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Reading Recovery literacy program should 

be dumped: experts 
Rick MortonSocial Affairs  

 

Strong emphasis on phonics: Tom Basile, 7, with 
teacher Sophia Kolnar at the MultiLit reading 
clinic in North Ryde in Sydney’s northwest. 
Picture: Renee Nowytarger 

A controversial reading program that experts 
believe actually harms children in the long term is in 
its death throes in Australia and should be axed 
from schools in the last state that still supports it 
wholesale, an academic says. 

Reading Recovery, which has been at the forefront 
of NSW’s literacy intervention approach for more 
than two decades, will be rolled out again this year 
at a cost of $55 million — but international evidence 
and, now, the state’s own department says it 
doesn’t work. 

The program — which relies on a “whole-language” 
approach and an intensive one-on-one half-hour 
lesson every day for up to 20 weeks — was first 
reviewed by Macquarie University professor Kevin 
Wheldall in 1993. Although he was commissioned 
by the department, his study — a randomised 
control trial — has never been released by the state 
government because it found even then that the 
program was effective only for about one in three 
students. 

After the government quietly released its own 
evaluation of Reading Recovery over Christmas — it 
found minimal short-term gains for only the worst-
performing students — Professor Wheldall wrote to 

NSW Education Minister Adrian Piccoli urging him 
to finally cut the program. 

“Minister, for the sake of the children for whose 
education you are responsible, I urge you to show 
regard for the research findings on Reading 
Recovery, including those from your own 
department,” he writes. “(And) to provide 
educational leadership by discontinuing the 
earmarked funding for this program of marginal 
utility.” 

Centre for Independent Studies research fellow 
Jennifer Buckingham said Reading Recovery had 
made an attempt to “adopt the language” of 
evidence-backed reading instruction. 

“It talks about phonics but it doesn’t include phonics 
in a systematic way,” she told The Australian. “On 
the surface it looks as though it has changed to 
reflect more recent research but in practice it has 
not.” 

The failing program, a proprietary system developed 
in New Zealand, strikes at the heart of the decades-
long reading wars that have infected debate among 
literacy educators in Australia because it advocates 
a whole-language approach, which assumes 
reading is a natural skill that children will pick up, as 
if by osmosis. 

Dr Buckingham said the pendulum in the debate 
had swung back to recognising that the phonics 
method was necessary, even if it was still not taught 
in a systematic way in schools. “It’s a vicious cycle 
because, even though phonics is now in the national 
curriculum, teachers are not necessarily being 
shown how to do that in their initial teacher 
education,” she said. 

A series of audits commissioned by the NSW Board 
of Studies, Teaching and Educational Standards in 
2014 criticised teacher education and found, 
crucially, that teachers did not know how to use or 
teach phonics. 
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“There are lots of programs that focus on what the 
scientific research has suggested is critical, 
including a strong emphasis on phonics,” Professor 
Wheldall told The Australian. 

He is the chairman of MultiLit, one of these 
evidence-based programs, and director of the 
research unit of the same name where literacy 
clinics are held for children such as seven-year-old 
Tom Basile. With teacher Sophia Kolnar, Tom is 
given a deeper look at how the English language 
works, something schools around Australia are now 
demanding. 

Citing a lack of evidence, Queensland stopped using 
Reading Recovery in 2008 and Victoria cut the 
number of schools that offer it to about 10 per cent 
in 2014, although it will not reveal the current 
figure. 

South Australia’s executive director of learning 
improvement at the Department of Education and 
Child Development, Susan Cameron, said the state 
had canned the RR program last year and would not 
be bringing it back this year. “The uptake of this 
intervention program by DECD schools was minimal 
and, due to this, the long-term sustainability of the 
current model of delivery is not viable,” she said. 
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