Using Synthetic Phonics to Teach Reading

Margaret Browne explains the approach to teaching reading at Bay Tree with bilingual and monolingual literacy learners

The Baytree Centre in Brixton, London, is a non-governmental, not-for-profit training centre for girls and women. Its vision is to create supportive pathways towards social inclusion for inner city families.  Most of its beneficiaries are Lambeth residents, living within walking distance of the site, although a few travel in from other boroughs.  Lambeth is one of the most ethnically and linguistically diverse boroughs of Britain, and has a large proportion of refugees and newly arrived immigrants.  This cultural diversity is reflected in the Baytree intake:  apart from those born and bred in Britain and Ireland, beneficiaries originate from the Caribbean, and from many countries of Europe, Africa, Asia and Indonesia.  Learners are of all ages: girls of school age attend after-school activities, while those over 16 attend daytime ESOL, Literacy, Employment Skills, ICT and Parenting classes. We also deliver outreach courses in North Lambeth Children’s Centres.    

At Baytree there is a huge demand for literacy classes both for native English speakers and for ESOL learners. The level of literacy need varies widely: some learners cannot read a word of English; others can read a little but stumble over more complex vocabulary; some simply need to develop skills in spelling.  Many of Baytree’s ESOL learners had little or no education in their countries of origin, and/or learned to read and write in scripts other than the Roman alphabet. As a result, despite having lived in London for many years, these women have never really mastered English because their lack of reading ability has deprived them of the opportunity to explore texts that would enrich their vocabulary and sentence structure. 

The Spalding method 

In an attempt to tackle the literacy problems of the Baytree beneficiaries we introduced ‘The Spalding Method’ in the year 2000.  This is a traditional, highly structured system of synthetic phonics.  Not all of the women who attend our ESOL or ICT classes need it, as they can cope adequately with the demands of the courses without extra support, but we are convinced that for those with literacy problems, it is a great tool, being simple enough for Entry 1 learners yet complex enough for those hoping to achieve Levels 1 and 2.  Requiring only a minimum of materials, it is cost-effective.  Although its original target group in 1950s America was dyslexic children, it soon became clear to the author, Romalda Spalding,
 that whole classes of children could be taught to read through her method.  Because none of her materials are infantile in appearance, they are suitable for adult learners, whether they are dyslexic or not, and we find that ESOL and native English speakers can be taught together, so long as the ESOL learners have good speaking and listening skills – which is often the case in the settled immigrant communities from which these women come.  

The programme is innovative in that learners write before they read.  It begins by teaching a set of 70 letter-phoneme units that Spalding calls ‘phonograms’.  The first 26 phonograms – the sounds of the letters of the alphabet - are taught through clear, systematic instruction in handwriting.  The remaining ones consist of 2, 3 or 4 letters:  examples are ng, ea, ph, igh, dge,and ough.  (A few rare phonograms, such as aigh, are tackled separately.)  Some phonograms, such as l, z, ai and sh, have only one sound, while others have two or more, such as:  e (2 sounds); o (3 sounds); ou (4 sounds) and ough (6 sounds).  

Those learners whose first language uses a script different from the Roman alphabet find the tuition in handwriting particularly helpful as they are enabled to develop an attractive, legible and clear style of handwriting from the outset – and it also enables them to teach this to their children.  Two styles are taught:  manuscript and cursive.  Cursive is favoured over other styles because it helps prevent the b/d reversal.  As the Portuguese and South American learners tend to be familiar with the cursive style, this suits them.  An Eritrean learner commented that she had been invited to a job interview only to be advised that she needed to improve her handwriting.  During our Spalding lessons, she did.  A Somali lady commented that her children had complimented her on the quality of her handwriting.   Producing text is much less of a chore when learners know how to produce attractive script.
As soon as learners can write and pronounce the 45 most common phonograms, they begin to write words from dictation, using a simple numbering system to indicate the correct way to pronounce them.  For instance, the words out, you and young are marked differently as the phonogram ou varies.  Over the course of spelling, learners become familiar with 29 rules of spelling and pronunciation, such as the five reasons why a silent e is attached to the end of a word, or the fact that ck does not follow a consonant.  They also learn techniques to break words down into syllables.  Given 70 phonograms and 29 rules, they can spell 80% of English words, and a higher percentage of the most frequent ones.  Once they have noted about 150 high-frequency words, reading begins.  Although the system is word-focused, it enables learners to write and read sentences and texts because they learn how to analyse the phonograms contained within the syllables of unfamiliar vocabulary.  As an example, a learner from Madeira commented that one evening she thought she would try to write out her address without looking at a copy.  Having developed a beautiful style of handwriting, she simply needed to focus on the phonograms.  As she lives on the Loughborough Estate in Brixton, her address is quite complex.  To her delight, she wrote her address correctly even though she had not been taught at text level how to fill in forms – it had simply dawned on her that she had the ability to do so.

[ End box ]

After the initial staff training in The Spalding Method in the year 2000, we ran a non-funded pilot scheme for 12 ESOL learners who had basic literacy needs.  These learners were finding it hard to cope in their regular ESOL classes, and were not likely to pass any exams that contained elements of text. They stayed behind for 45 minutes several times a week.  After about 13 hours of practice with phonograms and spellings, the instruction manual stated that we should then ‘give them something to read’.  We did not think the learners could read by that stage, but handed them the lyrics of a song.  (With adult learners, songs are ideal texts for reading practice because the vocabulary tends to be simple and repetitive whilst the lyrics are deep.)  To our amazement and delight, all the learners in the class could read the song: the most able needed help with the pronunciation of one word, whilst the least able managed over 90% of the text.  We have been grateful to Nana Mouskouri ever since that day!

The Spalding Method is immensely popular with Baytree literacy learners because they find it easy!  ‘Scaffolding’ is inherent in the system until learners can manage without it.  For instance, a Chinese learner who was almost fluent in English commented that her Entry 2 ESOL class in Baytree was too difficult for her – she needed to learn to read and write from scratch.  Now, she no longer needs to ask relations to read out her private correspondence for her.  An Afghan learner managed to make a train journey on her own for the first time because she could read the names of the stations.  A Jamaican lady attended ‘Spalding’ classes alongside ESOL learners, and suddenly realised that she could read when a relation of hers handed her a magazine given free on an international flight.  A highly educated learner from Kosovo attended Spalding classes in addition to her regular ESOL course, then progressed to an Accountancy course at the local college.  She is now working as an accountant in Central London.

The final example concerns an ESOL learner who had lived in this country long enough to be fluent in English but who started the course without being able to read a sentence: in fact she would just pronounce letter names instead of reading words.  One day she was caught on CCTV committing a criminal act (trying to remove a clamp from a car) and subsequently received a letter from her solicitor.  She bounced into class the next day and delighted in telling everyone that she could read!  In her joy, the criminal proceedings had paled into insignificance.

We have had huge success over the years, as evidenced in the raised self-esteem and confidence of hundreds of women. A major benefit, reported by many students, has been enabling them to participate more fully in their children’s education, in terms of reading stories with them, helping them with handwriting and spelling, and being more able to read letters and reports from schools.  It is our hope that we will continue to run ‘Spalding’ courses for many years to come, and to see it being offered to learners all over the country.

Margaret Browne is Literacy Tutor at The Baytree Centre
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