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TREAD LIGHTLY: THE CEMENT IS NOT QUITE DRY
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Knowing how to best teach for literacy success is a careful walk of combining research and 
practice. As a practitioner, I want to know what to do. As a researcher, I want to find the next 
small step and the next big question. As a practitioner based in research, I aim to guide 
teachers in what is best for their learners.  However, the conundrum is that research is ever 
evolving and it can be very hard to be definitive about what to do in practice. Research is 
cumulative and a scientific approach involves being open to not knowing and to keep on 
looking.

The experience of hearing researchers at the Society of the Scientific Studies of Reading 
conference (2023) made me think that following the research can sometimes be a walk along a 
newly cemented pathway. Researchers present tentative results and fledgling ideas. If we 
tread too boldly with too definitive an approach based on early results or one interpretation, 
we may become locked in a method that is later proved wanting. A narrow interpretation of 
the research puts us in danger of becoming stuck in the way previous methods are now 
accused of being stuck.

Taking a tentative approach does not mean we don’t change the way we teach. It is important 
we keep open in our practice in teaching literacy as we find the best way for our learners. My 
personal experience with changing how I understand the teaching of reading is a story of 
being open to change (eventually), an experience that I have referred to as unstitching some 
of my teaching DNA. But we also need to be cautious of our new knowledge and our 
excitement with it and beware of narrow interpretations that might result in getting stuck.

The notion that nobody knows everything is a helpful one. The fact we don’t know everything 
is not a hopeless cause nor an invitation to do whatever we like. There are some things we can 
know and do with confidence. There are other things we should approach more tentatively 
and with a light step. As much as we want a very clear pathway, following a narrow pathway 
can be counter to best practice that stands the test of time. We have seen this happen before.

The research to practice pathway has some cement already dry and other newer pathways 
that we need to approach tentatively. There are some non-negotiables. We must teach 
children to decode successfully and this involves explicit teaching. It is likely that a scope and 
sequence, and decodable texts help in establishing mastery of the early patterns for all 
learners and is an essential approach for those with any difficulty. We know handwriting and 



2 | P a g e

spelling have a vital role in writing outcomes and that handwriting affects both spelling and 
reading acquisition. We must give many opportunities for children to develop strong oral 
language, including vocabulary and sentence structure. We know background knowledge is 
important to understanding a wide range of texts.

But there are many ideas that are more tentative. The number of spelling patterns that need to 
be taught before self-teaching begins is unknown, but self-teaching must occur for efficient 
and sustained learning. How long we need to use decodable texts for is an under-researched 
area so we must tread carefully with guidelines. It is not clear the role that explicit teaching of 
syllables plays and whether this teaching is confusing for some learners. Some researchers 
advocate for phonological awareness tasks without letters, while others state that 
phonological is best taught with the letters. These are just a few of the ideas I have heard 
arguments about and loud voices can crowd out healthy discussion and make experienced 
and capable teachers feel they can no longer trust the teacher they have been.

For a successful change to literacy practice, we must be careful not to get locked into ideas 
that haven’t set yet. We can hold opinions gently to bring others along and to give ourselves 
the chance to continue growing. We need practitioners who try out resources and continue to 
watch and think and respond to their learners as they implement new practices. Teachers 
deserve to have their experience and expertise valued. They must have licence to question 
and they need support to keep on finding out. We all do.

The approach of not knowing may be uncomfortable for those of us who are more of the 
practitioner. For researchers, it is just one more step. We do know some things about how to 
teach reading and writing but we can’t know everything. No-one can. As practitioners, I hope 
we can remind ourselves to tread lightly on cement that might not be quite dry so that our 
practice can stand the test of time for the sake of our learners.

For those interested in considering how to implement literacy with a treading lightly 
approach, the table below shows some key ideas in literacy, and briefly outlines what we 
know, and what we might need to keep thinking about. The treading lightly section suggests 
how we might approach the thinking in our practice, using the evidence.

The table is not a definitive document but an invitation to learn more. I hope it shows that 
there is a way forward that involves considering what research tells us for practice even if not 
in absolutes. I know I have to challenge myself to read beyond things that just confirm what I 
think is right and walk in the uncomfortable place of reading things that challenge.

There are many other ideas that could be explored and the ideas here are an example of 
exploring the tensions and possible solutions.
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SOME USEFUL LINKS

Debbie Hepplewhite about the balance of explicit and incidental 
teaching https://phonicsinternational.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Set-for-
Variability.pdf

Kearns, D 2020 Does English have useful syllable division 
patterns https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/rrq.342

Syllable types may add to cognitive load and the role of 
morphemes http://dyslexiahelp.umich.edu/answers/ask-dr-pierson/syllable-division-new-
data-can-inform-intervention
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