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A Simple View of Reading — and  simplistic view of children’s minds 

The Year 1 Reading PoS — like the EYFS reading curriculum — is firmly based 

on the so called ‘Simple View of Reading’ (SVR), first put forward by Gough 

and Tunmer (1986), who declared that ‘reading is the product of decoding and 

comprehension’. By now the SVR has become received wisdom in the DfE and 

is zealously imposed on teachers and children.  

The Rose Review (2006), for example, accepted this gross oversimplification of 

what reading is, not because Rose believed it to be true, but because  

“there has been a convergence of opinion among psychologists investigating 

reading that little progress towards understanding how reading happens in the 

human mind is likely to be made” (op.cit., p 75).  

and therefore 

“we want to advocate the good sense of considering reading in terms of these 

two components” (op.cit., p 76). 

Because reading is too complex for us to understand it, Rose thinks we should 

teach reading as if it were something very simple. Yet, he also emphasises 

“the need for teachers to be taught about and to understand the cognitive 

processes involved in the development of both accurate word recognition skills 

and of language comprehension.” (op.cit., p 76) 

So, nursery and primary school teachers are to be taught to understand all the 

complexity Rose’s experts cannot unravel — and then go on teaching reading as 

if it were very simple! 

The DfE goes even further: they want to force teachers of young children into 

the straitjacket of a ‘phonics-first’ curriculum that ignores the complex cognitive 

processes that Rose wants teachers to understand. The proposed Year 1 PoS for 

reading even ignores what we actually do know about children’s minds, about 

how children grow and learn. One wonders if anybody at the DfE ever read the 

1978 book by Margaret Donaldson, Children’s Minds —of which Jerome Bruner 

said: “It’s implications for education are enormous”, and which Jack Tizard, 

President of the British Psychological Society, called “a book of great significance 

… a classic”. 



When we deal with something very complex, something we only partly 

understand—the minds of children — it behoves us to tread carefully and not 

rush in with top-down directives and blunt, one-size-fits-all instruments, such 

as phonics programmes based on an oversimplified view of both speech sounds 

and language.  

The openly declared acceptance of the SVR in curriculum planning is 

underpinned by an undeclared — maybe not fully conscious — acceptance of a 

narrow, simplistic view of children’s minds. It is almost as if the DfE accepts the 

old, long discredited view of children as empty vessels, to be filled with 

whatever adult society deems appropriate.  

Such a view is comfortable for adults who want to be in control, who know 

what children need before they have even met them. It is also comfortable for 

adults who want teaching to be a tidy, strictly organised process, proceeding in 

a series of predetermined steps. This would all be fine, if we knew everything 

about how to impart skills and knowledge in every young mind. But — as the 

Rose Review recognised — we don’t. That is why, before we presume to teach 

young children, we need to talk to them, listen to them and learn from them.  

Decoding, phonology and phonics 

When it comes to linguistics — speech, speech sounds and language — the new 

dogma in reading instruction is also based on a very shaky foundation. The 

central phonics concept of ‘decoding’ is based on a simplified notion of the 

‘phoneme’ — a surprisingly hard-to-define concept still regarded as problematic 

by many linguists. A now widely accepted view is that a phoneme is really a 

‘bundle of phonemic features’ which are hard to define precisely (se, e g, R. L. 

Trask, Key Concepts in Language and Linguistics. Routledge, 1999). 

The Year 1 Reading PoS requires pupils to be taught to: 

“apply phonic knowledge and skills as the route to decode words” and 

“respond speedily with the correct sound to graphemes (letters or groups of 

letters) for all 40+ phonemes, including, where applicable, alternative sounds 

for graphemes” (National Curriculum Framework KS1-3. p 17; my 

emphasis) 

The PoS does not recognise that the phoneme concept is very difficult to grasp 

for anybody who is not a linguist. By phoneme the DfE simply means “the 

correct sound”, without saying how correctness is judged. Is it correct in the 

Received Pronunciation, in the speech of the teacher, or in the speech of child? 

There is a hint that the DfE understands that there is ambiguity, when the draft 

says “all 40+ phonemes”, instead of giving a precise number. No mention is 

made, however, of the underlying problem, that the only simple answer to the 

question ‘How many phonemes are there in the English language?’ is ‘It 



depends on who’s talking.’ The number of phonemes in different varieties of 

English ranges from 45 to 36 according to Trask (op.cit.) and Steve Bett of The 

English Spelling Society argues that, while the minimum number of pure 

(uncombined) phonemes required to fully describe English speech is 34,   

“it is nearly impossible to reach agreement on the number of phonemes when 

combinations are included.”  

(S Bett, ‘Can we pin down the number of phonemes in English’, Simpl Speling 

Newsletter, March, 1999, p. 7) 

It is not just the number of phonemes in English that varies with accent, dialect 

and a number of other cultural and ethnic factors. The sounds used to express 

each phoneme also vary greatly. For example, in British Standard English the 

middle consonant phoneme in ‘bother’ is /the first sound in ‘this’; but in some 

dialect this phoneme is expressed as /v/, making it sound like ‘bovver’. In 

Cockney and Estuary English, and in some Scottish dialects, the phoneme /t/ is 

often expressed as a glottal stop/ ʔ/. In the interest of standardisation and 

simplification, all this is ignored in the proposed curriculum for reading, where 

the only ‘speech sounds’ recognised in all the various GPCs is the phonemes of 

British Standard English — a language spoken by only a minority of the ‘native’ 

children in our primary schools. 

The SVR also ignores the fact that decoding involves much more than 

‘sounding out’, that it involves visual as well as aural pattern recognition — 

that it involves all that traditionally has been included in ‘word recognition’. 

Children are taught to become overly reliant on complex and often elusive 

letter-sound correspondences, instead of learning to use all means available to 

make sense of print. 

Phonics and phonological development in childhood 

At the early stages of literacy learning, the phonics-first curriculum based on 

the SVR becomes even more problematic, because most children do not master 

the phonology of their language until they are well into primary school. 

Some speech sounds (e g /ð/) do not normally start to develop until after the age 

of 5 years — and for most children full mastery of the speech sounds of their 

own language is not achieved until the age of 7 or 8 years. (See House, L I, 

Introductory Phonetics and Phonology: A Workbook Approach. Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates, 1998, p 130ff). 

Many, if not most, children trying to learn phonics are thus faced with a 

daunting, surprisingly complex task. While they have not yet mastered the 

phonology of their own kind of English, they must learn two new codes: the 

‘graphemes’ of written English and the phonological code of British Standard 

English. Then they have to try to relate this unfamiliar phonological code to 



their own, emerging spoken language to figure out what words they have 

uttered.  

Thanks to young children’s remarkable capacity for learning, they do learn a 

great deal of phonics (but not necessarily in the way we expect them to learn), 

But the greater the differences between their own spoken language and that of 

standard, written language, the less likely it is that their phonic skills will make 

them real readers, who can make sense of print. 

This was clearly recognised in the Tickell Report (2011): 

“Linking sounds and letters is concerned with knowledge of the alphabetic code. 

Since the inception of the communication, language and literacy programme, 

children’s attainment in this scale has increased by 12 percentage points, but 

this is not reflected in similar improved attainment in reading and writing. - - - 

Many children grasp the grapheme-phoneme correspondences in isolation but 

are not able to, or lack opportunity to, apply their skills in meaningful ways.”  

(Tickell, 2011, p 103) 

Unfortunately, Tickell did not use this insight to challenge the received DfE 

wisdom about phonics — which is perhaps best characterised as ‘premature 

phonication’. She did not point out that the dilemma arises because of the 

centralised, top-down view of the curriculum that forces practitioners at one 

level to subordinate their work to the demands of the next higher level — even 

when this flies in the face of the “characteristics of effective learning”, to use 

Tickell’s own phrase. All she could do was advise teachers in the earliest years 

to prepare the children in their care for “the realities of the school environment” (p 

19), even if that environment is unlikely to be well adapted to the needs of the 

children. 

Comprehension: Is there reading without it? 

In its eagerness to simplify the complex, the SVR ignores the fact that — 

however defined— decoding and comprehension are interdependent and 

closely interwoven into one complex process. The interaction works both ways: 

decoding, which can often be tentative, leads to gradually emerging 

comprehension, which in turn guides the decoding process. It can safely be 

assumed that these two aspects of the reading process normally operate 

simultaneously, and that it is often hard to know where to draw the line 

between the two. 

Take the sentence starting: ‘They read books…’. The decoding of ‘read’ depends 

entirely on whether the whole sentence is ‘They read books yesterday’ or ‘They read 

books every day’. Without comprehension you cannot decode correctly. 

An often overlooked aspect of the SVR is that it does not recognise the existence 

of what has for decades been called ‘reading comprehension’ (Google the term 



and you get over 10,000,000 references!). As the Rose Review approvingly 

summarised the Gough & Tunmer model: 

“…by ‘comprehension’ they mean not reading comprehension but linguistic 

comprehension, which they define as ‘the process by which, given lexical (i.e. 

word) information, sentences and discourse are interpreted’.”  

(Rose, 2006, p 76) 

Thus the SVR reduces reading to a purely technical, mechanical process that 

converts the letters on the page — or on the screen — to a sound track. Instead 

of coming from your smart phone, your tablet or your laptop, this sound track 

plays only inside your own head (unless your are reading aloud). 

But, as I have pointed out, phonic decoding and linguistic comprehension are 

too closely interdependent and interwoven for this to work in real life. Hence 

the requirement in the Year 1 Reading PoS that pupils should be taught to: 

“read aloud accurately books that are consistent with their developing phonic 

knowledge and that do not require them to use other strategies to work out 

words” (p 17) 

Since real books are not compatible with the prescribed instructional method, 

more ‘phonics-appropriate’ books must be used. If reality does not conform to 

the official policy, reality must be changed — the echo of Orwell’s 1984 is 

unmistakeable. 

This impoverished view of reading then becomes a justification for a policy of 

assessing the effect of the reading curriculum by testing children— not on their 

ability to read in a real-world sense —but on their ability to do what they have 

been taught: sound out letter combination that may or may not constitute 

words in English. Predictably, the result is that the curriculum can be declared 

successful. In DfE Newspeak, the children have learned to read. The rest is just 

a question whether or not they can understand the sound track they have 

created in their minds. 

What is the alternative? 

Many decades of excellent educational practice have shown how the 

curriculum can be adapted to children’s development, cognitively and 

linguistically. The British Infant School used to be admired in many parts of the 

world for its emphasis on  helping children learn — rather than sticking rigidly 

to a formal instruction programme. The inspiration for such an approach, has a 

long history, including Vygotsky, Piaget and Bruner — to name but a few 

whose seminal work seems forgotten in today’s climate of centralised, top-

down policy-making.  

The most important improvement would be to abandon the attempt to 

prescribe in detail how young children should be introduced to literacy. Since, 



as the Rose Review found, there is much we do not know with any certainty, 

schools and teachers should be encouraged to work with children to find ways 

of helping them learn. The methods and materials used must be suited to the 

children’s actual stage of linguistic and cognitive development whether they are 

Pre-school, Reception or Year 1 children. 

Before children are taught the mechanics of reading, they need to know what 

reading is about. They need to experience the joy and fun of it. This requires 

books where the stories or rhymes appeal to them, with illustrations that help 

them read without overpowering the printed words. In short, books that make 

them want to learn to read.  

Many good, experienced Nursery and Early Primary School teachers know how 

to work in this way, but they are hampered by a rigid curriculum, and even 

more by a testing regime that brands them as failures if their pupils do not 

master the prescribed subskills at the prescribed time. Any test used to assess 

progress should be a test of real reading — where you read a story and show 

that you can make sense of it. 

The current test-driven obsession with early progress in the mechanics of 

reading — regardless of whether it suits the children’s developmental stage — 

is the greatest obstacle to our aim to help all children learn both to read and to 

want to read. 

 

 


