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Abstract

State-level governments across Australia have made a commitment via public
announcements to ensuring that all schools are teaching reading using ‘consistent’,
‘compulsory’, ‘common practice’. Through a mixed-methods questionnaire with 51
schoolteachers from four states across Australia, this paper examines practitioner
experiences of teacher agency and student diversity in reading education. The results
reveal that teachers’ confidence in teaching reading often varied depending on their
students’ reading proficiencies. High levels of confidence were often attributed to
prior experience, professional knowledge, professional learning, access to resources,
and/or relationships, while lack of confidence was often attributed to a lack of one or
more of these factors. The study also found that while lack of agency did not neces-
sarily equate to dissatisfaction with how teachers were expected to teach reading,
primary school teachers had far less agency than cross-sector and secondary school
teachers and were the most dissatisfied with their practice. The study highlights, at a
time of workforce shortages, that teachers’ sense of agency, respectful relationships
and professional learning remain problematic within reading education, especially in
the primary sector and wherever student and teacher diversity is ignored.

Keywords Teacher agency - Student diversity - Educational reform - Teacher
practice - Education policy

Introduction

State-level governments across Australia have committed to ensuring that all

schools are teaching reading using ‘consistent’, ‘compulsory’, ‘common practice’
(ACT Government, 2024a; Carroll, 2024; Grace, 2023; Mitchell, 2020). Such
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statements are illustrative of the influence of testing regimes and allure of pre-
scriptive pedagogy, including the curriculum that increasingly shape the school
day with effects on learners and on the work and experiences of classroom teach-
ers (Braun & Maguire, 2020). This means that Australian schools operate in a
policy context focused on raising achievement as measured by international large-
scale assessments (ILSAs), which is often in competitive tension alongside holis-
tic and developmental aspects involved in student centred pedagogies. General
system and community expectations maintain a desire for students’ social and
emotional development yet the emphasis on achievement, and further the achieve-
ment measures that are deemed of most value, may impede these efforts. These
issues begin but do not end with the use of terms such as ‘consistency’ or ‘com-
mon practice’—terms that seemingly imply a commitment to ensuring that educa-
tors are teaching reading in the same way irrespective of context. A government’s
commitment to funding the evidence-informed practices of the teaching commu-
nity is to be applauded, rightly recognising that teachers are career-long research-
ers. However, the wording of such political statements that blur the distinction
between fact and value (Weber, 2004) is distinctly problematic in that they rein-
force the accountability and measurable performance standards of the contem-
porary neo-liberal era and exclude subgroups of the classroom population from
the discussion. Furthermore, in the face of a teacher shortage, and when teachers
often choose to remain in the profession due to job recognition, positive work
experiences and trust in management (Rahimi & Arnold, 2025), it is increasingly
imperative that such statements are interrogated alongside the range of workplace
experiences that may influence a teacher’s decision to leave or to stay.

In this paper, we explore the current framing of reading education in Australia
which we say displays problematic characterisations that seemingly discount the
full spectrum of student diversity, and/or a teacher’s capacity to make profession-
ally informed choices that will meet their students’ diverse needs and potentials.
We then juxtapose this framing against the recounted reading related experi-
ences of 51 Australian primary and/or secondary school teachers from New South
Wales (NSW), Victoria, South Australia (SA) and Western Australia (WA), with
the majority emanating from Victoria. The paper problematises the issue by con-
sidering practitioner experiences of teacher agency and confidence in teaching
students with diverse reading proficiencies, as Australian states and territories
prepare to provide professional learning and resources for the teaching of reading
in an endeavour to achieve or enforce consistency in approach (ACT Government,
2024b; Carroll, 2024; Grace, 2023; Premier of South Australia, 2023; Mitchell,
2020).

By reading education, we limit our focus to what Australian school teachers are
mandated to teach, as per the Australian Curriculum’s definition of reading:

to decode and process words, symbols or actions to derive or construct mean-
ing. It includes interpreting, critically analysing and reflecting on the mean-
ing of written and visual, print and non-print texts. (Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2021, p.15)
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This includes subject English but also extends to the teaching of reading in ‘lit-
eracy-heavy subjects’ other than English, such as ‘science, maths, history, geog-
raphy and visual arts’ (Weldon et al., 2023, p. 38). By teacher agency we refer to
a classroom teacher’s capacity and motivation to be responsive: to make goal-ori-
entated, situation-appropriate and context-specific choices to strategically enact
change (Hopwood, 2023; Li & Ruppar, 2021). This also necessitated an explora-
tion of teachers’ self-reported confidence in teaching students with diverse reading
proficiencies, given that adult motivation [i.e., that which ‘moves a person to make
certain choices, to engage in action, to expend effort and persist in action’ (Dornyei
& Ushioda, 2021, p.3)] can be highly influenced by their self-confidence or belief
in their competency, and their expectation that they are capable of success (Heck-
hausen & Heckhausen, 2008; Lee, 2024).

An extraordinary intervention in Australian policy and education

The reading-related announcements presented above, whether providing insights
into new policies or serving as de facto policies (Rawolle & Lingard, 2010) came in
the wake of a new and extraordinary intervention of Australia’s Federal Education
Minister that has had limited precedent in Australia. While there have been ongo-
ing media concerns about the state of reading instruction in schools, current Federal
changes can be traced to the previous Liberal Coalition Education Minister Tehan
(2019), who framed his wide-ranging review of teacher education in Australia with
the media release titled “Bringing Phonics into Australian School” flagging reading
instruction as a cause for specific concern (see Nicholas et al. (2025) for further dis-
cussion). Following Tehan’s announcement that reading instruction would be a focal
point of Federal intervention, the states followed. This kind of intervention is some-
what extraordinary in Australian education policy and does not easily fit the usual
path of large-scale policy changes in Australia’s state education systems.

Schooling: an unending policy reform space

Schools in Australia have been subjected to a decades-long plethora of reforms
centred on school improvement and effectiveness, manifesting in more centrali-
sation, a national curriculum, mandated testing, an obsession with summative
statistics, and integration of education with national economic development
in response to global competitiveness goals (Lingard et al., 2016). Taken as a
whole, these show a move to nationalise the provision of education in Australia
across the Federal, State and Territory Governments. These reforms emerged as
an ongoing attempt to coordinate the provision of education across the coun-
try, leading to a set of changes and struggles to coordinate the approaches
taken to schooling and to standardise the teaching approaches that comprise
initial teacher education. Australia is a federal democracy, where the Federal
Government holds the right to collect taxes on behalf of the States and Territo-
ries, which are mostly redistributed based on each State or Territory’s needs to
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provide services and other obligations. Over time the Federal Government has
come to intervene in State responsibilities in line with international policy ini-
tiatives, and in the last 40 years has expanded its role in education in an increas-
ingly coordinated way in exchange for having more say over schooling. Since
the emergence of the National Declarations in 1989, there has been a concerted
effort to coordinate States and Territories with agreed upon goals, and a range of
national and federal bodies have emerged to keep oversight of State and Terri-
tory performance and funding (e.g., ACARA, Australian Council for Educational
Research, and Australian Education Research Organisation [AERO] amongst
others).

Internationally, Rizvi and Lingard (2010) describe how global competitive-
ness goals steer local educational practice via accountability centralising high-
stakes testing. Teachers’ classroom practices face unprecedented scrutiny amid
ongoing debates about the purposes of schooling (Reid, 2019). While not new,
these pressures are tied to efforts to close achievement gaps, with Australia’s
focus on ‘under-performance’ in reading reflecting the broader accountability
agendas that link school practices to national and international performance
measures and human capital policies (Savage, et al., 2022). Major intergovern-
mental agreements, such as the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declara-
tion (Education Council, 2019), align state policies around shared goals and
underpin reforms focused on phonics, quality teaching, school governance, cur-
riculum, assessment and ‘evidence based’ practices. Together, these develop-
ments consolidate centralised control over schools and teachers.

A source of some concern for teachers and education researchers is the seem-
ing encroachment of government on aspects of teacher professionalism and
autonomy, including the rights of teachers to innovate in their local contexts for
the benefit of students in their classroom (Hardy, 2024). This ‘inquiry in stance’
position (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009) recognises the professional agency
of teachers and mobilises their collective capacity in responding to schooling
and learning challenges. Government interventions, to an extent, can go some
way towards addressing the ongoing issue of teacher workload, and that teach-
ers often lack time and access to resources that would enable them to continue
engaging with and using research evidence in their teaching (Rahimi & Arnold,
2025; Williams & Coles, 2007). In practice, however, recent policy statements
appear to have engaged in an erasure of history and replacement of the bottom-
up innovation of teachers based on the professionalism, expertise and experience
of teachers tinkering and making informed changes to their teaching practices,
using a variety of methods including action research and self-study. It has also
meant in practice an erasure of school-based innovations drawing on a variety
of whole school improvement models, emphasising the aligning of schools to
agreed-upon ways of approaching pedagogy, curriculum and assessment and
processes of change. In its place, gold standard research has promised top-down
innovations where only established, ‘sanctioned’ (Reinking et al., 2023) propri-
etary models of curriculum, pedagogy or assessment that have an approved evi-
dence base are to be supported in reform efforts (McKnight & Morgan, 2023).
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Policy borrowing: help or hinderance?

The concern with reading education as an area of policy interest is not unique to
Australia, closely following in the footsteps of other countries where English is
the main language in schools; though it is puzzling why Australian policy should
choose to follow rather than learn from the shortcomings of their international coun-
terparts. England, for example, has had a curriculum and associated mandates that
have narrowed and, in many respects, constrained how reading should be taught in
the primary years dating back to 2014 (Wyse & Hacking, 2024). Yet, according to
trend data, ‘England’s reading average score in PISA! 2022 (496)’—an assessment of
15-year-old students’ reading—was ‘not significantly different to the scores in 2015
(500), 2012 (500), 2009 (495) or 2006 (496)’ (Ingram et al., 2023, p.55). And while
there was a significant dip in their Year 4 reading data in the PIRLS? in 2006 (539),
their score in 2021 (558) was ‘not significantly different from performance in the
2001 [553], 2011 [552], and 2016 [559] cycles’ (Lindorff, et al., 2024, pp. 36-37).
In contrast to England’s steady reading outcomes, there has, however, been a slight
downward shift in student enjoyment of reading. Prior to the curriculum reforms,
26% of England-based children stated that they enjoyed reading according to the
2011 PIRLS, and 20% stated that they do not—close to the international average for
enjoyment, which was at 28% (Mullis et al., 2012). Ten years later, England was
listed 42nd for reading enjoyment out of the 57 participating countries with a greater
portion of England-based students stating that they do not like reading (24%) com-
pared to 2011 (Mullis et al., 2023). This is a concerning finding given that motiva-
tion to read is a strong predictor of reading achievement (Orellana Garcia, 2018), as
acknowledged in reading models such as Guthrie and Wigfield’s (2000) engagement
model of reading comprehension development (see also Guthrie et al., 2007; Wig-
field et al., 2016) and Duke and Cartwright’s (2021) Active View of Reading Model.

Sally Larsen’s (2024) study into Australian students’ achievement on the four
major national and international standardised assessments (NAPLAN,® PIRLS,
TIMSS* and PISA) found ‘...no strong evidence that the achievement of Austral-
ian students has suffered a precipitous decline over the past 25 years’ (p. 29). Based
upon the most recent PISA, however, her study found that the trend has shifted, and
that student achievement is now in decline. In particular, Australia’s reading literacy
score has declined by 30 points between 2000 and 2022, with students at both ends
of the spectrum showing a decline in overall performance: the proportion of high
performers declining by 5 percentage points, and the proportion of low perform-
ers increasing by 9 (De Bartoli et al., 2023). These outcomes are quite telling when
compared to the PIRLS, a reading assessment for 9—10-year-olds that indicated an
overall positive trend in reading achievement for Australian students from 2011 to
2016 that remained steady through to 2021 (see Larsen, 2024). Studies of NAPLAN

! PISA—Programme for International Student Assessment.

2 PIRLS—Progress in International Reading Literacy Study.

3 NAPLAN—National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy.
4 TIMSS—Trends in International Maths and Science Study.
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corroborate the finding that Australian students’ reading skills are stronger in lower-
mid primary than in the later years, though on average the decline shows a strong
gender divide, with males having made less progress than females between each
NAPLAN assessment (administered in Year 3, Year 5, Year 7 and Year 9), while
their female counterparts made steady progress from 2008 to 2021 (Thomas et al.,
2024). Findings show that there are also differences across geographical locations.
For example, the PISA assessment showed that between 2000 and 2022 all states
and territories declined in performance, except Victoria and the Northern Territory,
the greatest declines being in SA (—45 points), followed by NSW (— 40 points) (De
Bartoli et al., 2023). These findings go some way towards illustrating why Larsen
(2024) cautions that great care is needed when interpreting student achievement
data, noting that a long-term view is best which also accounts for within-school
factors, systemic issues, such as inequitable funding models, and socioeconomic
stratification.

Overly simplified reading education policy statements

Government policy statements often focus on a subset of the student community
when framing reading education issues and/or offering solutions that acknowledge
the differentiated needs of school-aged students. Such statements are also often lim-
ited to a student’s previous performance. Take the following media statement from
the current Australian federal Labor Minister for Education, announcing that the
Australian Government had negotiated to ‘tie [school] funding to the sort of things
that help children who fall behind to catch up [and] keep up’ (Clare, 2023). This
statement was made at a time when public schools in Australia have been found to
be significantly underfunded (Rowe & Langman, 2025); reliant on private expendi-
ture such as parent-generated financial revenue to fill funding gaps (Rowe & Perry,
2023), within a system that has ‘high levels of school socioeconomic segregation’
(Perry et al., 2022, p.3). The framing used, however, places students into two subsets
of the school population: (1) those who are underachieving, and so need to ‘catch up
and keep up’... and (2) everyone else—the implied value statements being: (i) that
this is the extent to which diversity need be acknowledged and tracked in the class-
room, and (ii) that ‘keeping up’ is good enough.

This type of framing—an overly simplified categorisation of the school popula-
tion and their needs—is mirrored at the state and local level within Australia. For
example, a media statement about education reform from the previous Queensland
State Government (Grace, 2023) made direct reference to students with ‘reading dif-
ficulties and disorders’ and the support of ‘speech language pathologists [who] work
with students who need additional support’. A similarly worded opinion piece by the
NSW Minister for Education in The Sydney Morning Herald made direct reference
to ‘Students with additional learning needs — particularly dyslexia’ (Mitchell, 2020).
There is an underlying assumption across these statements that ‘children who fall
behind’ (Clare, 2023) do so due to learning difficulties and/or disabilities. Yet, the
2024 National (NAPLAN) Reading assessments provide grounds to challenge that
assumption. For example, while it was found that 11.3% of Year 3 students across

@ Springer



Teacher agency and student diversity in reading education:... 3269

the nation were not meeting minimum standards, the breakdown showed that 53.5%
of ‘very remote’ students; 34.7% of Indigenous students; 29.2% of remote students
and 18.9% ‘outer regional’ students were within the ‘needs additional support’ cat-
egory; and those requiring the least additional support were from major cities (9.0%)
and/or were female (9.5%) (ACARA, 2024). Are we therefore to simply assume that
remote, regional, Indigenous, and male students have more learning difficulties or
disabilities? Or are there other factors that may be affecting students’ standardised
reading outcomes such as absenteeism (Ansari & Gottfried, 2021), a lack of suffi-
cient or effective use of resources (Di Gregorio & Savage, 2020), a lack of teaching
in culturally responsive or motivating ways (Morrison et al., 2019; Orellana Garcia,
2018), or other factors? The narrow focus on those with learning difficulties and
disabilities also highlights the conspicuously absent acknowledgement of the gifted
student’s additional needs and reading-related challenges—that is, the gifted student
who is stagnating, or failing to achieve to their full potential. Estimates of the under-
achieving gifted population typically ranges from 10-40% in most reported cases
(Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation, 2019; Jackson & Jung, 2022)—a
statistic that gains greater significance when presented alongside Australia’s per-
formance in PISA that shows that the proportion of high performers in reading
decreased by 5 percentage points between 2000 and 2022 (De Bortoli et al., 2023).

Coupled with the commitment to ‘a strengthened focus on phonics’, ‘best practice
teaching of phonics’, ‘phonics screening’ and ‘a phonics-based approach to read-
ing instruction’ as outlined in the opening statements of the same announcements
(Carroll, 2024; Grace, 2023; Mitchell, 2020; Premier of South Australia, 2023) there
is also an implied privileging of one subset of ‘students who need additional help’
over others. For example, students who may have a decoding difficulty or disorder
appear to have been privileged over students who may have other reading-related
difficulties or disorders. There is no acknowledgement of the hyperlexic student
for instance (students with advanced decoding skills but issues with comprehen-
sion) whose needs were considered as equally critical as those of the dyslexic stu-
dent to the design of the Simple View of Reading model (SRV) (Gough & Tunmer,
1986; Hoover, 2024). The SVR model emphasises that neither word recognition
nor language comprehension are sufficient on their own and that both are neces-
sary for reading comprehension (Hoover & Tunmer, 2018). The model is also one
that is unconstrained by age, being just as relevant to secondary education as is it
to primary, most especially for ‘students struggling with foundational literacy and
numeracy skills’ (AERO, 2024, p.1). Furthermore, there is an implied privileging
of one subset of the cognitive foundations that underlie learning to read that fails
to acknowledge that decoding, or word recognition more broadly, is a composite of
a range of competencies, including phonemic awareness and concepts about print
(Tunmer & Hoover, 2019). It is estimated that approximately 6-20% of individu-
als with pervasive developmental disorders or autism are affected by hyperlexia
(depending on the criteria used to define the condition), though it can also affect
individuals without autism, those with Down syndrome, Turner syndrome, or other
neuro-developmental conditions (Ostrolenk et al., 2017). Failing to acknowledge the
needs of the hyperlexic reader is therefore highly remiss.
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There appears to be a focus on ‘under-performance’ in ministerial statements and
an overly simplified assumption of the underlying cause as it is linked to reading-
related achievement and performance standards while failing to telegraph a more
comprehensive understanding of the potentials, capabilities and needs of all learners
of all ages. By extension, there is a corresponding concern that ministerial state-
ments about reading education may be heavily reliant upon judgements that have
blurred the line between value and fact (Weber, 2004) including but not restricted
to those deemed ‘under-performing’. Presenting reading education as the right to
achieve a minimum standard rather than the right to achieve a rich, quality education
that nurtures curiosity, critical thinking, motivation to learn and agency, whether
unintentional or by design, is distinctly problematic. Furthermore, if seeking con-
sistency in reading education also results in a narrowing of the curriculum, con-
sideration must be given to how we will be failing our students at both ends of the
spectrum. This includes students who need ‘additional help with literacy’ from early
on in their schooling, as documented in NAPLAN data (ACARA, 2024), through
to those who may have had the potential to be (but are not presenting as) ‘high per-
formers’ in their secondary schooling, as documented in the country’s PISA data
(De Bortoli et al., 2023). Such a narrowing of the reading curriculum conveys the
assumption that students, most especially low-performing students, ‘can only handle
basic literacy practices and skills’ (Gutierrez et al., 2013, p.194), and runs ‘the most
serious risk... that the children who have already learned to decode words may find
that they have to continue doing synthetic phonics lessons when their time could
be better spent on all the other aspects of engaging with books and texts’ (Wyse &
Hacking, 2024, p.20). In short, such an approach doesn’t acknowledge the full spec-
trum of student diversity, and what then does this mean for teachers’ professional
recognition, their agency, and for reading education, and teachers’ positive experi-
ences in the workplace? These wonderings underscored our motivation to conduct
this study.

Our study
The study we enacted sought to explore two overarching questions:

1. How confident do Australian school teachers feel in teaching reading to students
with diverse reading proficiencies? and,

2. How much choice do Australian school teachers feel they have in how they teach
reading?

We aimed to explore teachers’ self-reported confidence levels and agentic poten-
tial (Hopwood, 2023; Li & Ruppar, 2021) given that adult motivation [i.e., that
which ‘moves a person to make certain choices, to engage in action, to expend effort
and persist in action’ (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2021, p.3)] can be highly influenced by
their self-confidence or belief in their competency, and their expectation that they
are capable of success (Heckhausen & Heckhausen, 2008; Lee, 2024). In the face
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of a teacher shortage this study provides some insight into teachers’ experiences in
their classrooms and schools, and the factors that may motivate them to ‘expend
effort and persist’ in the teaching of reading for students with diverse reading profi-
ciencies or dissuade them from the same.

Method

The overall approach to our inquiry involving participant classroom teachers (pri-
mary/secondary) was a mixed methods approach. We applied qualitative thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2020) to the responses given via an anonymous question-
naire. The anonymous questionnaire administered digitally (via online platforms,
e.g.: LinkedIn, X) and by the Victorian Branch of the Australian Education Union
sought responses from primary/secondary teachers across three schooling sec-
tors (public, Independent, Catholic). Responses were received from teachers in the
Australian states of Victoria, NSW, Western Australia, and SA. A mix of structured
questions (e.g.: * How confident do you feel teaching reading for students work-
ing at grade level for reading?’, answered via a Likert scale of ratings—providing
a quantitative measure), and unstructured prompts (e.g.: ‘[optional]: Please explain
your rating’ answered via an open text box to capture qualitative data), centred on
exploring the confidence levels, views and experiences of classroom teachers when
teaching reading in contemporary primary and secondary schools. The study sought
a targeted sample of participants who could provide rich data to describe a phenom-
enon, not to make broad generalisations, but rather to provide insights into a narrow
cross-section of the phenomenon under study (O’Reilly & Parker, 2013). Teacher
participants were widely dispersed across each of the states (urban, regional, rural).
Fifty-one teacher participants responded to the questionnaire. Fifty-three percent
provided qualitative answers for questions 1-5 (explaining their confidence rating:
teaching students to read who were working (i) at grade level, (ii) 6 months below,
(iii) 6 months above, (iv) 12 months +below, and (v) 12 months + above). Sixty-five
percent provided qualitative answers for question 6 that asked respondents to com-
ment on how much choice they have in how they teach reading. Fifty-three percent
provided qualitative responses for question 7 that asked whether they get to teach
reading the way they want. Data was generated over a period of 5 months beginning
in late 2023, closing February 2024. The study was approved by the Deakin Univer-
sity Human Research Ethics Committee [project ID: HAE-23-080].

Findings

Teacher confidence

A key finding from this study was that there was variability in teachers’ confi-
dence to teach students with diverse reading proficiencies across all three sectors

(primary, secondary and cross-sector). Figure 1 shows that 78% of the 51 teach-
ers (confident + very confident combined; n= 39) felt most confident teaching
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Fig. 1 Confidence ratings by sector

students to read when the students were working ‘at level’ or ‘6 months ahead’.
A breakdown of the data shows that secondary school teachers felt more con-
fident teaching students to read if they were working 6 months above expected
(63%) than any other group of students. For the cross-sector and primary school
teachers, however, the majority of teachers felt more confident working with stu-
dents who were ‘at level’ than the other reading proficiency levels. These findings
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suggest that the secondary school teachers were primarily forward thinking,
either considering the reading that students will need to do to participate in the
subject and/or feeling more at ease teaching students who do not have reading dif-
ficulties, most especially when they were specialists who taught in subjects other
than English. In contrast, generalist primary school teachers and cross-sector
teachers felt most confident working within the expectations of a particular grade
level. Figure 1 also shows that teachers felt least confident teaching students to
read when the students were working 12 months or more below the expected
level (confident + very confident combined; n= 27). This remained true whether
the teachers were from the secondary school sector, the primary sector or taught
across the two sectors.

Table 1 shows the main reasons teachers gave for their level of confidence or lack
thereof. Six categories recurred across all five reading proficiency groups, given as
the same underlying reason to explain a teacher’s rating (see Table 2). For exam-
ple, prior experience (teaching experience) was given to explain why a teacher felt
confident in teaching reading to students of varying abilities, while lack of prior
experience (with a particular grade level, discipline area or otherwise) was given to
explain a lack of confidence. Likewise, professional knowledge of pedagogy, assess-
ment practices or curriculum content was given to explain why a teacher felt confi-
dent in teaching reading, while lack of professional knowledge was given to explain
a lack of confidence. This trend continued with other categories, including: profes-
sional learning, including formal education or training and professional develop-
ment; student diversity, mostly due to student ability, disposition (e.g., motivation)
and need; access to resources, including time and the range of reading materials that
would cater for students’ diverse needs and ability levels; and relationships, which
included teachers’ capacity to liaise with colleagues, professional associations, or
others with expertise, such as a child’s parent. Interestingly, a secondary chemistry
teacher attributed her lack of confidence to her working relationship with support
staff given that someone other than herself was available to teach her students to
read and ‘meet benchmarks’.

Determining confidence levels was not always straightforward, however. A pri-
mary school teacher noted that their confidence levels had dropped recently due to
conflicting messaging about the teaching of reading and messaging that runs counter
to their own professional judgement. For example,

I was very confident up until a few years ago ...There are so many opinions
and ideas about how to teach the SOR [science of reading]. I now feel less
confident. I'm worried about getting it wrong. I am also concerned about the
strong focus on decodables now which is taking time away from presenting
rich literature.

Another who self-nominated themselves as being a confident teacher of read-
ing noted that confidence doesn’t always equal ease: ‘[it’s] challenging to do so
[teach reading] when the spread of student ability in the same classroom means
not everyone can get the immediate support they deserve.” There was also an
appreciation for the fact that a teacher’s confidence level may depend on context.
For example, a teacher who teaches across sectors noted that her confidence to
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Table 2 Teacher confidence theme distribution

12 months+ 6 months At level 6 months 12 months+
below below above above

Prior experience
Professional
knowledge
Professional
learnin;

Student
diversity

Access to
resources
Relationships

Enjoyment

Changing
expectations
Extenuating
circumstances

Crowded
curriculum

Grey colouring indicates the data set in which each theme was identified

teach students 12 + months below in reading depends on the student’s age and/or
on student motivation:

It depends on their age. I am confident that I can bring young children up to
grade level. However, when teaching high school students who didn’t like
reading and didn’t see a purpose in learning to read it was more difficult. A
year 7 boy told me, ‘My father is a shearer and he can’t read and I’'m going
to be a shearer so I don’t need to be able to read either.’

The above comment is illustrative of the need to prioritise motivation to read
early on in a student’s learning so that students, at a minimum, don’t dislike read-
ing, and to foster a wide-ranging understanding of its varied application and the
purpose/s of learning to read.

Four additional categories were identified that were selectively attributed to
either confidence or to a lack of confidence (see Table 2). Enjoyment was given
as a reason for teacher confidence, with teachers attributing their confidence to
their personal enjoyment of reading or ’passion’ for teaching reading, and their
desire to share that ‘passion’ and ‘love’ of reading with their students. This theme
was only noted when writing about children working at, or above expected level.
Lack of confidence was attributed to changing expectations of how to teach read-
ing in schools for students working at four levels of capacity (all bar 12 + months
above); extenuating circumstances (factors beyond the classroom): such as absen-
teeism or lack of reading in the home was only noted for students working below
level; and a crowded curriculum was given to explain lack of confidence for stu-
dents working at or below level, for example:

Students [12 months + below] need explicit instruction beyond what we are
capable of giving when we have so much to fit in to the day in regards to
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curriculum and activities and with so many children in our classes to cater
for.

A crowded curriculum did not appear to be as critical for students working above
the expected level, however, as illustrated via the below comment:

This can be tricky to manage as often the higher achieving students have to
be increasingly independent if there are more low achieving students in their
grade. This can slow their good progress as they miss out on their share of
teacher input.

Such comments raise the issue that teachers may not be as concerned about their
teaching when students are working above grade level: (1) due to an assumption that
those students are (somewhat) capable of advancing their learning independently of
the teacher, and/or (2) feeling that there is less of a moral dilemma, less of a con-
cern, if a high ability student stagnates or plateaus in their learning compared to
their ‘low achieving’ counterparts.

Teacher agency and choice

Figure 2 shows that 67% of teachers (some choice +high degree of choice; n=
34) felt that they had choice in how they teach students to read. Of the 17 teachers
who felt that they had little to no choice, the majority (82%; n= 14) were from
the primary school sector. A breakdown of the 27 primary school contributors
shows that 48% felt that they had choice in how they teach (n =13), whereas 52%
felt that they had little to no choice (n =14). Figure 3 shows that while only 67%

PRIMARY

Pogh degree of chasce egh Gegen of chasce

s0me choce

o (hoxe

°

10 15 2 £ ° s 10 15 20 »

SECONDARY CROSS-SECTOR
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8
8

Fig.2 Teacher choice
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Fig.3 Teaching reading the way you want

of teachers felt that they had choice, 76% of teachers felt that to some degree
(i.e., ‘somewhat’, ‘largely’ or ‘yes’) they got to teach reading in the way that they
wanted (n =39). Of the 12 teachers who felt that they were unable to teach read-
ing in the way they wanted or only did so ‘a little bit’, the majority (n =9) were
from the primary school sector, representing a third of primary school teacher
respondents. This shows that while lack of choice did not necessarily equate to
dissatisfaction with how teachers were expected to teach reading, primary school
teachers had far less agency and were the most dissatisfied with their practice.

Primary teachers who stated that they had choice in how they teach reading
mostly accompanied their selection with comments related to (1) professional
respect (e.g., ‘I have agency and professional trust’; ‘Colleagues and leadership
allow me to share my views and respect my opinions. At times this has influ-
enced shifts in school based approaches and teacher learning.’); or, (2) align-
ment with their pedagogical preferences (e.g., ‘I teach reading the way I know
it works, which thankfully is in line with my school’s approach’). Cross-sector
and secondary teachers who stated that they had choice in how they teach read-
ing mostly accompanied their selection with comments related to (1) their profes-
sional autonomy (e.g., ‘I currently work in the Tutor Learning Initiative Program
and have total control over the interventions that I use when teaching’; ‘it is my
decision what content is taught, I have quite a bit of freedom in deciding what
and how things are taught’), or (2) access to resourcing (e.g., ‘with electronic
resources it is a bit easier to access things’).

Dissatisfaction with lack of choice across all three groups (primary, cross-sector
and secondary) was overwhelmingly attributed to school-based decisions that:
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e Disallow input from staff (e.g., ‘recent leadership imposed new expectations
without seeking input/discussion from staff’),

e Discount teachers’ past experiences/expertise (e.g., ‘we are being pushed to do
the’latest and greatest’, rather than intermingle new strategies with the older
ones.’)

e Are misaligned with teachers’ pedagogical preferences (e.g. ‘The new Principal
is pushing the X approach rather than the Y approach that I believe in.’),

e Constantly add more without letting anything go (e.g., ‘Our school now includes
X, Y, and Z. It is a lot to take on board. Overwhelming actually... Now we are
doing this, now we are also doing this”); or

e Are made by staff who lack the required expertise (e.g., ‘Often people who are
not university trained in reading and the English subject areas set the program
and this is not beneficial for students.’—secondary)

It was noted that, at times, imposed leadership decisions are made with good
intentions that can have less than ideal results, such as lack of teacher agency to
cater for student diversity:

On one hand, having the literacy pre-planned and distributed to me saves
time and effort and it’s definitely of high quality, but it also results in reduced
agency for staff and makes it harder to cater to students’different levels of abil-

1ty.
While others were quite comfortable with a lack of agency:

This is something that shouldn’t be left up to individual teachers to determine.
Reading especially should NOT be left to be taught based on the beliefs and
ideals of individual teachers.

Lack of concern over a lack of agency, however, only appeared to arise when
school-based decisions aligned with the way that the teacher participant thought
reading should be taught.

Concluding discussion

The above outcomes speak to two issues regarding the teaching of reading and of
the teaching profession more broadly. At a time of workforce shortages (Rahimi &
Arnold, 2025) this study provides some insight into some of the factors that may
motivate teachers to ‘expend effort and persist’ (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2021, p.3) in
the teaching of reading or dissuade them from the same, by exploring teachers’ self-
reported confidence levels (Heckhausen & Heckhausen, 2008; Lee, 2024), along
with their agentic potential (Hopwood, 2023; Li & Ruppar, 2021). Our data shows
that teachers who feel a lack of agency in how they teach will often feel dissatis-
fied, feeling a lack of professional respect and acknowledgement of the expertise
and experience that they bring to their teaching. Such sentiments run counter to fac-
tors that have been found to sway teachers to remain within their role such as job
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recognition, positive work experiences and trust in management (Rahimi & Arnold,
2025). It will therefore be critical that government agencies and school management
adopt approaches that are respectful, providing professional learning to ensure that
all school staff feel part of the whole-school approaches that are adopted, rather than
feeling that the latter are being unilaterally imposed ‘without seeking input/discus-
sion from staff’ (teacher participant). This includes unpacking new government
guidelines and/or mandates as a team, to discuss the research that such guidelines or
mandates are based upon, and how/why particular changes or approaches will work
best for their unique school context and diverse students across classes.

The data also shows that primary and cross-sector teachers are most confident
working with students who are ‘at level’, that is, they have clear expectations regard-
ing the particular grade level that they were teaching. Secondary school teachers,
however, were primarily forward thinking, often considering the reading that a
student will need to do to participate in the subject or felt most confident teaching
students who were proficient readers. Comments supplied also show that teaching
confidence is at times attributed to the expectation that high ability students will
spend more time working independently of the teacher. There is therefore some sug-
gestion here that teachers from both sectors would benefit from professional learn-
ing and professional experience in how to differentiate their teaching of reading for
students both below and above the expected level. Furthermore, secondary school
teachers would also benefit from professional learning that would further develop
their understandings of why and how they are all teachers of reading within the dis-
cipline that they teach (Weldon et al., 2023). At the same time, considerations about
incorporating new ways of teaching that will meet the diverse needs of their students
need to be tempered against the urge to constantly add more without letting anything
go—another factor (i.e., heavy workload) that has been found to contribute to teach-
ers leaving the profession (Rahimi & Arnold, 2025).

Of concern was the finding that the enjoyment of reading was only mentioned
for students working at or above level in reading. This gives the impression that a
child— ‘can only handle basic literacy practices and skills’ (Gutierrez et al., 2013,
p.194)—that they must first master the basics of reading and achieve a minimum level
of proficiency before there is capacity to focus on enjoyment. This finding is con-
cerning for two reasons. First, this suggests that if a child is performing below the
expected level for reading throughout their education, they will rarely, if ever, be
encouraged or invited to enjoy reading. Secondly, given that motivation to read has
been linked to reading comprehension in upper grade levels, and that motivation
has higher likelihood of occurring in the latter years when nurtured early (Orellana
Garcia, 2018), a lack of focus on enjoyment and motivation to read can have long-
standing impact throughout a student’s schooling and beyond. Australia’s delayed
move towards government oversight and seeming intent to follow their international
counterparts, however, could be seen as opportune. In England, where enjoyment
of reading has dropped over the time that government mandates have dictated how
reading should be taught in lower primary (Wyse & Hacking, 2024), reading out-
comes have shown no discernible change (Ingram et al., 2023; Lindorff et al., 2024;
Mullis et al., 2012). Surely, Australia can turn these shortcomings into a positive,
by reflecting on England’s experiences and considering how to avoid following a
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similar path with their own teachers and students, while also motivating teachers to
remain in the profession.

Australia should take note. We are at a critical juncture in reading education. The
over-simplification of the framing of the issue with reading attainment, of student
diversity, of why we need to make changes, of the best way to solve the problem of
reading, strips away context, when context is what should matter most if we’re seri-
ous about the Salamanca statement (UNESCO, 1994), whose central message 30
years on continues to be that ‘every learner matters and matters equally’ (UNESCO,
2017, 2024). Publicly facing policy announcements acknowledge that teachers in
classrooms make the difference, otherwise policy-makers wouldn’t seek to mandate
what teachers do. This fact is supported from all sources, from Hattie’s large-scale
works (2008), to longitudinal studies like the Queensland School Reform Longitudi-
nal Study (Lingard et al., 2001). However, teachers’ voices seem the missing part of
the story, at a time when teacher retention remains a pressing issue. Our participants
have told us of the way to move forward in a way that acknowledges context but also
provides teachers with the knowledge and understanding needed to feel confident
in their ability to meet all students’ diverse needs and potentials. We need to hear
their voices, invite the voices of their numerous colleagues and find ways to work
together with teachers to ensure that every student and every teacher knows that they
matter, and that changes in practice have tangible, contextually meaningful, long-
lasting effect.
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