make ‘the teaching of phonics and reading instruction mandatory 
for initial teacher education (ITE) courses.’ 7 

We have no comparable official national guidance or practice to support 
schools or teachers in Scotland. Even in Clackmannanshire, schools are now 
following out of date whole-language practices for reading. In addition, despite 
repeated requests, ITE institutions have failed to engage or respond to questions 
from the Petitions Committee regarding this matter. 

A child learns to read once in their life – we now have robust evidence through 
scientific enquiry that means we know exactly what to do to ensure that we get 
this right for every child. All children, including those with reading difficulties 
and dyslexia, should be taught using the most up-to-date scientifically proven 
methodologies – failure to do so amounts to professional negligence.  

I am now aware of a Scottish case where a parent is taking their local authority to a 
tribunal, claiming they have broken the Equality Act 2010, by failing to teach their 
dyslexic son how to read as their literacy instruction and interventions did not include 
systematic synthetic phonics, the only suitable teaching method for a child with 
dyslexia. Three international experts, two dyslexia experts and a literacy expert, 
support this claim. All three experts agreed that the child required systematic 
synthetic phonics when starting his education, but he did not receive it. The authority 
was using a well-known literacy programme from another authority, widely used 
across Scotland. The literacy expert has provided evidence that their literacy 
programme is based on an old discredited model for teaching literacy and does not 
contain systematic synthetic phonics.   

Scottish teachers’ knowledge is so weak in this area, they are unable to evaluate the 
content or suitability of programmes or interventions, much less provide appropriate, 
timely and tailored teaching and support. While this case relates to one family’s 
experience, should the parent win this case, the ramifications and repercussions for 
other dyslexic children, struggling readers, schools, teachers, and authorities will be 
enormous. 

Scottish education has systemic deficiencies in how children are taught to read; 
solutions must be system-wide – not merely an optional extra for individual schools. 
By providing teachers with access to the research and scientifically proven methods 
for teaching reading, there is the potential to close gaps, teach dyslexic children to 
read and spell, improve our literacy rates and outcomes, and increase access to the 
curriculum for all. Choosing instructional approaches that are evidence-based 
and effective is the single greatest thing that can be done for disadvantaged 
children in Scotland and their education. 

I implore the committee to seek out and listen to reading researchers, such as Dr 
Sarah McGeown, Dr Marlynne Grant and Professor Kathy Rastle, and take urgent 
action on this long overdue matter. 
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