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Raising Standards in Literacy represents the best of current thinking and
research about literacy. The book is the outcome of a high-profile series of
seminars on raising standards in literacy, and includes contributions from
an impressive group of international researchers and policy makers. By
offering a rich and unique mix of contemporary perspectives, this book
provides an invaluable source of study into the latest research and develop-
ments in the teaching of literacy.

It includes sections on:

• how research into literacy teaching can inform new approaches found
in England, the USA and Australia

• the issues involved in assessing progress in literacy and the validity of
research claims made about standards of attainment

• the ways in which literacy education is developing in England, the
USA and Australia.

The book celebrates the apparent success of current initiatives at the
same time as raising questions about the feasibility and relevance of such
initiatives to the literacy needs of the twenty-first century. It is essential
reading for literacy co-ordinators and consultants and for all those under-
taking further study or research in literacy education.

Ros Fisher is Reader in Literacy Education at Rolle School of Education,
University of Plymouth.

Greg Brooks is a Professorial Research Fellow at the University of
Sheffield.

Maureen Lewis is a Senior Lecturer in Language and Literacy at the
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There can be few areas of educational endeavour which have been more
controversial than that of teaching literacy. Perhaps because, in an increas-
ingly information-dense society, the ability to make sense of and to
produce text is self-evidently crucial to success, even survival, literacy has
assumed the major burden as a litmus test of ‘educatedness’. With such a
critical role in the process of becoming educated, it is inevitable that there
will continue to be major debates about exactly what it means to be
literate, and about how such a state might most effectively be brought
about – that is, how literacy is taught. A proportion of the energy behind
such debates has come from the diverse findings of research into processes
and pedagogy. Yet much of the debate, especially in the popular media, has
lacked a close reference to research findings and has focused instead on
somewhat emotional reactions and prejudices.

Students of literacy and literacy education who want to move beyond
the superficiality of mass media debates need access to reports and discus-
sions of key research findings. There is plenty such material, yet it tends to
suffer from two major problems. First, it can be rather difficult to locate as
it has tended to be published in a diverse range of academic journals,
papers and monographs. Secondly, research reports are usually written for
an academic audience and make great demands on practitioners and others
who wish to understand what the practical classroom implications are of
what the research reports.

It is to address both these problems, but especially the latter, that this
series has been developed. The books in the series deal with aspects of
the teaching of literacy and language in a variety of educational settings.
The main feature of all the contributing volumes is to provide a research-
grounded background for teaching action in literacy and language. The
books either, therefore, provide a review of existing research and theory in
an area, or an account of original research, together with a clear résumé
and/or set of suggestions as to how this background might influence the
teaching of this area. The series acts, therefore, as a bridge between
academic research books and practical teaching handbooks.

Series editor’s preface

David Wray



Raising Standards in Literacy

This is the third volume in the series and is the first edited collection. The
chapters in this book originated, in the main, as presentations at a series of
seminars organised by the editors, along with Colin Harrison, and spon-
sored by the Economic and Social Research Council. These seminars
involved a number of researchers and educationalists from both the UK
and the USA and focused on the somewhat vexed issue of standards in
literacy and current strategies for raising these.

Raising literacy standards is, of course, the subject of intense debate and
interest internationally. In the twenty-first century, no country with aspira-
tions for economic and intellectual success can afford to take for granted
increasing literacy in its population. Accordingly, most governments have
instituted, or are about to institute, major changes in curricula, pedagogy
and teacher preparation for literacy development in schools. These devel-
opments are under way now, and the pace of change promises only to
accelerate.

One kind of voice which has not always had the impact it perhaps
might have had on the nature of these changes in literacy curricula and
pedagogies is that of the researcher, or academic. The present book
attempts to redress this somewhat by presenting material written from a
research perspective. It includes papers on teacher preparation, effective
teaching of literacy, insights into reading comprehension and approaches
to assessment, to mention just a few topics. It will find a ready readership
not only among fellow researchers but also among teachers who wish to
probe beyond received wisdoms in teaching literacy.

David Wray
University of Warwick

January 2002
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This book arose out of an Economic and Social Research Council (UK)
funded international research seminar series entitled ‘Raising Standards in
Literacy’ that was held during 1999–2000. The issue of literacy standards
has been a topic of heated debate for many years. Closely tied to this
debate have always been concerns about whether different teaching
methods and teaching styles impact upon the standards of literacy children
achieve and how these standards can be measured. This is an international
debate. Different paradigms of literacy teaching are under review world-
wide.

The seminar group was set up at the same time as the National Literacy
Strategy (NLS) was launched throughout England as a key UK government
strategy to raise standards of literacy. There has never before been such a
far-reaching government initiative to influence directly the teaching and
learning of reading and writing. Many of the teaching methods and the
organisational structure of the NLS are based on research and practice
from other parts of the English-speaking world, but in 1998 they repre-
sented new ways of working for many teachers in the UK.

The seminar series aimed to gather together key researchers, policy
makers and invited international experts in the field of literacy teaching in
order to offer a forum for examining and laying open to scrutiny, within
the academic community and beyond, the tacit and explicit assumptions
which underpin the National Literacy Strategy. The seminar series was
focused on both cognition and pedagogy. It aimed to encourage a debate
that was necessary, but which had only just begun to take place at that
time within the research community, in order to identify and make avail-
able for policy-makers, teachers and other academics an analysis of the
current strategy and recommendations for development which draw upon
the best of current international research.

Three seminars took place, each over two days, and were held at the
University of Plymouth, Rolle School of Education (May 1999), National
Foundation for Educational Research (November 1999) and the University
of Nottingham (May 2000). Researchers from England and the United
States met with policy makers from the English National Literacy Strategy,
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the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) and the Office for
Standards in Education (Ofsted) to discuss recent research and policy
initiatives. This book contains most of the papers given at the seminars
and all of these have been updated in 2001. In addition, the book contains
two contributions from Australia that are also concerned with the question
of literacy standards.

The book is set out in three sections. Part I, ‘Research into the teaching
of literacy’, discusses how research about all aspects of the teaching of
literacy can inform new approaches to be found in England, the USA and
Australia. The collection of chapters offers both research reviews and
descriptions of specific research studies.

Colin Harrison and Mary Bailey, both from the University of
Nottingham, begin by offering research reviews that summarise evidence
in answer to important questions related to literacy. In his chapter ‘What
does research tell us about how to develop comprehension?’, Harrison
argues that there has been an enormous amount of research activity in this
area in the last decade or so and that a characteristic of this has been an
emphasis on collaborative or interactive approaches to reading. He claims
there is a consensus view emerging of how to develop reading comprehen-
sion, which is firmly based on research.

Mary Bailey considers ‘What does research tell us about how we should
be developing written composition?’ from several research perspectives.
From these differing perspectives she identifies pedagogical themes that are
common to all but points out that within this consensus there are differing
emphases on the role of explicit teaching and the teaching of metalan-
guage.

Following these overviews into two major aspects of literacy, Roger
Beard of the University of Leeds argues that, because the National Literacy
Strategy was based on research into what works, it was always likely to be
successful in its stated aim of raising standards. He makes the point that it
is the combination of research from the area of school effectiveness with
research about effective literacy practices that is one of the distinct features
of the creation of the strategy.

Following these three research overviews, David Wray and Jane Medwell
of the University of Warwick offer us a report on a specific research
project that was commissioned to enquire into the characteristics and prac-
tices of effective teachers of literacy. Their findings show that effective
teachers do display common characteristics and literacy teaching practices.
Although this study predates the introduction of the National Literacy
Strategy (with its extensive in-service programme for all primary teachers),
it offers us useful indications as to what it is teachers need to know and
understand – not least of which is their finding that effective teachers of
literacy have an extensive knowledge of texts.

Clare Kelly, Eve Gregory and Ann Williams, from the University of
London Goldsmiths’ College, move our focus from teachers and schools to
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children and their community literacy practices. Their research gives us a
timely reminder that literacy practices are aspects not only of culture but
also of power structures, and that school-sanctioned literacy is just one of
a multiplicity of literacies which take place in peoples’ lives. They raise the
question of how far classroom-based literacy practices acknowledge and
value children’s community literacies. This theme is taken up in the
following two sections.

The final chapter of Part I describes an analysis of the words used in
basal readers (reading schemes) in the USA over the last few decades. Jim
Hoffman of the University of Texas suggests that these reflect the
prevailing ideology. He argues that, rather than reflecting the growing
consensus on how to teach reading (as reflected in Colin Harrison’s
chapter), basal reading schemes in Texas have continued to reflect a divide
between literature-based texts to improve content and interest and texts
with increased decodability. This has led to a decrease in predictable text
features as well as a decrease in text quality.

Maureen Lewis from the University of Plymouth concludes Part I with a
reflection on its chapters. She argues that, with the major government
educational agencies in the UK, the USA and Australia increasingly
stressing the need for educational reform to be driven by research findings,
the kind of research and research reviews offered in this section give a
powerful rebuttal to claims that much educational research is irrelevant,
‘pseudo-academic obfuscation’ (Woodhead, 1998). The importance of
well-founded data is an issue that runs through the whole book, and is
explored in Part II through the theme of assessment.

The second section of the book, ‘What counts as evidence?’, looks at
the issues involved in assessing progress in literacy and considers the
validity of the research claims made about assessment of literacy, and
about whether standards are being raised.

Vicky Purcell-Gates of Michigan State University raises strong concerns
about the trend in the United States towards (back?) to simple definitions
of reading and the dangers she sees in this, especially the neglect of the
socio-cultural aspect.

Sue Horner of the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority for England
describes some of the complexity of the construct of reading underlying
the national tests for 7-, 11- and 14-year-olds in England.

Marian Sainsbury of the National Foundation for Educational Research
in England analyses the problems inherent in devising any half-decent
(valid and reliable) test, and gives detailed examples of processes involved
in doing so.

Greg Brooks, now at the University of Sheffield in England but previ-
ously for 20 years at the National Foundation for Educational Research,
presents a ‘counting of the evidence’ on whether standards are rising/being
raised in four spheres: the link between pre-school experience and early
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literacy development, initial literacy learning, helping struggling readers
and adult literacy. Apart from some aspects of initial teaching and
learning, he finds the field underdeveloped.

Finally, Greg Brooks considers the issues raised in this section and
suggests that the chapters represent a logical sequence – from deciding
how literacy is to be defined, through the development of good instru-
ments to measure it, and on to findings. He claims that the first two of
these are in better shape than the third.

In Part III, ‘Developing teacher practice’, the ways in which the issue of
raising standards of literacy is being addressed in England, the USA and
parts of Australia are explored. The first two chapters in this section focus
on issues related to raising standards in literacy in the USA: the first looks
at initial teacher education and the second at state- and school-based
initiatives. In both these chapters the diversity and different approaches
current in the USA are discussed.

Elfrieda Hiebert from the University of Michigan reviews the predomi-
nant means by which American states and schools are addressing the drive
to meet the literacy needs of the twenty-first century: reading textbooks
and model programmes. She argues that none of the initiatives or
mandates are supported by untainted research evidence and suggests that
the two types of initiative should be considered together, and evidence as
to their efficacy sought and attended to. 

CathyRoller,directorof researchandpolicywith the InternationalReading
Association, reports on the work of the National Commission on Excellence
in Elementary Teacher Preparation for Reading Instruction. She describes
what appear to be effective in teacher education programmes in the USA.

The two chapters that follow consider the introduction of the National
Literacy Strategy in England. This initiative (together with the National
Numeracy Strategy) has been described by the international team from
Ontario, Canada under Michael Fullan as ‘among the most ambitious
large-scale educational reform strategies in the world and, without ques-
tion … among the most explicit and comprehensive in their attention to
what is required for successful implementation’ (Earl et al., 2000: 1).

Laura Huxford, deputy director of the National Literacy Strategy in
England, reviews the introduction of the NLS and explains the supporting
programmes that have underpinned its implementation. She argues strongly
that the strategy is successful in raising standards despite early claims that
it was over-ambitious.

Maureen Lewis and Ros Fisher from the University of Plymouth consider
how the NLS has impacted on individual classrooms. From a small sample
of classrooms in the first two years of the strategy, they argue that whereas
some considerable changes have been made in the organisation of literacy
teaching, change in pedagogy is not so well established in all classrooms.
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Australia, like the United States, adopts different approaches according to
individual state or school policy. However, the literacy block that is widely
used in this country shares many features of literacy programmes elsewhere.

Bridie Raban from the University of Melbourne and Gillian Essex,
manager in the Learning and Teaching Innovation Division of the Depart-
ment of Education, Employment and Training in Victoria, describe the
Victoria Early Years Literacy Programme. This programme, with its two-
hour literacy block, has many similarities to the National Literacy
Strategy, but also many differences. The authors claim that large gains in
reading achievement have been achieved, and that the programme has
‘raised the status of teachers as professionals’.

On the other hand, Allan Luke and Victoria Carrington from the
University of Queensland describe an initiative that rejects current pre-
packaged literacy programmes that stand alone in favour of adopting, they
claim, an over-simplistic and reductionist view of literacy. They argue that
current ways of literacy teaching are based on anachronistic views of
literacy and a deficit model of children and teaching, and suggest that
literacy learning should be based within broader curriculum and cultural
contexts.

Conclusions

The varied themes and issues that are picked up and explored in this book
indicate many agreements and some differences in the three countries
represented here. The recognition that there is a need to educate children
for the literacy demands of the twenty-first century is undisputed, whether
seen as resulting from previous low standards or as a concern to improve
on existing practice. There is a sense that we need to learn from each other
– both from research and from policy initiatives in other parts of the
world. Differences lie in the extent to which raising standards is seen as an
issue with many possible solutions and the freedom to choose different
solutions, or an issue with a single externally prescribed approach. And,
allied to this, is the extent to which the local context can be trusted to
implement and evaluate its own solutions. Underlying all sections of the
book is a plea for education to recognise the diverse and rich backgrounds
of the pupils whose needs are the focus of our endeavour.

A striking difference that arises from these chapters is the extent to
which writing is seen as an integral part of literacy. Writing is fore-
grounded in nearly all the chapters written by English authors, whereas the
terms ‘reading’ and ‘literacy’ seem to be used almost synonymously by
Australian and American authors. It was interesting to discover that when
results from writing assessments were requested for the Victoria Early
Years Literacy Programme, none were readily available.
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Although each chapter can be read separately, in its entirety the book
provides a snapshot of the state of play in literacy research and reform from
three continents. It also presents a picture of academics and policy makers
engaging in debate in an endeavour to ensure that children learn to use
and enjoy the possibilities that literacy offers in the twenty-first century.
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Part I

Research into the
teaching of literacy





Introduction

It is easy to make the assumption that we know about reading comprehen-
sion. It’s the part of reading that’s beyond word recognition, it’s about
understanding what we read, and it develops gradually and ‘naturally’, as
a reader becomes more fluent, and more experienced, and more confident.
This is the common sense view, but I want to challenge it and to suggest
that reading comprehension does not develop ‘naturally’, that it can be
helpful to consider separately the development of reading fluency and the
development of reading comprehension and that, broadly speaking,
current research suggests that reading comprehension is harder to get at,
harder to develop, and even more complex than we had realised.

In advancing this argument, I want to give attention to four questions:

• What do we know about comprehension?
• What do we know about how people learn to improve their compre-

hension?
• What do publishers, the National Curriculum and the National

Literacy Strategy (NLS) in England have to say about developing
comprehension?

• In the light of the answers to the first three questions, what should we
be doing to develop comprehension?

What do we know about comprehension?

If we want to begin at the beginning, it’s never wrong to begin with defini-
tions, and the dictionary. But in the case of comprehension, we hit a
difficulty. Definitions of the word comprehension are sometimes vague and
mostly problematic, one way or another. The Oxford English Dictionary
(OED) has:

the action of comprehending; the action or fact of comprehending
with the mind; understanding. The ability to understand a passage of
text and answer questions on it, as at school or psychological exercise.

1 What does research tell us
about how to develop
comprehension?

Colin Harrison



The first part of this definition is circular, and even the reference to a
synonym, understanding, does not carry us very far forward. The second
part of the definition is tautological: comprehension is what a comprehen-
sion test tests. Similarly, Chambers Dictionary defines comprehension as
the power of the mind to understand, and then goes on to define to under-
stand as to comprehend. Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary gives the act or
action of grasping with the intellect: understanding, and then works hard to
avoid circularity in its definitions of understand, putting an emphasis on the
very different ways the verb is used in context, but finally noting that the
words comprehension and understanding are often used interchangeably.

The International Reading Association’s (IRA) Dictionary of Reading
(1982, subsequently revised) takes us further and gives:

the process of getting meaning of a communication, as in a personal
letter, speech, sign language; the knowledge or understanding that is
the result of such a process.

This is a fuller definition, and while it gives more exemplars, it also turns
primarily on our interpretation of the word understanding. The IRA
dictionary does, however, give much fuller definitions of reading: defini-
tions which are complex, and which include not only comprehension, but
also notions of behavioural adaptation in the light of what is read. The
IRA dictionary defines reading comprehension just as fully, and its
multiple definitions include:

• understanding what is read
• understanding in relation to a presumed hierarchy of comprehension

processes
• interpreting
• evaluating
• reacting in a creative, intuitive way.

The IRA dictionary definition of reading comprehension (Harris and
Hodges, 1981) also quotes two definitions from authoritative sources,
researchers who conducted classical studies in the field:

Comprehension involves the recovery and interpretation of the
abstract deep structural relations underlying sentences (Bransford and
Johnson)

Comprehension is a process of integrating new sentences with
antecedent information in extrasentential structures (P. Thorndyke).

We can discern two strands within these approaches to definition:
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• Definitions which talk about the products of reading
• Definitions which attempt to get at the processes of reading.

It is not easy to get at the processes that underpin reading comprehension,
but it is much easier to get at the products, or at least some of them, and
so it is understandable that some definitions should define comprehension
in relation to test data, since such definitions are at least based on evidence
and practice rather than theories. However, I want to argue that we can’t
develop comprehension unless we have a deeper understanding of what it
is about, and to do this we have to consider the processes.

Both definitions of the IRA Dictionary of Reading say helpful and illu-
minating things about the processes. Bransford and Johnson’s definition
emphasises the fact that comprehension is not simply about vocabulary,
and it’s not about surface meaning. It is about getting under the surface
and gaining some understanding of the relationships between the struc-
tural elements – whether these are words, concepts or propositions.
Thorndyke’s definition takes the theme of processing and integrating
chunks of information two stages further. It first emphasises the impor-
tance within comprehension of the reader’s integration of new information
with that which has gone before (we could characterise this as creating
internal cohesion); at the same time, the reader is also relating new infor-
mation encountered in a text to their own model of the world, and these
are the extrasentential structures to which Thorndyke’s definition refers.
(We could characterise this as creating external cohesion.) Taken together,
these two definitions go a long way towards clarifying for us how chal-
lenging, complex and individual are the processes of comprehension.

Historically, debates about the nature of reading comprehension have
been something of a battleground, and these debates have been particu-
larly vociferous around the theme of the supposed sub-skills of reading
comprehension. The basic issue has been a twofold one: first to identify
the sub-skills of comprehension, and second to establish whether or not
they form some sort of hierarchy. Such debates flourished in the post-war
period, and we might have forgotten them by now were it not that their
legacy has been so enduring, and this legacy has taken the form of reading
comprehension exercises based on such models.

With hindsight, it is reasonable to ask why on earth generations of
schoolchildren have been required to spend time doing comprehension
exercises. After all, we don’t have children doing sentence composing exer-
cises to improve their writing, or oral presentation exercises to improve
their speaking. Why should readers spend time doing comprehension exer-
cises? One possible answer might be in order to prepare for high-stakes
tests involving a similar instrument, but, in reality, most teachers who give
comprehension exercises do so with the expectation that doing them is
worthwhile in its own right, and that some general improvement in
reading might be the result. Unfortunately, this expectation may be little
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more than an assumption based on teachers’ custom and practice, and the
research evidence to support it is weak. There has been a good deal of
research into the presumed hierarchy of comprehension processes, mostly
based on a series of factor-analytical studies conducted in the period
1945–80 (see, for example Davis, 1944; Lunzer, Waite and Dolan, 1979).
Many of these studies were essentially attempts to enlist support for what
we may call a prescription model of comprehension skills development.

In the prescription model, the student takes a comprehension test, and
is given a score on each of the sub-skill areas. The teacher then decides in
which of the supposed sub-skills the reader is deficient, and then gives
additional skills practice in the form of comprehension exercises focused
on the individual sub-skills, until the reader’s deficiency is remedied. The
following is an example of the type of sub-skills list used in these studies:

• Vocabulary
• Literal comprehension
• Inferential comprehension
• Locating the main idea
• Evaluation.

However, this approach is flawed in a number of ways. First, it only works
if the skills are indeed in some sense independent – but the consensus view
from the research studies is that they aren’t. Certainly the tasks, and there-
fore the products of different ‘sub-skill’ areas, look different, but this does
not mean that the cognitive processes involved are different. The different
‘sub-skill’ scales tend to correlate with each other very highly, with correla-
tions in the range 0.6–0.7. This suggests that the supposed sub-skills are
essentially measuring the same thing. Second, the prescription approach
only works if giving students comprehension exercises is effective in devel-
oping reading comprehension, and here again the research evidence is
problematic. The Effective Use of Reading Project (Lunzer and Gardner,
1979), in a landmark study of comprehension development, found that
students doing comprehension exercises actually did very little reading.
Children who were focused on a reading comprehension task actually
spent less than 5 per cent of their time reading, but used 65 per cent of
their time in writing. In other words, the skill that was being practised was
answering comprehension questions in writing, rather than reading. So
even if reading comprehension scores went up, this could be attributable to
a practice effect in writing comprehension test answers, rather than in
improving the construct of reading itself.

An even greater problem, from a pedagogical viewpoint, is that compre-
hension exercises provided little or no feedback from which students might
learn how to improve. This was felt by the Effective Use of Reading team
to be crucial, since without feedback students might have improved in terms
of fluency, but were much less likely to improve in terms of comprehension.
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The argument here is supported by a quite extensive but little-known study
by Bloomer (1966), an American researcher into cloze procedure. In the
early days, cloze procedure was thought to hold a great deal of promise as
a reading development activity. After all, the reasoning goes, it is impos-
sible to fill in the gaps in a cloze exercise without undertaking some
processing at a fairly deep level. Consider the following sentence, and the
cognitive challenge of filling in the missing word:

The boy and girl, —————————— and wife now, father and
mother, lived in a three-room apartment under a dentist’s office.

(from Distance, a short story by Raymond Carver)

Adults who are asked to fill in the missing word all report the same thing: it
is completely impossible to predict the missing word simply on the basis of
the first four words of the sentence. If they are given the remainder of the
sentence, however, three things happen. First they rapidly deduce that the
missing word is husband, working from the symmetry with boy and girl,
and the familiar collocation of husband and wife. But then, they go on and
read the rest of the sentence, and realise that things may not be so simple.
Why does the author say now? Are there two people or six living in the
apartment? There is a further round of reprocessing, before they decide that
the answer is that two people who have known each other since childhood,
and who are now married with a child or children, live in the apartment.

The fact that the task of filling in the gaps in a text can involve such
deep processing led (and still leads) teachers to feel that cloze might be
very useful for promoting reading development. What Bloomer did was to
test this intuition empirically. He gave junior high school students weeks of
practice in doing cloze exercises and then tested their reading levels against
those of a control group. The result was disappointing – the students who
had spent weeks doing cloze exercises, and, one hoped, had been
processing texts deeply in order to do so, had not improved. However,
with hindsight, one can see why this might have happened. What the
students had been doing were what Bloomer called ‘non-overt-reinforced’
cloze exercises. In other words, the students did not receive any reinforce-
ment, any feedback, on their answers, whether those answers were correct
or incorrect. In fact, in structural terms, what the students had been doing
for many weeks were a series of reading tests – tests which confirmed the
level of their reading ability, but which did nothing to improve that level.
From a pedagogical point of view, non-overt-reinforced cloze exercises
were a flop. But if this is the case for cloze, are comprehension exercises
any different? The answer again is no. Unless there is feedback on the basis
of which the reader may learn how to become a more skilled or more
thoughtful reader, comprehension exercises, on which teachers have relied
for decades to play their part in reading development, may be a more or
less complete waste of time.
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What do we know about how people develop their
comprehension?

During the last twenty years of the twentieth century there was an enor-
mous amount of activity in the psychology of reading, so let us turn to
some recent accounts of where recent research has taken us. First, let us
admit that it is not easy to gain a coherent impression of the work that has
been done in researching the complexities of reading comprehension.
Walter Kintsch, who has made one of the most ambitious attempts to
produce a coherent account of reading comprehension processes (Kintsch,
1998), begins his book by saying that psychologists have not been
successful at researching complex cognitive processes in a coherent and
integrated manner. Michael Pressley, who has conducted some of the most
thoughtful and detailed classroom-based studies of reading comprehension
yet attempted, noted that research into reading comprehension has been
either naturalistic (focusing on comprehension strategies as they are made
manifest in the classroom), or skill-based (and conducted in what is in
effect a laboratory setting, which ignores a reader’s own strategies). As a
result, research into comprehension has been fragmented and unintegrated
(Pressley, 2000: 546).

There is, however, general agreement among reading researchers that we
currently have consensus in our understanding of word recognition
processes, and their importance in reading comprehension. The Interactive-
Compensatory model of reading comprehension (Stanovich, 1980) has
remained widely accepted and largely unchallenged. What the model
asserts is in principle very straightforward. Stanovich argued that, in
reading, the brain needs to devote processing power to two tasks which are
carried out in parallel: word recognition and comprehension. Certainly the
two processes are not wholly independent, but the point is that the brain
acts like a central processing unit, co-ordinating information from various
sources, and in reading, as in all processing, the CPU has a finite capacity.
What this means for reading is simple – the more processing capacity that
is needed to decode words, the less there is available for comprehension.
What a good reader needs to have, therefore, are rapid, automatic,
context-free word recognition strategies. Of course, word recognition is
speeded up by context effects, but the good reader is not reliant upon these
context effects for word recognition. (Gough, 1984; Isakson and Miller,
1976) The implication here is that it is good for a reader to develop fluency
– the ability to recognise words rapidly. This will improve comprehension,
though only indirectly – by freeing-up processing capacity.

The other word-level activity for which there is good research support,
though it has been an area somewhat neglected in recent years in the UK,
has been work on improving vocabulary. This was an area which flour-
ished in the English Coursebook era of the sixties and seventies, but which
tended to die out as grammar exercises became less prominent. What is
worth emphasising in this context are two points: first, the fact that
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improving vocabulary does improve comprehension, and second, that this
can be done directly, but that it is best done through encouraging wide
reading (Sternberg, 1987).

Some of the most important research into reading processes over the
past twenty years has been on schema knowledge (Anderson, 1994), since
this has deepened considerably our understanding of how readers learn
from texts, particularly information texts. A schema is a kind of concep-
tual framework with slots into which subject-specific detail is posted as the
reader builds up understanding. Schema theory predicts that readers grad-
ually acquire a variety of schemata for text processing and storage, and
therefore that having a rich repertoire of schemata is enormously valuable.
But for a reader, possessing schemata is not in itself enough – the text type
must be recognised and the appropriate schema activated if the reader is to
make use of it for processing and storage; however, this may not always
happen, either because the reader fails to pick up the text signals, or
because the author has written an ‘inconsiderate’ text – that is, one which
does not declare its own structure, or which is confusingly organised. An
example of an inconsiderate structure might be an information book on
diamonds that was organised purely using a sequential ‘list’ structure of
points. A list structure is the default structure for an information text: in
an information book it can be the text book equivalent of a shopping list
that has been randomly reordered, with all the products which are
normally found together separated, and with the organising structure of a
sequential pathway through the supermarket abandoned. In our imaginary
book on diamonds, there might be a series of two-page spreads, the first
on famous jewels, then one on industrial diamonds, followed by a chapter
on the diamond merchants of Amsterdam, then one on diamond mining in
South Africa and another on famous thefts of diamonds. ‘Inconsiderate’
texts present tremendous challenges for the reader, and that challenge is
even greater for the weak reader, since good readers can often supply a
schema where the author neglected to offer one, but the weaker reader
finds this too difficult, and might fail to learn from the text. Marshall and
Glock (1978–9) carried out the seminal experimental study of this
phenomenon, and later, making the point even more powerfully, Kintsch
(1988) reported an interaction effect between reading ability and the
capacity to deal with less coherent texts: low-knowledge readers profited
from reading fully coherent texts, while high-knowledge readers learned
better from less coherent text, presumably because for the latter group the
less coherent text encouraged more active text processing.

This makes perfect sense: we learn more if we recognise the knowledge
structure of incoming information, but we also learn more if that new
knowledge is built upon firm semantic and epistemological foundations in
the form of some prior knowledge. For a thorough review of the research
on the relationship between prior knowledge and text comprehension, see
the paper by Dochy, Segers and Buehl (1999) in the Review of Educational
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Research. These authors do not doubt that there is a potentially powerful
relationship between the two, but caution that if flawed methods are used
for assessing the prior knowledge (or indeed the gains in knowledge), then
the results can be not only inconclusive, they can be downright contradic-
tory.

Two researchers who have consistently tried to amalgamate research-
based theory and practice in the field of reading comprehension are
Michael Pressley and Peter Afflerbach (1995). Their work has attempted
to bring together aspects of reading development research which have
often been investigated in fragmented or unco-ordinated ways, and to
present the results in formats which are helpful for teachers. Pressley and
Afflerbach emphasise that mature readers flexibly use a variety of
processes as they read texts, and their list of strategies provides a useful
checklist for teachers who might be considering how to structure a reading
development curriculum:

• Being aware of purpose
• Reading selectively
• Revising hypotheses
• Revising prior knowledge
• Deducing meaning of unfamiliar words
• Marking texts or taking notes
• Planning how to make use of what they are learning. 

(Pressley and Afflerbach, 1995)

In a more recent publication, Pressley (2000) takes his analysis further, and
offers an eight-element list of approaches to reading development, and
particularly comprehension development, which represent an up-to-date
synthesis of all the major strands of research-derived strategies for
improving reading. There isn’t room in this chapter to cite all the evidence
upon which Pressley builds his case, but I tend to share his view that we
are not so much lacking research evidence in this area as we are collec-
tively lacking the imagination to perceive that for too long reading
comprehension instruction has been based on myth and custom rather
than evidence. Pressley’s list is of pedagogic strategies to improve compre-
hension as follows:

• Teach decoding, with an emphasis on morphology
• Drill students on sight words
• Teach the use of context cues and monitoring meaning
• Teach vocabulary
• Encourage extensive reading
• Encourage students to ask their own ‘Why?’ questions of a text
• Teach self-regulated comprehension strategies, for example:
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• Prior knowledge activation
• Question generation
• Construction of mental images during reading
• Summarisation
• Analyse into story grammar components
• Encourage reciprocal teaching
• Teacher modelling of strategies plus scaffolding for student inde-

pendence
• Encourage transactional strategies instruction.

It is interesting and instructive to compare this list with that quoted earlier
as an example of the sort generated by the reading comprehension sub-
skills debate. Vocabulary is present in both, but a much more subtle
variety of approaches to word-level work is present in Pressley’s more
recent list, and this is indeed supported by current research – for example,
the important study on the development of children’s understanding of
morphology and relationship with reading achievement conducted by
Nunes and Bryant (2000). Instead of emphasising literal versus inferential
comprehension (many commentators today would suggest that there is no
such thing as reading without some form of inference generation), Pressley
puts an emphasis on a number of ways in which the student’s comprehen-
sion might be enhanced through engagement with the text. These
approaches could be classified as primarily cognitive and social, but
another equally helpful distinction might be active (for example,
rehearsing prior knowledge, generating mental images, activating know-
ledge about text structure) and interactive (for example, asking ‘why’
questions, engaging in reciprocal teaching, working with the teacher to
develop comprehension, and making use of transactional strategies instruc-
tion, which is an approach based on readers exploring texts with their
peers and their teachers).

This emphasis on collaborative or interactive approaches to reading
comprehension has been a characteristic of research in the field over the
past ten years and has its theoretical roots in the critical literacy field, on
the one hand (see, for example, Gee, 2001), and in neo-Vygotskian anal-
ysis, on the other (see, for example, Dodson, 2000). These sociocultural
perspectives on reading comprehension seem likely to become even more
dominant in the coming years for, as Jerome Bruner (2000) has reminded
us, the very concept of a text is a representation of a way of knowing
which recognises and respects otherness, and which cannot exist indepen-
dently of its cultural identity.

These, then, are the recommendations from research that relate to the
development of reading comprehension. Let us turn briefly to the issue of
how publishers and (in England) the group who write the National
Curriculum for English are envisioning the field, and the extent to which
these are in harmony with the results from research.
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What do publishers, the National Curriculum and the NLS
have to say about developing comprehension?

In 2000, the American publisher Scott Foresman (Scott Foresman Reading,
2000) brought out a new basal. Some sections from the teacher’s manual
seem remarkably familiar, and could have been written twenty years ago.
There was, for example, an emphasis on:

• Key comprehension skills taught and retaught;
• Main idea, supporting details, summarising, drawing conclusions, se-

quence, fact and opinion, cause and effect, classify, compare and
contrast, making judgements, predicting, text structure.

But in the USA a reading scheme could not hit its market unless it included
curriculum content that sounded familiar to American teachers; it is worth
reading further as, in fact, the basal has a very strong research emphasis,
and recommends teaching approaches which include Pressley’s strategies as
well as more traditional comprehension exercises. The manual argues, for
example, that the teacher should be developing vocabulary with group
work as well as individual work, and that the students will be more likely
to improve their reading comprehension if they activate prior knowledge,
if they engage in pre-reading class discussion, and if they engage in post-
reading personal response. Scott Foresman, in common with all the other
major basal publishers in the USA, places heavy emphasis on research, and
reinforces this with background papers aimed at teachers and written by
major figures in the field who have aligned themselves with their
programme, and who had input into its design.

Scholastic would be a good example of an independent US publisher
with a long-standing interest in developing students’ study skills, and this
company also has a research-informed position: Cathy Collins Block
(2000), in a background paper for teachers, emphasises the importance of
modelling strategic thinking, having practice in meaningful contexts, and
in the teacher offering differentiated instruction. These emphases lead to
the following recommended approaches:

• Developing strategic reading
• Avoiding prescriptive and depersonalised lessons
• Readers setting and monitoring their own purposes
• Readers being directly encouraged to understand themselves and their

world
• Teacher modelling of strategies
• Teacher modelling how to set purposes
• Students spending more time reading fewer texts more deeply
• Teacher modelling and encouraging self-monitoring in reading
• Students working on cognitive, emotional and literary responses.
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This is a fairly comprehensive list, and it is worth comparing it with the
English National Curriculum (DfE, 1995), which put an initial emphasis
on effective communication, but also stressed from the outset that English
should enable students to become ‘enthusiastic, responsive and knowledge-
able readers’. There was also an emphasis on:

• Reading accurately, fluently and with understanding
• Understanding and responding
• Analysing and evaluating a wide range of texts.

The revised English National Curriculum (DfEE, 2000) also puts an
emphasis on reading for meaning. Its goals are that children should be able:

(a) to extract meaning beyond the literal, explaining how the choice of
language and style affects implied and explicit meanings;

(b) to analyse and discuss alternative interpretations, ambiguity and allu-
sion;

(c) how ideas, values and emotions are explored and portrayed;
(d) to identify the perspectives offered on individuals, community and

society;
(e) to consider how meanings are changed when texts are adapted to diff-

erent media;
(f) read and appreciate the scope and richness of complete novels, plays

and poems.

The goals listed above do, in my view, encompass many of the perspectives
for developing comprehension that have emerged from current research.
The emphasis on alternative interpretations and on sociocultural contexts
for understanding are timely, and in the case of media studies somewhat
ahead of most American reading curricula.

In England, the National Literacy Strategy offers an in-service and
curriculum support framework for classroom teachers which will help to
promote the achievement of the goals of the National Curriculum. At Key
Stage 3, for example (ages 12–14), progress towards students achieving the
goals is supported by an in-service programme (DfEE, 2001) which
emphasises the following:

• Word level
• Spelling
• Spelling strategies
• Vocabulary

• Sentence level
• Sentence construction and punctuation
• Paragraphing and cohesion
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• Stylistic conventions
• Standard English

• Text level
• Reading
• Research and study skills
• Reading for meaning
• Understanding the author’s craft
• Study of literary texts

• Writing
• Plan, draft and present
• Imagine, explore, entertain
• Inform, explain, describe
• Persuade, argue, advise
• Analyse, review, comment

• Speaking and listening
• Speaking
• Listening
• Group discussion and interaction
• Drama.

The Strategy is fairly prescriptive (in the sense that it offers detailed guid-
ance for English departments on how to implement these objectives) and it
is also atomistic, in that in order to support the teaching to the objectives,
English departments in secondary schools have been given eight ring-
bound folders containing over 1,500 pages of ‘recommended’ material
published by the government and carefully linked to the overall aims of the
programme. The government is determined to support pupils who are not
achieving their full potential at the point at which they transfer to
secondary school, and therefore more than three-quarters of this material
is devoted to ‘Literacy Progress Units’ whose goal is to enable children to
catch up with their peers.

However, it should also be noted that at Key Stage 3, a crucial part of
the Strategy is the emphasis on a whole department’s flexible use of
elements from the Literacy Hour, which includes a central emphasis on
interactive and highly participatory whole-class work, with pupil investiga-
tions and teacher modelling of strategies, followed by small-group work to
scaffold, practice and embed the new learning. This is not easy to achieve,
but the goals are precisely those recommended by Pressley (2000) of
having teacher scaffolding followed by practice in developing student
autonomy.
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Conclusion

There are clear signs in these American reading approaches, and in the
English National Literacy Strategy, that a consensus view is emerging of
how to develop reading comprehension, and that view is firmly based on
research. The key new emphases which have surfaced over the past decade
have been (a) a clearer understanding of the skills which readers need to
have automatised; (b) a strong emphasis on the sociocultural nature of
reading, and the fact that reading is not simply active, but interactive, and
located in a cultural and social context; and (c) emphasis on the crucial
role of the teacher – in modelling and scaffolding children’s entry into
texts, but then gradually withdrawing, as the children develop confidence
in their own ability to engage with the author and with each other in
building meaning.
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Introduction

What does research say about how we should be developing written
composition? It is worth considering why this question is asked and who
is, or perhaps should be, interested in its answer. In the context of a drive
to raise standards in literacy, and when standards of achievement in
writing are of particular concern – national test results in writing lag
behind those in reading for eleven year olds in the United Kingdom – there
is an awareness that we need to be more informed about the implications
of research for practice. Where there is a national policy for the teaching
of literacy, including unprecedented attention to the teaching of writing,
one might reasonably expect that policy to exemplify, if not to explicate,
the link between research and practice. However, this chapter will argue
that there are two areas in which this link is fragile: first, that there is a
gap (in the United Kingdom, at least) between what writing research
suggests should be done and what national policy advocates; and, second,
that there is a gap between what policy advocates, and how this is being
interpreted in the classroom. There are also areas of debate in the connec-
tions between research, policy and practice in the teaching of reading, and,
of course, there is an intrinsic relationship between reading and writing,
but it is arguable that both policy makers and classroom teachers tend to
be less clear about the research basis for developing writing than they are
for developing reading.

This is not to imply that there should be a simple, unidirectional link
from research to policy to practice. There are different influences at play:
the best research takes into account real contexts and practical implica-
tions; policy should be determined by both good quality research and good
practice (which, if properly evaluated, is also research); policy affects what
research findings are promoted and what research is conducted, in that
policy makers – at national government level – influence the allocation of
some sources of research funding.

This chapter argues that for standards of achievement in writing to be
raised we need to make the research basis for national literacy initiatives

2 What does research tell us
about how we should be
developing written
composition?
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more explicit, and to question policy where it is not supported by research.
We need to ensure that more teachers are confident in their understanding
of children’s writing development and the rationale for effective pedagogy.

The National Literacy Strategy in England:
policy and practice

The implementation of the National Literacy Strategy in England can be
used as an illustration of how the research–policy–practice link can be
disrupted, despite the best intentions of those who drafted it. There have
been significant changes in policy and practice in the teaching of literacy in
the United Kingdom: more structured approaches to the teaching of
writing and grammar are being introduced, including more direct teaching
of whole classes. The aim of this critique is not to discredit the National
Literacy Strategy, which is focusing much-needed attention on the develop-
ment of writing, but to argue that some of the problems encountered with
its implementation might be alleviated by making more explicit links to
research.

Let us take a brief look, first, at the fragile link between research and
policy. The two latest versions of English in the National Curriculum
(DfE, 1995; DfEE, 1999) have specified the content of writing teaching –
what should be taught – and, to some extent, how it should be taught,
particularly with respect to the model of drafting and the key genres to be
taught. Recent publications supplementing the National Curriculum have
included further guidance, aimed at the secondary-aged sector, on
improving writing (QCA, 1999a) and on the teaching of grammar in
context (QCA, 1999b), both of which were informed by research, as well
as the report of the Qualifications and Curriculum Agency Technical
Accuracy Project (QCA, 1999c), which analysed the linguistic features of
writing for GCSE examinations. With respect to writing, the current
National Curriculum represents an example of policy refined through
practice and relatively well grounded in research, albeit implicitly.
However, the National Curriculum has not been charged with providing a
detailed specification for the teaching of writing.

The introduction of The National Literacy Strategy (DfEE, 1998), for
primary schools, and the KS3 Strategy Framework for English (DfEE,
2001a), for secondary schools, signifies a new political agenda in speci-
fying exactly how writing should be taught. In these ‘frameworks for
teaching’, learning objectives are presented at word, sentence and text
level, allocated to different school years (and school terms, in the primary
framework). This creates clearly delineated stages of progression out of
the more general programmes of study in the National Curriculum, which
were originally intended to guide teaching over a two to four-year period
(depending on the Key Stage). The other strand to the National Literacy
Strategy is the promotion of particular pedagogies, which move from
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demonstration and supported work into independent work within a daily
structure. In the primary sector, this daily structure is known as the
Literacy Hour. In the standards debate, the main area in which there seem
to be anxieties is that of language structure and there has thus been more
focus on the word and sentence levels recently, most notably in the
National Literacy Strategy publication Grammar for Writing (DfEE,
2000). The National Literacy Strategy was under-theorised in its original
form, although much of it draws implicitly on research. The NLS model
of writing composition is influenced by the EXEL teaching model (Wray
and Lewis, 1997), which is derived from the authors’ own extensive
research and clearly informed by the Australian genre school (for
example, see Cope and Kalantzis, 1993) and by the neo-Vygotskian
concept of scaffolding (Bruner, 1985; Maybin, Mercer and Stierer, 1992).
One can also trace the influences of composition studies (notably Bereiter
and Scardamalia, 1987) in the modelling and interventions of shared and
guided writing.

There are other areas of the National Literacy Strategy which, in my
view, are not so strongly supported by research and which are potentially
confusing. For example, a ‘searchlights model’, which has little connection
to research on reading, is proposed as a metaphor for the reading process
(DfEE, 1998: 4). There is not space in this chapter for a full critique, but
the main problem is that the ‘model’ is not a model: it provides a useful list
of some of the factors that influence understanding (phonic, grammatical,
contextual and visual) but it does not show how these are interrelated; it
could be taken as suggesting an atomistic sub-skill view of reading; it does
not indicate the nature of the relationship between visual representation
and meaning; and it makes no reference to the social or intentional envi-
ronment within which any act of reading occurs. More worryingly, it is
also suggested that, by simply reversing the searchlights model, we have a
useful metaphor for the writing process. The searchlights model is still
referred to in recent publications such as The National Literacy Strategy:
Developing Early Writing (DfEE, 2001b), which is otherwise full of
sensible advice and suggestions for classroom activities. 

Hilton (2001) challenges Beard’s (2000a) claims that the approach to
teaching writing in the National Literacy Strategy is supported by research,
particularly for primary-school-age pupils. She argues that there are a
number of flaws in the proposition that the teaching of ‘basics’, though
direct instruction in discrete elements of grammar, and decontextualized
shared and guided writing, will lead to a rise in the standard of children’s
writing. It should be clear from these examples that it might be difficult for
teachers to discriminate between those areas of the National Literacy
Strategy that are supported by research and those that are not.

The need for more explicit identification of supporting research has
been recognised by the architects of the National Literacy Strategy who
have commissioned post-hoc research reviews to make public the research
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basis of the strategies (Beard, 2000a, for primary; Harrison, in preparation,
for Key Stage 3). However, these have been criticised. Hilton (2001)
points out that Beard (2000a) devalues the National Curriculum model of
teaching writing by interpreting this as a ‘simple process’ model when it is
(rightly, in my view) described by Hilton as representing ‘a hard-won
victory for educationists who had maintained steadily over several years
that children, like all writers, learn to write most effectively through
deploying a series of complex recursive stages as the work progresses’.
This ‘recursive stages’ model was substantially supported by composition
research carried out with secondary level and undergraduate level writers,
as well as ‘expert’ adult writers (Flower and Hayes, 1981, 1984; Hayes
and Flower, 1980; Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1987). It is arguable that the
National Literacy Strategy model is the more ‘simple’ model of writing
pedagogy. To interpret the recursive stages model as a ‘simple process’ is
to make the same mistake that teachers do if they teach drafting in an
ineffective way. Teachers are just as, if not more, likely to teach the
National Literacy Strategy simplistically, as a ‘simple toolkit’ model.
Teachers will only teach writing effectively within the National Literacy
Strategy if this is informed by, and orientated within, an understanding of
the complexities of composition processes. It is also important not to elide
‘process pedagogy’ with ‘process models’ of composition – there are
important differences. Hilton also disputes Beard’s categorisation of
‘shared writing’ as an ‘environmental’ approach claiming that it is really
more like Hillocks’ (1995) less successful category of ‘presentational’
writing.

Turning to the link between policy and practice and how this can
become fragile in certain circumstances, we can see how the interpretation
of the National Literacy Strategy in schools and classrooms can, in some
cases, lead to a further breakdown between policy and practice, and thus
make the link between research and practice even more tenuous. Frater
(2000) found, as a result of survey work in 32 primary schools in
1999/2000, that there was a tendency for teachers under pressure to inter-
pret the National Literacy Strategy at a literal level, as a set of discrete and
arbitrary activities. This ‘anxious literalism’ means that the National
Literacy Strategy has had the unintended effect of leading to ‘the discrete
teaching of language skills and concepts’ and ‘the diminution, by such
discrete work, of written composition’. This echoes the current widespread
concern among classroom teachers that there is not enough time for
extended and creative composition within the National Literacy Strategy.
Frater found that in the less effective of the 32 schools, where achievement
in writing had made least progress:

the practice of written composition has been given such time as
remains after concepts and skills, handled discretely, have been deliv-
ered. It can be added that the more discretely skills and knowledge
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about language are handled, the more abstract, harder and less
relevant they will seem to pupils, the longer the time required to teach
them is likely to be, and the less likely it is that pupils will apply them
effectively in practice. And boys in particular, are all too likely to
switch off altogether.

(Frater, 2000: 110)

By contrast, in the schools with effective literacy policies, Frater found that
‘teachers were professionally self-confident in approaching the National
Literacy Strategy’. These teachers were able to draw upon the National
Literacy Strategy Framework much more flexibly, constantly making
‘connections between text-level work, and word and sentence-level study.
And with them, using language always carried the highest priority’ (ibid.,
original emphasis). These findings are consistent with other evaluations of
the National Literacy Strategy carried out by the government (Ofsted,
1999, 2000) and independently (Fisher, Lewis and Davis, 2000), which
have found variability in the teaching of writing. Nor are those who
drafted the National Literacy Strategy ‘likely to have intended that any
primary teachers might feel de-skilled or de-motivated’ (Frater, 2000).
Thus we see the model of literacy in the National Literacy Strategy being
translated, by unconfident teachers, into an even more ‘limited literacy’
(Flower, 1994) than intended, particularly with respect to the teaching of
writing. Frater argues for the need for teachers’ opinions to be valued
more highly by the community generally and by policy makers in partic-
ular. I would say that it is equally important that teachers have access to
professional development that fosters understanding and confidence with
educational principles that are supported by research. Without this there is
little chance of standards being raised.

The implementation of the National Literacy Strategy, admittedly still
at a relatively early stage, illustrates how a simplified pedagogy can
emerge in the translation of policy into practice. This is, arguably, more
likely to occur when the policy lacks explicit links to research evidence
that would allow teachers to reconstruct the theoretical background
necessary for an informed interpretation of the National Literacy
Strategy: an interpretation that goes beyond the literal. The practice of
simplified pedagogy is  more likely to occur when teachers lack confi-
dence due to low motivation and/or inadequate understanding of literacy
development. It is also understandable that the content of training in a
new policy initiative becomes simplified, due to the rush to implement
policy and to the constraints of the training provision. However, there are
clearly, here, a set of forces that might lead to a reductionist and over-
simplified approach to the teaching of writing. Research evidence on the
importance of teachers needing to connect up theory and practice in order
to be effective comes from the Teacher Training Agency funded ‘Effective
Teachers of Literacy’ project (Medwell et al., 1998). The effective teachers
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identified in this project were well theorised, were able to verbalise strong
connections between their theory and practice, and integrated skills
teaching smoothly in meaningful contexts. By contrast, the less effective
validation group teachers placed great emphasis on the teaching of skills,
but were less well-theorised, and tended to teach the skills in a decontex-
tualised manner (ibid.: 43)

Competing discourses in writing research

This chapter does not present a full review of research on effective
teaching methods for developing children’s writing (for which, see Smith
and Elley, 1999; Beard 2000b, and this volume). It is not going to say that
particular teaching methods lead directly to measurable improvements in
children’s writing. What it attempts instead is to review key developments
in writing research and composition studies, in order to find a way
through the ‘competing discourses’ (Fairclough, 1989) in this area, and to
establish some key principles that are supported by theory. Some of this
research has not been widely disseminated at the level of primary and
secondary education. I would also argue that it is useful to look to the
broader field of composition research to complement empirical studies that
focus on effective writing behaviour, by providing a more complex picture
of composition. As Coe (1994: 167) stresses, ‘the process is best under-
stood by describing not a writer’s behaviour, but the system within which
that behaviour makes sense’. In attempting to make sense of a range of
research perspectives on writing it is hoped that some key principles will
emerge that will help more teachers to have a grasp of the nature of the
‘system’ of composition.

Empirical studies of pedagogical effectiveness are important, and we
need to have more of them. However, such studies need to be seen through
the lens of an understanding of the fundamental processes of composition.
Otherwise they will inevitably emphasise discrete skills, the ‘basics’ where
accuracy can be easily measured, in the search for definitive answers: the
much-demanded evidence for foolproof strategies for raising standards.
There can be a tendency to privilege a quantitative, empirical approach
that devalues other sources of evidence, such as messier, qualitative
approaches, or the consensus that emerges from a range of perspectives.

At this point it is appropriate to raise the issue the generalisability of
composition research to school contexts. Hilton (2001) criticises Beard
(2000a) for applying Hillock’s (1986) conclusions to primary pupils when
they are intended for secondary age pupils. Clearly a distinction needs to
be made between research on pedagogy, which must take account of
pupils’ prior experience of and relative familiarity with, for example,
particular grammatical structures or genres, and research on fairly funda-
mental cognitive, social and cultural processes involved in composition. It
is this latter area that is the focus of composition studies.
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There have been several attempts, at various times, and in different
ways, to map the field of writing research (for example, Hillocks, 1986,
1995; Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1987; Nystrand, Greene and Wiemelt,
1993; Smith and Elley, 1999; Applebee, 2000; Beard, 2000b). The rest of
this section focuses on what we can learn about writing from different
research discourses within the field of composition studies, presenting an
overview, necessarily very selective and concise, of three major theoretical
perspectives: cognitive, genre theory and sociocognitive. For each of these
perspectives key concepts will be identified, as well as implications for
the development of writing. Discussion of sociocognitive perspectives
leads into a consideration of the work of Flower (1994) who, in the
context of the broader standards debate, proposes a compelling theoret-
ical framework for understanding composition. (For a fuller discussion of
the ‘intellectual history’ of the field of composition studies up to the early
1990s, see Nystrand, Greene and Wiemelt, 1993. It is also worth
pointing out that, although there are connections, composition studies is
a distinct field from that of academic literacy or English for specific
purposes.)

Cognitive models of composition

Writing fifteen years ago Wilkinson (1986: 35) stated that ‘writing as a
cognitive act has not had the attention it deserves’ from United Kingdom
researchers and educators, but that ‘what we neglected was being developed
in the United States’, by which he means North America, as he makes signif-
icant reference to the early work of Bereiter and Scardamalia in Toronto. It
seems that we in the United Kingdom have only begun to recognise the
importance of this work in the last five years or so – and the work of
Bereiter and Scardamalia (see 1987) is now getting the attention it deserves.

The cognitive perspective was dominant in the field of composition
studies in the 1970s and 1980s, and typically focused on the behaviour
and cognitive processes of individual writers. From a cognitive perspective,
writing is seen as a problem-solving process. In fact, one of the main
attractions for cognitive researchers was that it was an example of
complex human problem-solving, and a major early focus, as in other
areas of problem-solving research, was that of expert–novice differences.
A dominant methodology is the use of concurrent ‘think aloud’ protocols,
which, despite their limitations, proved a valuable means of gaining insight
into the decision-making processes and metacognition of experts and
novices while writing. There was acknowledgement of the intended audi-
ence and the context in which these individuals were writing, insofar as
they were part of the writer’s cognitive representation of the task.
However, there was generally little or no attention to the wider social or
cultural context of writing.

Cognitive perspectives on writing have been very valuable in clari-
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fying the organisation of writing processes (planning, organising, trans-
lating and reviewing), and how these vary between individuals. These
differences have been explored most notably in the seminal work of
Hayes and Flower, a cognitive psychologist and a rhetorician, respec-
tively (Hayes and Flower, 1981, 1984; Flower and Hayes, 1980). Most
of the cognitive research on writing at this time was done with under-
graduate students, although some was done with high school students,
and Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) developed a cognitive model of
writing alongside research on pedagogy in schools. Another important
contribution of the work of Hayes and Flower and Bereiter and
Scardamalia was that they provided a model for knowledge about the
content of writing – meaning – and about writing itself – rhetorical
knowledge – and, crucially, about the interaction between the two in the
composition process. A significant concept was that of ‘knowledge-
transforming’ writing (Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1987) through which
writers change their understanding of the content area as a result of
solving rhetorical problems.

It is important to note the distinction between cognitive process models
of writing at a theoretical level, and the ‘process approach’ to teaching
writing in the classroom (Graves, 1983) at a pedagogical level. The two
approaches have developed somewhat independent parallel paths.
Teachers in the United Kingdom have been more likely to be aware of the
‘process approach’ of Graves, but cognitive models of writing have had an
impact on our understanding of teaching and learning in writing, and thus
on pedagogy. This impact lies in two areas: a useable model of the writing
process and support for particular kinds of interventions. A focus on task
representation and constraints, planning, reviewing, and learning through
writing, through the interaction between content knowledge and genre
knowledge, supports an informed use of drafting, rather than what can at
worst be meaningless redrafting at whole text level – which can occur in
writers who do not have such understanding. To support writing develop-
ment, this cognitive perspective implies the use of worked examples and
supported constraint reduction (essentially removing some of the demands
by providing scaffolds or deferring checking for grammatical correctness,
for example). Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) developed effective class-
room interventions based on their model, designing activities to encourage
reflective writing – again a means of scaffolding children’s learning. (See
Levy and Ransdell (1996) for more recent research within a cognitive
perspective.)

Genre theory

In Australia, genre theory (see Cope and Kalantzis, 1993) grew out of
systemic linguistics (Halliday, 1985), and has had a significant impact on
the pedagogy of writing in Australia and, largely through the work of
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Wray and Lewis (1997) and the National Literacy Strategy, in the United
Kingdom as well. By contrast, the version of genre theory that originated
largely in North America (Swales, 1990; Freedman and Medway 1994),
which is different in some important ways, has not had as much impact in
United Kingdom schools – not least because it emphasises the fluidity of
genres and consequently limited possibilities of analysis, thus making it
appear difficult to apply in classrooms. As well as having a strong theoret-
ical and research base in applied linguistics, the Australian genre
researchers worked with local teachers to develop a robust pedagogy for
teaching children text genres important to school literacy, particularly in
relation to six key examples: report, explanation, procedure, discussion,
recount and narrative. The motivation of this work was the empowerment
of disadvantaged groups by providing access to the genres of the dominant
culture. Whilst teaching focused on the linguistic features of texts within
the six genres, it was intended that this was always within a view of genres
as social processes. Because of this attention to teaching genres through
example texts, the Australian genre school has been characterised as static
and prescriptive by North American genre researchers (Freedman and
Medway, 1994), but this is an exaggerated dichotomisation of two
perspectives that have a considerable amount of overlap, despite their
differences in emphasis and level of linguistic analysis. However, the
Australian genre school does have a structured model for explicit instruc-
tion, where the teacher takes on the role as expert in leading pupils
through the stages of modelling (investigating the features of the genre
model), joint negotiation (similar to shared writing in National Literacy
Strategy terms) and independent writing. Thus the pupil is led through a
scaffolded cycle from reading to independent writing within a critical,
analytical framework.

The development of genre theory represented a shift in emphasis to
seeing writing as social communication within particular cultural contexts:
‘Whereas meaning in the 1970s was mainly a cognitive issue, by the 1980s,
it had become “socialized” … [partly in] direct reaction to the hegemony
of cognitive research in the early 1980s’ (Nystrand, Greene and Wiemelt,
1993). In the last decade, there has been a resurgence of interest in the
cognitive aspects of writing. Sociocognitive, or social cognitive, perspec-
tives on writing (for example, Berkenkotter and Huckin, 1993; Flower,
1994) have emerged in recognition that early cognitive models effectively
partitioned off the ‘social’, as a set of external contextual factors. They
have also built on recent developments in neo-Vygotskian theory, in situ-
ated cognition (Brown, Collins and Duguid, 1989) and in genre research.
However, cognitive models that take into account social factors are not
necessarily truly sociocognitive. Hayes (1996) has developed the original
Hayes and Flower model of writing to produce ‘a new framework
for understanding cognition and affect in writing’, which might be seen as
belonging to this perspective, although he rejects the term ‘social-cognitive’,

Research and developing writing 31



describing his model as ‘individual-environmental’. It is thus more accurate
to see this as a relatively unreconstructed cognitive model.

Sociocognitive models

Sociocognitive models of composition are concerned with ‘how individual
intention and agency insert themselves within culturally and socially
organised practices’ (Nystrand, Greene and Wiemelt, 1993). They empha-
sise the dynamic relationship between meaning, form, social context and
culture, but see the act of composing as essentially cognitive, as Flower
(1994) explains:

The strong case for cognition lies, I believe, in the fact that the agent
in even a socially extended process of making meaning is not society,
community or a discourse; that is, meanings are not made by an
abstract, theoretical construct but by individual writers, readers,
speakers, and listeners who are interpreting inferred meanings around
them, constructing their own, and attempting to share those meanings
with or impose them on other members of their social or cultural
collective. Individual meaning is not sui generis, but it is nonetheless a
cognitive construction, created out of prior knowledge in response to
the multiple layers of a writer’s social, rhetorical, and cultural context.

(Flower, 1994: 89)

Within a sociocognitive perspective, becoming literate depends on both
knowledge of social conventions and individual problem-solving. We need
to teach pupils strategic skills, rather than what Flower terms ‘a pedagogy
of correctness’. She suggests that in order to be literate pupils need the
skills:

• to read a situation;
• to plan, organise, and revise;
• to build and negotiate meaning;
• to use and adapt conventions;
• to figure out what new discourses expect and how to enter them.

(adapted from Flower, 1994: 7)

An effective means of developing composition is thus through the use of
collaborative writing to model these strategic skills when writing in an
authentic context. We also need to investigate ‘how children’s understand-
ings of the genres and functions within and across particular kinds of
reading or writing activities affect the approaches used, the meanings
conveyed and the learnings that ensue’ (Langer, 1986: 143).

Although the sociocognitive perspective on writing can be seen as a
synthesis of the cognitive and genre approaches, these do remain three
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distinct research discourses. These research perspectives cannot be fully
reconciled at a theoretical level, but there is a considerable degree of
overlap in their pedagogical implications. If we go beyond the character-
istic discourses of the different perspectives, we can see that two key
themes for developing writing receive particular support from across the
range of research:

• scaffolding understanding of written communication – through activi-
ties that model strategic writing skills and analysing genres in context

• scaffolding the writing process – through reducing constraints,
providing structural support and collaborative writing.

The professional development of teachers

The importance of teachers’ professional knowledge in developing pupils’
writing, as in other areas of education, is widely accepted (Coe, 1994;
Wray and Lewis, 1997; Smith and Elley, 1999; Beard, 2000b). Generally
one would expect that teachers who are well-theorised – who have an
informed and sophisticated understanding of the complexity of the writing
process – will be able to teach ‘the basics’ of literacy in more meaningful
contexts and thus more effectively than those who do not.

There has been a tendency to overlook composition studies and theoret-
ical models of writing, especially when some of the supporting research
has been carried out in non-school contexts, such as in the field of compo-
sition studies. The fact that it can be easier to find ‘hard’ evidence for
teaching technical skills, which lend themselves to more empirical
approaches, than more complex compositional skills, means that discrete
technical skills are sometimes over-emphasised, leading to a reductionist,
componential approach. However, the previous section has attempted to
show how the integrated models and theoretical perspectives of composi-
tion can improve our broader understanding of the writing process. As a
result of this, it should be possible both to readjust our ideas about the
fundamental skills of writing and to have the professional confidence to
teach technical skills in a more integrated way.

Interestingly, there is an analogy here between the teaching of writing in
schools and the training of teachers of writing. The teaching of writing is a
similarly complex process, in social and cognitive terms, to writing itself. It
is inadequate for pupils to be taught a model of writing which simply
reproduces the behaviour of good writers, or indeed the behaviour of
‘novice’ writers, as is sometimes the case, whether this is through an over-
simplified drafting approach or an oversimplified genre approach.
Similarly, teachers don’t just need training to reproduce the behaviour –
the moves or stages – of effective literacy teachers. They also need to
understand the teaching of literacy at a strategic level – just as we need to
teach writing strategically (Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1987; Flower, 1994).
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Teachers need principles, rather than routines, in order to be (or to become)
confident teachers of writing.

Conclusions: some principles for developing writing –
and teachers of writing

It is not surprising that the research–policy–practice link is fragile. There is
a tension between forces for simplification at the levels of policy and prac-
tice, and forces for complication at the level of research, where specialised
and competing academic discourses can make it difficult to draw out
implications for practice. Researchers and policy makers may be too
tempted to try to find, or indeed fund, research to support elements of
writing pedagogy in a piecemeal and retrospective way, and risk misap-
plying this through not having a sufficiently complex picture of writing.
Teachers need to avoid the mechanical implementation of structured
teaching, particularly at the word and sentence level. In order to discourage
these trends we need to do two other things. First, we need to identify
some fundamental principles about composition, which we can then use in
teacher education and as criteria by which to both evaluate and orientate
current initiatives in the teaching of writing. Second, we need to develop
pedagogy by supporting more extensive research into the teaching of
writing in meaningful classroom contexts.

I would like to suggest that we already have such a set of principles.
Flower presents a set of ‘strong claims’ for ‘a social cognitive alternative to
the public story of literacy’ (1994: 19–30; summarised below), which can
serve as a powerful set of fundamental principles for understanding
writing, and which reinstate thinking and learning in the writing process,
as well as confirming the primary role of meaning-making in writing, at
every stage.

1 Literacy is an action. Literacy is not a generalised ability a person
possesses (or does not possess). Literacy is a set of actions and transac-
tions in which people use reading and writing for personal and social
purposes.

2 Literacy is a move within a discourse practice. When people engage in
literate action, they are doing more than decoding or producing text.
Like any social practice, it has a history with a set of expectations and
conventions. A discourse practice cannot be reduced to a genre or a
kind of text; it is a social and rhetorical situation in which texts play a
specialised role.

3 Becoming literate depends on knowledge of social conventions and on
individual problem solving.

4 The new ‘basics’ should start with expressive and rhetorical practices.
From this perspective, what is basic is the how-to knowledge [that]
goes by various names – heuristics, process plans, rhetorical or
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problem-solving strategies, critical thinking skills – but in essence, they
are action plans for carrying out a literate act. In this rhetorical tradi-
tion, the basic, foundational skills in learning to be literate are the
skills one needs to read a situation; to plan, organize, and revise; to
build and negotiate meaning; to use and adapt conventions; and to
figure out what new discourses expect and how to enter them (Flower
1994: 27).

5 Literate action opens the door to metacognitive and social awareness.
In other words, literacy as a social cognitive act creates some opportu-
nities for strategic thinking and reflection that are absent in the pedagogy
of textual conventions and correctness.

I will conclude by stressing that the most important way of developing
pupils’ writing is by developing teachers’ understanding of writing. In the
United Kingdom we have a mixed history of dissemination of theory and
practice in the area of literacy. We can see that much of the National
Literacy Strategy, particularly shared and guided writing at its best, is
supported by the research on writing reviewed in this chapter, even if this
is not always explicit in the framework itself. However, there is a danger
that without a principled understanding of writing such as that offered by
Flower (1994) we will, perhaps implicitly, disseminate a ‘simple view’ of
writing, in the same way as Purcell-Gates (this volume) criticises the
‘simple view of reading’ in the United States. Teachers need the ‘whole
picture’: a more integrated and fully developed model of writing rather
than a set of activities, however well devised. I would like to argue that the
importance of embracing complexity is what research tells us about how
we should be developing writing:

Under the pressures of outside evaluation and the exigencies of
instruction, many administrators and teachers may opt for limited
literacies, designating some feature (whether it be correctness, self-
expression, or a disciplinary practice like literary analysis) as basic and
turning it into the signifier and test of literacy. Complexity and
dialectic are hard to sell.

(Flower, 1994: 32)
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A national target already achieved

The National Literacy Strategy (NLS) for England was launched at a
London conference in 1997. During the conference, the opposition
spokesperson for Education, David Blunkett, announced a target that, if
his party came to power the following May, 80 per cent of 11-year-olds in
England would reach Level 4 in reading by 2002 (the target was later
adjusted to Level 4 in English). The ambitious nature of this target is
underlined by the fact that in 1996 the percentage of pupils achieving
Level 4 in reading was only 58 per cent. Level 4 is the standard in reading
and writing expected to be gained by the average 11-year-old in their end-
of-year national test. Speaking at the same conference, Professor Bob
Slavin commented that the announcement reminded him of President
Kennedy’s 1962 target of getting a man on the moon by the end of the
decade. Only, added Professor Slavin, the NLS target was more difficult.

Yet, three years later, the target for reading was achieved two years
early. Progress towards the English target for 2002 had already been much
greater than seemed feasible in 1997. Only the writing attainment of boys
seemed likely to threaten the achievement of the target as a whole. At this
high-profile national level, the National Literacy Strategy has already been
a major success for English primary schools. It has brought about unprece-
dented requests for the sharing of its practices from other UK countries,
from independent schools and from the secondary sector. The Strategy has
been held up by international authorities on educational change as the
most ambitious large-scale strategy of educational reform witnessed since
the 1960s (Fullan, 2000). This chapter attempts to provide the careful
analysis that the success of the NLS calls for. Its achievements fall into
even sharper relief when set against earlier attempts to raise literacy stan-
dards at both local and national levels.

Some earlier attempts to raise standards

Previous more localised attempts to raise standards of literacy have not
enjoyed anything like the degree of success of the NLS; many have been

3 As the research predicted?
Examining the success of the
National Literacy Strategy
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inconclusive. For instance, the Bradford Book Flood Project involved a
substantial increase in book stocks but its evaluation noted that raising
literacy standards involved a complex interplay of factors of which the
provision of texts were but one part (Ingham, 1982).

Margaret Meek’s Achieving Literacy was based on a similarly inconclu-
sive study (Meek et al., 1983). This involved the use of ‘real books’ to raise
the standards of pupils whose reading development had been delayed.
Indeed, the study’s lack of success apparently led to the publication of the
study being thrown into question, although this did not discourage Meek
from going on to build her theories of ‘how texts teach what readers learn’
on related anecdotal evidence (Meek, 1988).

The Leeds Primary Needs Programme, whose evaluation report received
prominent coverage in the national press in the early 1990s, involved a
substantial investment of resources and in-service training over five years,
totalling £15 millions, but it appeared to have little effect on standards.
A key constraint appeared to be the promotion of a complex ‘integrated
day’ pedagogy which ‘presumed that the particular classroom layouts and
patterns of organisation commended would promote children’s learning
more effectively than others … . [The commended approaches included]
multiple curriculum focus in teaching sessions, with different groups
working in different curriculum areas and the kinds of teacher–pupil inter-
action associated with a commitment to discovery learning’ (Alexander,
1992: 143). Unfortunately, during the time of the Primary Needs
Programme, a slight decline in reading standards was found across the
LEA (ibid.: 52). Robin Alexander’s report culminates in his raising the
‘problem of good primary practice’, in which ‘the good tends to be
asserted but seldom demonstrated’ (ibid.: 180). As will be shown later in
the present chapter, this challenging of widely held assumptions has consis-
tently run through primary and literacy education in recent years.

The Haringey Project, on the other hand, was much more successful in
raising reading attainment. Pupils taking home books recommended by the
teacher to read to their parents led to highly significant gains that were still
evident five years later (Tizard et al., 1982; Hewison, 1988). However,
replications of the Haringey research in other contexts have been inconclu-
sive (Hannon and Jackson, 1987; Tizard et al., 1988). The issues raised by
the discrepancy in findings have been discussed by Toomey (1993).

A previous central government policy for raising standards was focused
on the introduction of a National Curriculum in 1989 and a concomitant
programme of national testing. Ironically, the national testing programme
has not been a reliable way of monitoring national standards over a
sustained period of time. The change in the national testing criteria from
statements of attainment to level descriptions in 1995 invalidated compar-
isons of the years before and after this point. The statements of attainment
model had, in any case, been subjected to substantial technical criticism
(Pumfrey and Elliot, 1991). The application of norm-referenced measures
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of reading in longitudinal studies have also failed to come up with
evidence that the introduction of a National Curriculum has itself raised
standards of reading (Davies and Brember, 1997; 1998).

Research and the National Literacy Strategy

Such a background makes the immediate success of the NLS, on such a
large scale, all the more noteworthy. Above all, it reflects sustained hard
work by thousands of teachers and pupils. It represents the pay-off from a
substantial investment in education by central government, in training
materials, in-service programmes and the appointment of several hundred
literacy consultants in LEAs.

However, a more profound explanation of the success of the NLS may
lie in the much maligned area of educational research. It is paradoxical
that, soon after educational research was being subjected to substantial
criticism (e.g. Hargreaves, 1996; Tooley and Darby, 1998; Woodhead,
1998), the likely success of the NLS was being predicted on the basis of a
wide-ranging research review (Beard, 1999; see also Beard, 2000b),
although what actually counts as ‘educational’ research is not always easy
to determine. The review was, in turn, built on the reports from a literacy
task force that contained two academics whose work had focused specifi-
cally on the research–policy interface.

School effectiveness research

The basis of the prediction lay in both generic and subject-specific
domains. As was mentioned earlier, English primary schools have for many
years been influenced by notions of ‘good practice’ that have become
increasingly at odds with generic research findings on school effectiveness.
These findings have added significance because they have been confirmed
after advances in multilevel statistical modelling (Davies, 2000) and
multiple studies which have been brought together in meta-analyses. Meta-
analyses on school effectiveness and classroom effectiveness were central
considerations in the research reviewed during the setting up of the
National Literacy Strategy. Two meta-analyses in particular were singled
out by the Literacy Task Force (LTF, 1997b): those by Jaap Scheerens
(1992) and Bert Creemers (1994).

School effectiveness is a relatively new area of educational research, as
is the use of meta-analyses in social research generally (Glass et al., 1981).
The effectiveness field is still characterised by debates, particularly on
factor isolation (Goldstein and Woodhouse, 2000). Nevertheless, the
following extract from Scheerens’ analyses identifies a number of factors
that, according to research and inspection evidence, were relatively
uncommon in primary schools before the advent of the NLS.
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Scheerens (1992) identifies two characteristics of school effectiveness
that have ‘multiple empirical research confirmation’:

structured teaching, i.e.

• making clear what has to be learnt
• dividing material into manageable units
• teaching in a well-considered sequence
• using material in which pupils make use of hunches and prompts
• regular testing for progress
• giving immediate feedback

effective learning time.

This factor is partly related to the first, in that whole class teaching can
often be superior to individualised teaching because in the latter the
teacher has to divide attention in such a way that the net result per pupil is
lower. Other aspects of effective teaching time are ‘curricular emphasis’,
related to the time spent on certain subjects, and the need to inspire, chal-
lenge and praise so as to stimulate the motivation to learn and thus
indirectly to increase net learning time.

The London study

As was indicated in the earlier references to the Leeds study, the emphasis
in English primary schools has been more on the teacher facilitating
learning by extensive use of individual and group work. Whole class
teaching has often been denigrated as failing to cater for children’s indi-
vidual needs. Above all, English primary education has been unusual in the
international context in promoting teaching approaches in which several
subject areas are tackled a the same time. The relative ineffectiveness of
this approach was highlighted in one of the first major school effectiveness
studies which studied fifty primary schools over a three year period
(Mortimore et al., 1988), using measures of reading, writing, basic and
practical mathematics, oral skills and classroom behaviour. The study
identified the importance of ‘limited focus’ in lessons:

pupils made greater progress when teachers tended to organise lessons
around one particular curriculum area … [Where] the tendency was for
the teacher regularly to organise classroom work such that three or more
curriculum areas were running concurrently, then pupils’ progress was
marred …. pupil industry was lower … noise and pupil movement were
greater, and teachers spent less time discussing work and more time on
routine issues and behaviour control … higher-order communications
occurred more frequently when the teacher talked to the whole class.

(Mortimore et al., 1988: 253–6)
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Mortimore et al. report that ‘limited curriculum focus’ is one of twelve
factors which are characteristic of effective schools, including purposeful
leadership by the head teacher, a work-centred environment and a positive
climate. They also note features that were to become hallmarks of the
National Literacy Strategy’s Literacy Hour: explaining the purpose of the
work to pupils and a balance of whole class and independent work (for
which pupils were taught the related skills and guided in the allocated
tasks). The researchers go on to identify the value of an audit of what has
been achieved and learned, part of what in time was to become the plenary
session in the Literacy Hour.

The authors are clearly aware of the tensions between their findings and
the views of ‘good practice’ that were prevalent at the time. Like
Alexander, they encourage a questioning of established assumptions:

It appears that many experienced and extremely skilful teachers,
whose normal practice has been to limit the curriculum focus of their
lessons, have been led to feel guilty about their failure to manage more
diverse activities … Many teachers have felt that they ought to be able
to handle a variety of topics a the same time. The implication of our
data is that they should think again.

(Mortimore et al., 1988: 270, 287)

The Literacy Task Force

Some critics of the NLS have noted the apparent anomaly of the NLS
Review of Research and Other Related Evidence being published after the
decision was taken to implement the Strategy. Such criticisms fail to take
account of the fact that school effectiveness research is clearly being drawn
upon in both reports from the Literacy Task Force (LTF, 1997a and b).
The Task Force contained two major authorities in the field, Michael
Barber and David Reynolds. Reynolds, in particular, had consistently
drawn attention to the tensions between British teaching practices and
research findings on effectiveness, including issues raised by unnecessarily
complex teaching arrangements (Barber, 1997; Reynolds, 1992; Reynolds
et al., 1994; Reynolds, 1998). This concern also continued to be expressed
in reports of inspection evidence (e.g. Ofsted, 1997).

What may be seen as a greater anomaly than that referred to above is
the fact that school effectiveness research seems to have been overlooked
in many literacy education publications, despite the prompts that were
sometimes given (e.g. Beard, 1990, 1991, 1992).

Reading process research

If generic research on school effectiveness partly predicted the success of
the NLS, so did reading research, especially that concerned with the
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reading process and the role of phonic knowledge. Again, there is evidence
of a substantial discrepancy between the model of reading assumed by
influential teacher education publications and the conclusions from
research, in this case particularly experimental research. These conclusions
have been recently marked by an unusual consensus in what has often
been a contentious area of investigation. At an international conference at
the University of Glasgow in 1995, the morning session ended with one
eminent British researcher commenting in a rather surprised tone of voice,
‘We all agree!’. The focus of the agreement was the relative importance of
word recognition compared with the use of contextual support in reading.
Recent psychological research indicates that what characterises reading
fluency is context-independent word recognition and context-dependent
comprehension. This is well discussed by one of the speakers at the
Glasgow conference, Charles Perfetti (1995). It may not be too much of an
exaggeration to say that UK literacy education has, for many years, been
disproportionately influenced by a model that is in many ways diametri-
cally opposite.

For some years fluent reading was held to be a ‘psycholinguistic guessing
game’ by some influential writers. This view assumed that fluent reading
was characterised by increasing use of contextual cues and minimal use of
visual cues (Goodman, 1967; Smith 1971). In the last twenty years a great
deal of evidence has been put forward in support of the opposite view (see
also Beard, 1995; Stanovich, 2000). The change in thinking has recently
been starkly underlined by Jane Hurry in her literature review for the QCA
on intervention strategies in early literacy:

It is now very clear that Goodman and Smith were wrong in thinking
that skilled readers pay so little attention to the details of print …
skilled readers attend closely to letters and words and in fact … it is
the less skilled readers who rely more heavily on contextual cues to
support their reading.

(Hurry, 2000: 9)

Recent research-based models of fluent reading suggest that reading
involves the use of sources of contextual, comprehension, visual and
phonological information which are simultaneously interactive, issuing
and accommodating to and from each other (Rumelhart and McClelland,
1986; Seidenberg and McClelland, 1989; Adams, 1990; Reid, 1993;
Stanovich and Stanovich, 1995; Perfetti, 1995). These experimental find-
ings are brought together in the National Literacy Strategy in the
‘searchlights’ model. As the NLS Framework notes, most teachers are
aware of these strategies for reading, but have often been over-cautious
about the teaching of the phonic aspect of reading (DfEE, 1998a: 4). Again,
there is a substantial research base to this issue and, again, influential
views have had to be challenged and eventually superseded.
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The role of phonic knowledge

Researchers have associated phonological awareness, children’s ability to
hear speech sounds, with early success in learning to read for some years.
Children’s phonological development follows a clear pattern, from being
aware of syllables, to being aware of onsets and rimes within syllables, to
being aware of phonemes (Treiman and Zukowski, 1996). There is also a
significant connection between children’s phonological development and
their later reading success, linking oracy and literacy in highly specific
ways. The central importance of phonemic processing in reading develop-
ment has been increasingly highlighted by research on both sides of the
Atlantic (e.g. Rieben and Perfetti, 1991; Gough et al., 1992, Shimron,
1996; Macmillan, 1997; Byrne, 1998, McGuinness, 1998).

In contrast, the prevailing view in teacher education has been based on
other perspectives. It has been widely assumed that learning to read has
much in common with learning to speak. These assumptions have been
combined with arguments against the use of systematic teaching of
sound–letter correspondences (phonics). By 1992, publications which
espoused such theories figured largely in initial teacher education book
lists (Brooks et al., 1992). The most recommended booklet on these lists
was one espousing an ‘apprenticeship approach’ to teaching early reading,
which referred to phonics as ‘only one very small part of reading’
(Waterland, 1985: 24; see also Beard and Oakhill, 1994).

It is difficult to estimate the effects that Waterland’s ideas, and the ideas
of those who espoused her views, had on the teaching of early reading.
Inspection evidence suggests, however, that, through the 1990s, the
teaching of phonic knowledge was sometimes unconvincing and at times
haphazard (HMI, 1991; Ofsted, 1996a; Ofsted, 1998). In contrast, the
National Literacy Strategy clearly draws on both the experimental research
and the inspection evidence in its commitment to a strong and systematic
teaching of phonics and other word level skills (DfEE, 1998a: 4), but
within a balanced framework that ensures continuing attention to text and
sentence level teaching as well. The importance of such a balance is shown
in overseas literacy research that is discussed below.

Lessons from overseas literacy research

Inspection evidence and curriculum development research have also high-
lighted several other aspects where British primary education may have
been out of step with thinking in other countries. Early reading in English
primary schools has been largely taught by individualised methods in
which the structure of commercial materials was often very influential.
There was little use of regular direct class or group teaching of reading,
even when the design of commercial materials suggested it (Ofsted,
1996c). As an earlier HMI report had pointed out, for most pupils in Key
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Stage 1, reading to the teacher was often the most frequent experience of
one-to-one teaching … often less than five minutes per pupil. Schools
generally provided too few opportunities for the pupils to see and hear the
text of a story simultaneously (HMI, 1992: 16).

This state of affairs contrasted with the shared reading approaches
which have been developed in New Zealand. In these, teacher and pupils
simultaneously read aloud a large format text. The approach has been
especially promoted in the writing of Don Holdaway (1979, 1982). He was
particularly interested in developing methods which resembled the visual
intimacy with print which characterises the pre-school book experience of
parents reading with their children. Holdaway suggests that the use of ‘big
books’ and shared reading enables the teacher to display the skill of
reading in purposeful use, while keeping before pupils’ attention the fact
that the process is print-stimulated. Research suggests that, before the
National Literacy Strategy, large format texts were not widely used for
teaching reading in English primary schools (e.g. Cato, et al., 1992; Ireson
et al., 1995; Wragg et al., 1998; see also Beard, 2000c)

There was a similar story in relation to the teaching of skills for dealing
with information texts. According to inspection evidence, these were
taught rather patchily and sometimes left to chance (Ofsted, 1996a). Links
between reading and writing were often not directly made (Ofsted,
1996b). This indicated that much might be gained from the approaches
developed from Australian genre theory. The distinctive features of various
genres are used first to raise awareness about their structures, then to
model them in shared reading and writing and eventually to tackle them in
collaborative or independent writing (Martin, 1989; Callaghan and Rothery,
1988; Cope and Kalantzis, 1993).

The EXEL project at Exeter University has also influenced the NLS. The
project has drawn together a range of skills and strategies to form the
EXIT model (‘Extending Interactions With Text’). The model maps ten
process stages and related questions from activation of previous knowl-
edge, through establishing purposes and locating information, to
interacting with a text and communicating the information to others
(Wray and Lewis, 1997).

To assist children in the writing of non-fiction, the project has used a
number of ‘frames’, skeleton outlines of starters, connectives and sentence
modifiers, to help to ‘scaffold’ early attempts to write in particular genres
(Lewis and Wray, 1995). The EXEL project focused on recounts, reports,
procedures, explanations, persuasion and discussion, building on the work
of Beverly Derewianka (1990). The potential of this curriculum develop-
ment research was recognised by the Literacy Task Force (LTF, 1997b: 38)
and subsequently many of its ideas were built into the NLS Framework for
Teaching (DfEE, 1998a).
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International comparisons

The potential of a national infusion of direct, interactive teaching which
drew upon the above sources was further underlined by international
comparisons of reading performance. Britain is located within a ‘middle’
group of countries which includes Belgium and Spain. In the middle and
upper parts of the range of scores, children in England and Wales
performed as well as those in countries much higher in the rank order
(Brooks, Pugh and Schagen, 1996: 13). However, a distinctive feature of
British performance is the existence of a long ‘tail’ of under-achievement
which is relatively greater than that of other countries (ibid.: 10).

Dealing with the tail of under-achievement

There are several programmes in different parts of the world which are
specifically targeted at disadvantaged students. These use combinations of
teaching approaches which, until recently, were relatively rare in the UK,
but which have subsequently been adapted by the NLS. For instance, Bob
Slavin’s Success for All programme is currently in use in nearly 500 schools
in over 30 states in the USA. It is also used in an adapted form in
Australia, Canada, Israel and Mexico (Slavin, 1996).

The main features of Success for All (more recently called ‘Roots and
Wings’) are:

• a fast-paced, structured curriculum;
• direct, interactive teaching;
• systematic phonics in the context of interesting text;
• a combination of shared and paired reading and writing;
• early interventions for pupils who have not made expected progress

after one year at school.

A similar strategy especially to address the needs of disadvantaged pupils is
being implemented in Melbourne, Australia, in the Early Literacy Research
Project (ELRP) (see Raban and Essex, this volume) led by Carmel Crévola
and Peter Hill (1998), researchers whose work has also clearly influenced
the NLS (LTF, 1997a: 19).

The National Literacy Project

Perhaps the most significant indicator of the likely success of the NLS
came from the National Literacy Project. The National Literacy Project
(NLP) was set up in England by the previous government in the spring of
1996 in fifteen Local Education Authorities. The rationale of the NLP
drew upon the school management and teaching quality evidence from
research and school inspections. Participating schools implemented two
key structures, a Framework for Teaching, which translated the National
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Curriculum into termly objectives, and the Literacy Hour, whose time allo-
cation was based on the review of the National Curriculum (Dearing,
1994). The Framework and the Literacy Hour were earlier versions of
what were subsequently to be included in the NLS.

Major gains in attainment

The NLP was evaluated by the National Foundation for Educational
Research (Sainsbury et al., 1998). Data were collected from 250 schools.
The test results revealed a significant and substantial improvement over
the eighteen-month period. Final test scores had improved by approxi-
mately six standardised score points for Y3/4 and Y5/6 pupils. This is
equivalent to 8 to 12 months’ progress over and above what is expected in
these ages. For Y1/2 pupils the increase was nearly twice as large again, at
11.5 standardised score points.

It is unfortunate that a project that reported such startling successes and
which had such positive messages for national policy was overlooked by
critics who argue that the justifications for the NLS were post hoc. Early in
1997, the Literacy Task Force were clearly convinced that the Project was
the harbinger of a major change in literacy education.

The NLP’s framework for teaching is firmly based on the Ofsted data,
research evidence and international experience … the work of the
National Literacy Project seems likely to make a major contribution
[to raising standards]. There is nothing to be gained from a new
government coming in and overturning good work which is already in
progress. On the contrary, the National Literacy Project provides a
helpful beginning from which we can develop our strategy.

(LTF, 1997a: 19–20)

The evaluation of the NLP provided clear indications of the substantial
increase in reading standards that the NLS would be likely to bring about.
The evaluation provided less detailed evidence on writing, beyond
measures of spelling and punctuation. Later national test results raised
different issues about the influence of the NLS influence on writing.

The question of writing

As was pointed out earlier, the main obstacle to the achievement of the
2002 target was shown to lie in children’s writing attainment, especially
that of boys. Again, a clear direction for literacy education is found in
research findings, encapsulated in a meta-analysis. Provision for writing in
schools has become better informed by research in recent years, particu-
larly in relation to process and range (Beard, 2000a). However, a number
of pedagogical aspects remain underdeveloped.
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In line with its commitment to increasing the direct interactive teaching
of literacy, the NLS has promoted greater use of shared and guided
writing. The research basis of these methods appears not to be widely
appreciated and it is worth spelling them out in detail. As with the school
effectiveness research discussed earlier, a meta-analysis provides a clear
sense of direction for literacy education.

Shared writing

The value of shared writing has been underlined by the research of Bereiter
and Scardamalia (1987). On the basis of a sustained programme of over a
hundred experimental studies, they make a number of recommendations:

• pupils (and teachers) need to be made aware of the full extent of the
composing process;

• the thinking that goes on in composition needs to be modelled by the
teacher;

• pupils will benefit from reviewing their own writing strategies and
knowledge;

• pupils need a supportive and congenial writing environment, but will
also benefit from experiencing the struggles that are an integral part of
developing writing skill;

• pupils may also benefit from using various ‘facilitating’ techniques to
help them through the initial stages of acquiring more complex
processes (e.g. listing words, points that may be made, the wording of
final sentences, etc.), in advance of tackling the full text.

Such procedures can relieve the pressure on children to produce a text,
even a rough first draft, until they have assembled the support that they
need.

Guided writing

The value of guided writing has been indicated in a meta-analysis by
Hillocks (1986, 1995). Hillocks reviewed nearly 500 studies that assessed
the effectiveness of one or more teaching approaches. He then used a set of
criteria to select sixty well-designed studies for inclusion in a meta-analysis
(research synthesis). He identified four broad teaching approaches. Their
particular features are set out in Table 3.1.

Hillocks reports that the guided writing approach was two or three
times more effective than the natural process/individualised approaches
and over four times more effective than the presentational approach.
According to Hillocks, the presentational approach is only minimally
effective because it involves telling pupils what is strong or weak in writing
performance, but it does not provide opportunities for pupils to learn
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procedures for putting this knowledge to work. The process and individu-
alised approaches are only moderately effective because they prompt ideas
and plans for incorporation in particular pieces of writing, but do not
ensure that pupils develop their own ideas and plans autonomously. This is
especially so in the organisation of different kinds of writing. The guided
writing approach is more effective because it presents new forms, models
and criteria, and facilitates their use in different writing tasks. Problems
are tackled in a spirit of enquiry and problem-solving.

Evidence from recent inspection evidence

School inspection evidence has suggested, however, that writing attainment
is still relatively weak in many English primary schools. In a recent discus-
sion paper, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI) has drawn attention to
inspection findings that suggest that the writing aspects of the NLS have
not been as effectively implemented as its generic and reading aspects:

• there is insufficient teaching of writing;
• extended writing often comprises practising writing rather than being

taught how to improve it;
• in literacy hours, there is often not an appropriate balance between

reading and writing;
• skills learned in literacy lessons are insufficiently transferred into work

in other subjects;
• there is an over-reliance on duplicated worksheets;
• there is an over-reliance on the use of a good stimulus to inspire pupils

to write and insufficient back-up by the necessary teaching, for
example in teacher-modelling.
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Table 3.1 Approaches to the teaching of writing

Approach Teacher’s role Writing topics Particular teaching
strategies

‘Presentational’ Imparting
knowledge prior
to writing

Assigned by
teacher

Setting tasks and
marking outcomes

‘Natural Process’
and Individualised

Engaging pupils in
writing and
fostering positive
dispositions

Chosen by pupils Providing general
procedures e.g.
multiple drafts and
peer comments

‘Guided Writing’
(what Hillocks
calls an
‘environmental’
approach)

Inducing and
supporting active
learning of
complex strategies
that pupils are not
capable of using
on their own

Negotiated Developing
materials and
activities to engage
pupils in task-
specific processes



The features of the best teaching of writing reported by HMI include the
following, several of which are currently being taken up in the NLS
Grammar for Writing initiative (DfEE, 2000), which was developed to
bolster the teaching of writing in the 7–11 age range from 2000/1.

• a good technical knowledge of literacy (by the teacher);
• the selection of good quality texts to illustrate the particular writing

skills being taught;
• the incorporation of word and sentence-level work into the teaching of

writing;
• intervention at the point of composition to teach writing skills;
• the reinforcement and development of writing skills throughout the

curriculum (HMI, 2000).

Conclusion

There has only been space in this chapter to discuss some of the main
reasons why the success of the NLS represents the fulfilment of what could
be predicted from a close reading of educational research. The chapter has
also shown how the implementation of the NLS confronted some widely
held views and introduced different emphases in primary teaching. Such
changes inevitably cause unease. Sometimes they cause knee-jerk responses
that a reflective reading of research findings might obviate.

The success of the NLS may also confirm that its contribution to the
curriculum is not as a monolithic ‘one size fits all’ model, as has been
suggested. Instead, it provides a highly flexible framework, offering endless
permutations of shared, guided and independent work at text, sentence
and word levels. It uses a rich range of text types outlined in the national
curriculum and which schools have been able to adapt according to
circumstances.

Neither is the NLS an excessively top-down model that threatens the
flexibility of early years of schooling. Instead, it provides for such flexi-
bility by yearly rather than termly objectives for the Reception age-range
that can be used in ways that are felt to be developmentally appropriate.

Most importantly, the NLS has not yet been challenged by other
research-based curriculum models for literacy education that could be
adopted with similar or greater likelihood of success on a national scale.
The NLS has already achieved the equivalent of getting a man on the
moon. In so doing, it has raised standards and improved the life chances of
many children.
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Introduction

This article reports the results of research, commissioned by the Teacher
Training Agency in the United Kingdom, into the characteristics of
teachers who could be shown to be effective in teaching literacy to primary
school pupils. The findings are based on a close study of a sample of
teachers whose pupils made effective learning gains in literacy and of a
sample of teachers who were less effective in literacy teaching. The aims of
this research were to:

• identify the key factors in what effective teachers knew, understood
and did which enabled them to teach literacy effectively;

• identify strategies which would enable those factors to be more widely
applied;

• specify aspects of continuing professional development which appeared
to contribute to the development of effective teachers of literacy.

Effective teaching and effective teachers

The literature on effective teaching has a number of dominant themes,
including school effect issues as well as issues related to the characteristics
of effective teachers. The project reported here focused on the contribution
made by the teacher to what children learnt in literacy. Research on school
effectiveness suggests that variations in children’s literacy performance
may be related to three types of effect: whole school, teacher, and
methods/materials. Of these three, the consensus is that the effect of the
teacher is the most significant (Barr, 1984; Adams, 1990). Of the range
of models put forward to explain the various components of
school–teacher–pupil interactions, one we found particularly useful was
the concept of ‘curricular expertise’, as advanced by Alexander, Rose and
Woodhead (1992). By this they meant ‘the subject knowledge, the under-
standing of how children learn and the skills needed to teach subjects
successfully’. Effective teaching, they argued, depends on the successful
combination of this knowledge, understanding and skill.

4 What do effective teachers of
literacy know, believe and do?
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Most of the research into effective teaching is generic rather than
specific to literacy teaching. In the 1970s a number of large-scale studies in
the USA attempted to look at the effects of the teacher by searching for
links between teacher classroom behaviour and pupil achievement (see
Brophy and Good (1986) for a review). More recent studies have taken a
more complex view of the classroom and used multi-faceted methods of
research. Studies such as that of Bennett et al. (1984) looked at the classes
of teachers deemed to be effective and Mortimore et al. (1988) studied
teaching in junior schools.

Whilst the research offers little literacy-specific information it does give
a range of findings concerning

• teacher classroom behaviour, such as classroom management, task
setting, task content and pedagogic skills;

• teacher subject knowledge and beliefs, including content knowledge in
a subject, an understanding of how children learn in that subject and
the belief systems which interact with and enable such knowledge to
be put into operation in the classroom.

Effective teaching and effective teachers of literacy

There have been numerous attempts to establish the nature of effective
teaching in literacy. Most of these have begun by analysing the processes
involved in being literate and from this put forward a model to guide
instruction in literacy (for example, Chall, 1967; Flesch, 1955; Goodman
and Goodman, 1979). The argument has been that effective teaching in
literacy is that which produces effective literate behaviour in learners. This
sounds like an eminently sensible position, but its main problem has been
the difficulty researchers and teachers have found in agreeing on what
exactly should count as effective literate behaviour, especially in reading.
The major disagreement has centred around the relative importance given
in views of literacy to technical skills such as word recognition, decoding
and spelling or to higher order skills such as making meaning. Such lack of
agreement has led to proponents of radically different approaches to
teaching literacy claiming superiority for their suggested programmes, but
using very different criteria against which to judge the success of these
programmes.

An example of this can be found in recent debates about literacy
teaching. The whole language approach, for example, emphasises language
processes and the creation of learning environments in which children
experience authentic reading and writing (Weaver, 1990). Whole language
theorists and teachers stress that skills instruction should occur within the
context of natural reading and writing rather than through decontextu-
alised exercises. The development of literacy tends to be seen as a natural
by-product of immersion in high quality literacy environments.

56 David Wray and Jane Medwell



In contrast, other researchers and teachers argue that learning the code is
a critical part of early reading and that children are most likely to become
skilled in this when they are provided with systematic teaching in decoding
(e.g. Chall, 1967). There is growing evidence that such teaching increases
reading ability (Adams, 1990), especially for children who experience diffi-
culties in learning to read (Mather, 1992; Pressley and Rankin, 1994).

There have been several studies comparing the effectiveness of teaching
programmes using a whole language approach and programmes empha-
sising traditional decoding. The evidence suggests that teaching based on
whole language principles (i.e. the use of whole texts, good literature and
fully contextualised instruction) does stimulate children to engage in a
greater range of literate activities, develop more positive attitudes toward
reading and writing, and increase their understanding about the nature
and purposes of reading and writing (e.g. Morrow, 1990, 1991, 1992;
Neuman and Roskos, 1990, 1992). Evidence also indicates, however, that
whole language teaching programmes have less of an effect upon early
reading achievement as measured by standardised tests of decoding, vocab-
ulary, comprehension, and writing (Graham and Harris, 1994; Stahl,
McKenna, and Pagnucco, 1994; Stahl and Miller, 1989). Teaching which
explicitly focuses on phonemic awareness and letter–sound correspon-
dences does result in improved performance on such standardised tests
(Adams, 1990). The picture emerging from research is, therefore, not a
simple one and it appears that the nature of effective teaching of literacy
changes according to the outcome measures used to evaluate it.

An issue which has potential bearing on our understanding of the
nature of effective literacy teaching and which may offer a focal point around
which conflicting research findings can be synthesised is the near impossi-
bility of finding, and thus testing, ‘pure’ teaching approaches in literacy.
Close examination of many recent studies which appear to support the
explicit teaching of decoding and comprehension strategies suggests that,
embedded in these programmes, there are often many elements of what
could be described as whole language teaching, including, for example, the
reading of high quality children’s literature and daily original writing
by children (Pressley et al., 1991, 1992). Similarly, when the programmes
described by whole language advocates are examined closely, it is quite
apparent that they do contain a good deal of systematic teaching of
letter–sound correspondences (for example, Holdaway, 1979). These teach-
ing approaches, in fact, are tending to become more and more alike and
commentators such as Adams (1991) have suggested that there is no need
for a division between teaching approaches styled as ‘whole language’ or
‘explicit code teaching’ in orientation. What has emerged in recent years is
a realisation that explicit decoding and comprehension instruction are
most effectively carried out in the context of other components.

Such rapprochement between previously contrasting positions suggests
that effective literacy teaching is multifaceted (e.g. Adams, 1990; Cazden,
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1992; Duffy, 1991; Stahl et al., 1994). That is to say that it integrates
letter- and word-level teaching with explicit instruction in comprehension
processes and sets all of these within a context meaningful to children in
which they read and write high quality whole texts. Such an approach
might be labelled eclectic in that it involves the use of a range of methods.
Importantly, though, this implies an informed selection by the teacher from
a range of teaching techniques and approaches on the basis of a detailed
understanding of the multifaceted nature of literacy and of the needs of a
particular group of children. It does not, as Rose (1996) points out, mean
the naive use of a range of teaching methods in the hope that, like shotgun
pellets, at least some of them will hit the target.

The likely characteristics and manifestations of effective teaching of
literacy can therefore be described to some extent. The focus of our research
was to consider what it was that effective teachers knew and believed
about this teaching, and how this contributed to their effectiveness.

Designing the study

Our first step was to identify two main sample groups, one a group of
primary teachers identified as effective in the teaching of literacy, and the
second a control group of primary teachers randomly selected (the valida-
tion group).

A number of steps were taken to identify the effective literacy teachers.
We first asked for recommendations from education personnel in a
number of areas of the country. Having achieved a list of over 600
teachers recommended as effective in the teaching of literacy, we then
checked such external data sources as we could locate about these teachers
and their schools. National test data from each school and external
inspection reports were combed for any indications that the literacy
teaching of these teachers might not be as effective as we had been led to
believe. A number of teachers were deleted from the list as a result. The
head teachers of the remainder were contacted and asked (a) did they
agree that the teacher in question was effective in teaching literacy, and (b)
did they have objective evidence to indicate this was the case. The key
criterion here was whether head teachers could supply us with evidence, in
the form of standardised reading test scores, of above-average learning
gains in reading for the children in the classes of these teachers.
Satisfactory responses to both these questions led to the inclusion of that
teacher in the final sample of effective teachers of literacy, which initially
numbered 301 teachers.

Teachers in the validation group were selected to represent a range of
effectiveness in teaching literacy. Primary schools in similar areas of the
country and similar catchment areas to those of the effective teachers were
chosen and the mathematics co-ordinators of 140 of these schools initially
selected to be part of the validation sample. We thus had no reason to
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believe that these validation teachers were either effective or ineffective at
teaching literacy. They were included as a control group.

Teachers in both groups were asked to complete a questionnaire
designed to enquire into their beliefs about literacy and literacy teaching
approaches, their feelings about children’s needs in literacy development,
their reported use of a range of teaching techniques and their professional
development experience in literacy. Completed questionnaires were
returned from 228 of the effective teachers (a response rate of 75.7 per
cent) and 71 of the validation teachers (50.7 per cent).

We then identified sub-samples of the two main groups, that is a sub-
sample of 26 teachers from the group of teachers identified as effective in
the teaching of literacy and a sub-sample of 10 of the teachers from the
validation group. These teachers were principally chosen on a volunteer
basis but also to represent a range of school types and geographical areas.
The teachers in both sub-samples were twice observed teaching and
then interviewed about each of these teaching episodes. The first observa-
tion–interview focused on teaching strategies and classroom organisation,
and the genesis of these in terms of the teachers’ experiences of profes-
sional development. The focus in the second observation–interview was on
lesson content and teachers’ subject knowledge. During the second inter-
view, teachers completed a ‘quiz’ designed to test their knowledge about
aspects of literacy.

Main findings of the research

In the space available here all we can do is summarise the major findings
of the research. Much greater detail about these findings can be found in
Wray and Medwell (2001).

Teachers’ subject knowledge in literacy

Both the effective teachers and the validation teachers knew the require-
ments of the United Kingdom National Curriculum for English well and
could describe what they were doing in terms of these. The effective
teachers, however, placed a greater emphasis on children’s knowledge of
the purposes and functions of reading and writing and of the structures
used to enable these processes. They taught language structures and were
concerned to contextualise this teaching and to present such structures
functionally and meaningfully to children.

Even the effective teachers, however, had limited success at recognising
some types of words (e.g. adverbs, prepositions) in a sentence and some
sub-word units (e.g. phonemes) out of context. Units such as phonemes,
onsets and rimes and morphemes were problematic for them and even
using more everyday terminology for these units still did not guarantee
success for the teachers in recognising them out of the lesson context.
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Despite this apparent lack of explicit abstract knowledge of linguistic
concepts, the effective teachers used such knowledge implicitly in their
teaching, particularly that connected with phonics. It seems that these
teachers knew the material they were teaching in a particular way. They
appeared to know and understand it in the form in which they taught it to
the children, rather than abstracted from the teaching context. This is an
important finding, which we feel has implications for the content of
teachers’ continuing professional development.

Teachers were also asked to examine and judge samples of children’s
reading and writing. All the teachers were able to analyse the children’s
mistakes in these samples, but the way in which the two groups carried out
this task was different. The effective teachers were more diagnostic in the
ways they approached the task and were more able to generate explana-
tions as to why children read or wrote as they did. In examining pieces of
writing, the two groups eventually mentioned similar features, but the
effective teachers were quicker to focus on possible underlying causes of a
child’s writing behaviour. Although both groups reached broadly similar
conclusions about children’s reading and writing, the effective teachers
were able to offer many more reasons for their conclusions and to make
these detailed judgements more quickly. This suggests a firmer command
of subject knowledge relating to literacy processes.

Teachers’ beliefs about literacy

The effective teachers of literacy tended to place a high value upon
communication and composition in their views about the teaching of
reading and writing. They were more coherent in their belief systems about
the teaching of literacy and tended to favour teaching activities which
explicitly emphasised the understanding of what was read and written.

The effective teachers translated their beliefs about purpose and
meaning into practice by paying systematic attention to both the goals they
had identified for reading and writing (the understanding and production
of meaningful text) and to technical processes such as phonic knowledge,
spelling, grammatical knowledge and punctuation. They tended to
approach these technical skills in distinctive ways by using an embedded
approach; that is, they gave explicit attention to word- and sentence-level
aspects of reading and writing within whole text activities which were
both meaningful and explained clearly to pupils. Teachers in the validation
sample with less coherent approaches were less likely to show how tech-
nical features of reading and writing fitted within a broader range of skills.
They did not necessarily ensure that pupils understood the connections
between the aims and the processes of reading and writing.

Coherence and consistency emerged as being an important and distinc-
tive characteristic of the effective teachers in several senses:
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• their beliefs were internally consistent;
• their practice lived up to their aspirations;
• their beliefs included a belief in making connections between the goals

of literacy teaching and learning activities and the activities themselves.

Teaching practices: connections and contexts

The effective teachers were generally much more likely to embed their
teaching of literacy into a wider context and to understand and show how
specific aspects of reading and writing contributed to communication.
They tended to make such connections implicit and explicit. For example,
when teaching skills such as vocabulary, word recognition and the use of
text features, they made heavy use of whole texts or big books as the
context in which to teach literacy. They were also very clear about their
purposes for using such texts. They also used modelling extensively. They
regularly demonstrated reading and writing to their classes in a variety of
ways, often accompanying these demonstrations by verbal explanations of
what they were doing.

Because of this concern to contextualise their teaching of language
features by working together on texts, these teachers made explicit connec-
tions for their pupils between the text, sentence and word levels of
language study.

The lessons of the effective teachers were all conducted at a brisk pace.
They regularly refocused children’s attention on the task at hand and used
clear time-frames to keep children on task. They also tended to conclude
their lessons by reviewing, with the whole class, what the children had
done during the lesson.

Links with recent developments in literacy teaching

Developments in literacy teaching in the United Kingdom have recently
been dominated by the design and implementation of a National Literacy
Strategy aimed at ensuring higher literacy standards in children leaving our
primary schools. This Strategy includes strong recommendations regarding
the content and organisation of literacy teaching. In terms of the organisa-
tion of literacy teaching, its major innovation is the ‘literacy hour’ – a daily
hour devoted to the teaching of literacy and sub-divided into whole-class
teaching sessions followed by independent and group work sessions.

Although our research was begun before the National Literacy Strategy
was devised, it was clear that there were several specific points of connec-
tion between the model of literacy teaching implicit in the Strategy and our
research findings. We found that the effective teachers of literacy tended to
teach literacy in lessons which were clearly focused on this subject (literacy
hours). Within these lessons they used a mixture of whole-class interactive
teaching and small-group guided work, with occasional individual
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teaching usually undertaken by a classroom assistant or volunteer helper.
A good deal of their teaching involved the use of shared texts such as big
books, duplicated passages and multiple copies of books, through which
the attention of a whole class or group was drawn to text-, sentence- and
word-level features.

Implications of the research

There are several implications emerging from the research in terms of
future policy and practice in continuing professional development.

Access to in-service courses

There has been a long-standing tendency in the United Kingdom for literacy
curriculum specialists to be targeted for in-service opportunities in literacy.
Such specialists usually have positions of responsibility in their schools for
co-ordinating literacy teaching and the expectation was that enhancements
in their knowledge and expertise in teaching literacy would cascade down
to their colleagues through in-school professional development work.
There is evidence in our findings that this policy has had a positive effect on
teachers who were literacy specialists. Most of the teachers in our sample of
effective teachers of literacy currently held, or had held in the past, posi-
tions of responsibility for co-ordinating the literacy teaching in their
schools. However, those teachers who had not been designated as school
literacy co-ordinators had been somewhat restricted in the in-service oppor-
tunities available to them in literacy. We feel strongly that all teachers need
professional development in this crucial area and recommend that literacy
in-service work be targeted more specifically at non-experts.

The nature of professional development experience

Our findings suggest that a particularly valuable form of professional
development was teachers’ involvement in longer-term projects where they
had to work out practical philosophies and policies regarding literacy and
its teaching – for example, through doing and using research. This
contrasts with the predominantly ‘short-burst’ nature of much current
professional development experience. There are many professional devel-
opment bonuses to be gained from a more active involvement of teachers
in research and enquiry. Simple top-down training of teachers is less likely
to result in significant development of teaching expertise.

The content of in-service courses

The most effective in-service content seemed from our findings not to be
that which focused on knowledge at the teachers’ own level, but rather
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that which dealt with subject knowledge in terms of how this was taught
to children. This implies a more practical approach, and the teachers in
this study confirmed that one of the most successful forms of in-service
was that which gave them guided opportunities to try out new ideas in the
classroom.

While we found little evidence that the effective teachers of literacy had
an extensive command of a range of linguistic terminology, it seems likely
that having a greater command might help them further improve their
teaching of literacy. Such terminology could be introduced (or reintro-
duced) to teachers not as a set of definitions for them to learn but as the
embodiments of linguistic functions with a strong emphasis upon the ways
these functions might be taught.

The evidence from this project also suggests that the experience of being
a literacy co-ordinator itself makes a significant contribution to teachers’
development as literacy teachers. Schools need to consider how appro-
priate elements of this experience can be replicated for other teachers.

Conclusion

The research project described in this article is unique in the United
Kingdom in focusing not on features of the teaching of literacy but on the
characteristics of the teachers who perform this teaching well. There have
also been very few comparable studies elsewhere in the world, the nearest
equivalent being the research of Pressley, Rankin and Yokoi (1996) in the
US. In the US study, however, effective teachers were chosen by nomina-
tion alone. Our research is distinctive in that we also used objective
measures of teachers’ effectiveness by looking at the learning outcomes
they produced in their pupils.

We feel that we have made a significant contribution to understandings
in this area and, we hope, have initiated a debate about teacher prepara-
tion, knowledge and development which has the potential to lead to major
improvements in the quality of literacy teaching.
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After school, Jorna goes to Arabic classes from 5–7pm, four days a week.
The book she takes from school, her elder sister helps her read. Her sister
shows her the Bengali alphabet and they like to do drawing and writing
together, turning it into a book. She likes to watch cartoons and Hindi
films – her older brother brings them. She plays with the playhouse and
listens to stories, but she can’t move around too much because other people
complain.

(Kelly, 1996)

Introduction

Over the past three decades, a particular paradigm of successful involve-
ment by families in children’s literacy has prevailed. Official education
reports have stressed the importance of regular story-reading by parents
from early infancy and the absence of this practice has been used by
teachers and governments alike to explain early reading difficulties. As
early as 1975, government reports informed parents that

The best way to prepare the very young child for reading is to hold
him on your lap and read aloud to him stories he likes, over and over
again … We believe that a priority need is … to help parents recognise
the value of sharing the experience of books with their children.

(HMSO, 1975)

The maxim ‘babies need books’ has changed little during later decades. It has
been promoted through a programme for providing disadvantaged families
and their babies with books (Wade and Moore, 2000) and reiterated in a
range of government reports (SCAA, 1996; DfEE, 1998) which envisage
one route into literacy for all:

Children who are read to regularly, hear stories, learn nursery rhymes,
look at books, visit libraries and so on are much more likely to learn
to read easily.

(DfEE, 1997: p32)

5 Developing literacy
Towards a new understanding
of family involvement

Clare Kelly, Eve Gregory
and Ann Williams



Significantly, it is not enjoyment with any kind of print that counts. Both
the official curriculum and the academic world in which teachers are
trained sanction and reinforce certain types of reading. Home experiences
such as those of Jorna above are excluded from the school model of
success and even considered to be detrimental to school learning.

The crucial question for educators, however, is whether book and story-
reading experiences at home are, in themselves, essential for successful
cognitive and early reading development to take place? Or are they impor-
tant simply because they reproduce what counts in early literacy tuition in
British schools? In other words, does the problem of low achievement lie
in inadequate parental involvement or in inadequate recognition by
schools of the different strengths that children might bring with them from
their homes and communities? The answer is important, since we know
that a number of parents have always been and will always be unable to
adopt school-based practices (Gregory, 1996; Greenhough and Hughes
1999). In this chapter we argue beyond the paradigm of parental involve-
ment through story reading practice to consider a wider framework for
family and community involvement.

Background

Although numerous studies from the English speaking world point to the
advantages for young children of family involvement in their literacy
development, their emphasis has always been firmly and almost exclusively
upon parents working with children in specific ways and often using
particular school-sanctioned materials. Current models of parental
involvement in reading in the UK are generally based on the following
assumptions:

Assumption One Parents need to perform school-devised activities using
school materials and teaching methods. Successful parental involvement
means that school reading and learning practices should be transmitted
from school to home.

A number of studies in the UK point to the successful transmission of
reading practices from school to home (see Hannon (1995) for a summary
of these). Studies on the lack of parental involvement by lower social class
parents during the 1970s (Newson and Newson, 1977) coupled with
evidence of unsatisfactory reading standards by their children (HMSO,
1975) were also used to support a transmissionist argument; that
improved performance might be achieved through involvement in school
practices. A number of research studies and practical classroom projects
detail the improved achievements of children from lower social class back-
grounds when their parents learn and take over school practices (Hewison
and Tizard, 1980; Tizard et al. 1982).
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Assumption Two The storybook-reading practice between parent and
young child, as it takes place in Western schools, is the most valuable
preparation for children’s early literacy development. Although children
may participate in other practices at home and in the community, these do
not initiate children into crucial patterns for school success.

The official view of what counts as literacy has filtered down through the
media to become the view of society at large. Large-scale research projects
(Wells, 1985) have also provided evidence of a correlation between success
in reading at school and story-reading experience from infancy at home.
Some studies provide precise details of the nature of the cognitive and
linguistic skills provided by story-reading interactions; linguistically,
‘book-oriented’ children are shown to be able to switch into complex
structures involving longer ‘idea units’ or unit length (Scollon and Scollon,
1981) as well as ‘appropriate’ collocations and word-groupings, for
example, ‘the little red hen … reaped the corn’ (Dombey, 1983); cogni-
tively, children are shown to learn to ‘detach’ themselves from the
immediate audience to operate within the boundaries of the text from
‘situation-dependent’ to ‘text-dependent’ thought (Simons and Murphy,
1986). Some studies detail the way in which this process begins at a very
early stage through ‘lexical-labelling’ (Snow and Ninio, 1986) whereby an
adult and very young infant point to and label objects from a simple book.

Assumption Three Home reading programmes are for parental involve-
ment not wider family or community participation.

Current home-reading programmes assume parental involvement rather
than involvement by the wider family or community in young children’s
reading. However, the role of siblings in children’s learning has been the
subject of various research studies; some reveal how young children learn
social and emotional skills (Dunn, 1989) and cognitive skills (Cicirelli,
1976) from older siblings. Recent studies are beginning to highlight the
special role which may be played by older siblings in linguistic minority
families where parents do not speak the new language (Tharp and
Gallimore, 1988; Zukow, 1989; Perez et al., 1994; McQuillan and Tse,
1995) and to suggest that the ways in which children learn from older
siblings in the home environment may have implications for school learning.

A wider theoretical framework for family involvement

The aim of this chapter is to question the above assumptions and to
explode the myth that children’s reading success depends upon experience
with ‘authorised’ reading experiences at home. The theoretical frame-
work informing this argument synthesises perspectives from the ‘New Lit-
eracy Studies’, cultural psychology and cultural anthropology. The New
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Literacy Studies support an ideological model of literacy which signals
explicitly that literacy practices are aspects not only of culture but also of
power structures (Street, 1995; Baynham, 1995). Viewed in this way,
school-sanctioned literacy – or ‘Literacy’, as referred to by Street (1995:
14) – is just one of a multiplicity of literacies which take place in people’s
lives, in different domains, for a variety of purposes and in different
languages.

Cultural psychology offers a ‘cultural mediational model of reading’
(Cole 1996: 273) which recognises as vital the actual roles that significant
‘experts’ play in giving ‘guided participation’ (Rogoff, 1990) or ‘scaf-
folding’ (Bruner, 1986) to the learning of the novice.

However, an important argument of this paper is that young people are
not trapped within existing home and community practices. The children
whose voices we hear below reveal a complex heterogeneity of traditions
whereby reading practices from different domains are blended, resulting in
a form of reinterpretation that is both new and dynamic. Duranti and
Ochs (1996) refer to this type of blending as syncretic literacy, which
merges not simply linguistic codes or texts, but different activities. In this
paper, we argue that contrasting home and school strategies and practices
may provide children with an enlarged treasure trove, upon which they
can draw in the official English school.

The study

The findings below are drawn mainly from a large bank of data, collected
over seven years, on home, school and community reading practices
among past and present generations of teachers and pupils in schools in
Spitalfields, East London. This study attempted to piece together a
complex jigsaw of the role of reading in the lives of families who, in many
cases, do not fit those required by ‘official’ school demands. It examined
the literacy histories and current practices in seven Bangladeshi British and
six monolingual families whose five-year-old children attended two neigh-
bouring schools and considered the nature of reading practices taking
place in the children’s lives, and how far the children transferred reading
strategies from home to school and vice versa (Gregory, 1998; Gregory
and Williams, 1998). Examples from monolingual children from other
areas of London, whose family literacy practices are recognised as ‘valid’
within the current ‘parental involvement’ framework have also been
collected and analysed.

Recognising differences: contrasting materials, mediators
and purposes

Current views of what counts as partnership between home and school are
illustrated in the following two examples of families where school reading
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practices are adopted and reinforced. For children from such families,
experiences with books can often begin from an early age. The following
vignette of Ben (33 months), sharing a book with his mother, while his
sister Alice (15 months) looks on, illustrates how this practice offers an
opportunity for close interaction between child and adult, but also enables
a particular set of behaviours and expectations around books to be
modelled and reinforced.

Mother Ben

That’s an easy one.
Get a more difficult one.

Ben looks through his books. His mother suggests ‘Party’? Ben chooses
another first and his mother reads its title: ‘The Zoo’. Ben finally settles for
‘Party’, reading its title out loud.

Mother Ben

Hallo Alice.
No, Alice you can’t have this book.
Mummy and Ben are looking at this book
Susie and John are going to a party.
What’s she doing, Ben?

That party … that party …
That … is it that one?
(pointing to the present)

Yes! What colour is it?
Green.

Nooo!
Blue.

Bl-ue! What’s she got on her feet?
White socks.

Are they on her feet?
No.

Now what’s she doing?
Putting her shoes on.

Now, what’s the boy doing?
Putting trousers on.

Are they short trousers or long trousers?
Long trousers.

Have a look. You can see his knees.
Are they short trousers or long trousers?

Short.
Yes they are, aren’t they.
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Belinda does not read the story through but pauses to consider the detail
of the illustrations, using the book as a focus for developing Ben’s
language. She poses questions and checks Ben’s responses if they are inap-
propriate. The emphasis here is on accuracy and serves the same function
as the early lexical labelling behaviour previously referred to. This pattern
of question – response – evaluation is a behaviour that Ben will recognise
when he starts school and it is one that he is already beginning to inter-
nalise

Mother Ben

What’s Ann doing?
What is Ann doing?

Opening her presents.

Such questioning techniques are just one characteristic of a school-oriented
approach to literacy learning that may be adopted within the home. The
following example illustrates how Isabel (aged 10) spontaneously adopts
‘teacherly’ behaviour when playing a game with her brother Alex (aged 4).
The children are at home; the focus of the interaction is once more a book,
although this time it is one that provides games, stories and quizzes for
pre-school children. They have spent approximately fifteen minutes
playing one game from the book. They have now chosen a page on
rhymes:

Isabel Alex

OK. Log and … ?
dog!

Good boy! Wiz … Lizard and … ?
wizard!

I gave it away a bit there, didn’t I?
Carrot and … ?

parrot
Well done! Coat and … ?

dote!

Mmm … Late and plate
Mmm … Fence and paint
No, no, no … Fence and pence,
pencil …

Yes, pence, a pence, like one p.
In other words, a pence.

Book and pook!
No, book and look!

Oh yeah. Door and poor.
Yeah. Video and pedeo

(both children) … N-a-w …
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The activity continues until the children’s father joins in and suggests they
make joke rhymes.

Isabel Alex

House and louse
Now I’m gonna tell one.
Cupboard and hubbard.
Mother Hubbard!

Yes!

This playful scene between siblings, which lasts for over forty minutes,
reveals the wealth of cultural and linguistic knowledge the two children
share. They have a shared experience of nursery rhymes, a common under-
standing of rhyming words, and a deep knowledge of English. The
encounter reflects the same pattern of interaction that was evident between
Belinda and Ben and reveals the subtlety of Isabel’s teaching style. She
provides ample praise and encouragement for her brother, offering exam-
ples when he loses confidence, allowing him to experiment freely, yet
correcting him when he makes a mistake. She pauses to allow him sufficient
time to respond and suggests generalising beyond the page to their wider
knowledge of rhyming words. In the following example, and on several
other occasions, she explains words she thinks Alex may not understand:

Isabel Alex

Rabbit and habit!
That’s a good one. Do you know what 

a habit is?
Well, it’s sort of … How do you describe 

a habit? 
It’s something, sort of, you do a lot of …

It is clear that the two children are already familiar with a school-oriented
approach to literacy as they participate in this playful encounter, which
provides a strong scaffold for Alex’s learning. It is likely that when Alex
and Ben start school shortly, they will recognise familiar patterns of inter-
action around books and stories and will be well placed to make a smooth
transition into the world of the classroom. But what about children who
do not have this shared understanding, whose experiences around literacy
do not reflect those of the school and whose understanding of the nuances
of English may still be developing?

Community classes: a different kind of learning

For most of the Bangladeshi British children in our Spitalfields study,
education continues long after mainstream school has finished, as the
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following conversation between Ann Williams and six-year-old Ruhul
demonstrates:

R There are eighty-three children.
AW Eighty-three children in your Arabic class! And when do you go to that?
R Seven o’clock to nine o’clock.
AW On?
R A night.
AW Every night?
R Monday to Friday.
AW Monday to Friday! You go for two hours every night! Aren’t you tired?
R I don’t feel tired.
AW And are you the youngest then?
R Yes and I’m on the Qur’an.
AW You’re on the Qur’an now?
R I’m on the last one.

Ruhul explains that he is reading the last primer before starting the
Qur’an. He goes on to explain more about the structure of his classes.

AW How many teachers are there for eighty-three children?
R There’s two.
AW Only two? Who are they?
R One is the Qur’an … you know, all the Qur’an … he can say it without

looking.
AW He can? What’s his name?
R I don’t know. And one is … he can … he knows all the meanings.
AW Does he? Does he tell you the meanings?
R Yes he does.
AW So do you just read the Qur’an for two hours? Is that what you do?
R Yes but I don’t sometimes, I talk sometimes.
AW You don’t!
R I do.

Source: Williams and Gregory, 1999: 59

This conversation gives some idea of the demands made upon children
who participate in very different home literacy practices. For these chil-
dren, learning to read and write is a complex business involving several
languages. The home dialect of the London Bangladeshis is Sylheti, an
unwritten variety of Bengali and so parents feel that it is important that
their children learn to read and write standard Bengali if they are to main-
tain their own culture. Finally, as practising Muslims, the children must
read the Qur’an and therefore attend Qur’anic school and learn to read
in Arabic. Already at age six, Ruhul realises that literacy is a serious
business.

The class which Ruhul attended every day after school is typical of
Qur’anic classes everywhere. The sessions are usually two hours long: few
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concessions are made to the young age of some of the children and even
the smallest are expected to concentrate for long periods:

In this particular class there are two male teachers, one of whom is
working with the more advanced children who are tackling the
complicated word structures of the Qur’an. The other group consists
of younger children who are in a different part of the room with the
second teacher, grappling with sounds and letters and oral verse.
Everyone sits on the mat swaying to the sound of his/her own voice.
Although on initial appraisal the noise level seems high, little of this is
idle chatter. It is the expressed wish of the teachers that children read
aloud, partly to assist their learning, but more importantly so that
Allah can hear. Children are encouraged to develop a harmonious
recitation in unison with the gentle rocking to and fro which accompa-
nies the reading. They are told that Allah listens to his servants and is
pleased if they take time to make their reading meaningful … ‘Now,
repeat after me’, the teacher requests, ‘Kalimah Tayyabh, la ilaha ilal-
laho, mohammadan rasolallahe’. He tells them to look at him as they
repeat … I leave the room on the third recitation of the prayer and
notice that the children have not wavered: all remain seated on the
floor as they have done for the last hour and a half.

(Rashid, 1996)

Teaching methods are traditional: the teacher reads a phrase and the chil-
dren repeat after him until they are word perfect and the process continues
with the next phrase.

In contrast with the monolingual group who engaged mostly in
informal literacy practices outside school, the Bangladeshi British children
spent on average thirteen hours per week receiving formal instruction in
organised classes. Thus their home literacy differs from that of many
monolingual children in many respects. First, it is conducted as group
rather than individual or paired activities, and an individual’s progress
(towards the completion of the Qur’an, for example) is often marked by
the whole group sharing sweets or other treats. Second, the purpose of
reading is quite different from monolingual English children: learning to
read and write in Bengali is seen as entering a cultural world and acquiring
a language which was fought over during the violent struggle for indepen-
dence from Pakistan in 1971: learning to read the Qur’an is necessary for
taking on the Islamic faith and therefore an adult and serious occupation.
Finally, even the task of reading at home in English is quite different for
Bangladeshi British children. In this community, where some parents are
literate in Bengali but not necessarily in English, home reading usually
means children reading their school texts, not with mum or dad, but with
those members of the family who are already fully proficient in English,
i.e. the older sisters and brothers.
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Reading between siblings: a syncretism of literacies

It was this ‘booksharing’ with older siblings that provided some of the most
interesting insights into the young Bangladeshi British children’s acquisition
of literacy. The combination of cultures and learning styles the bilingual chil-
dren were exposed to in their daily lives resulted in a unique method of
tackling the school reading books at home. When the reading sessions were
analysed, it became clear that the children were blending strategies learned in
both their mainstream English school and in their Bengali and Arabic classes.
This resulted in what we have termed ‘syncretic literacy’ (Gregory, 1998)
with the repetitions and fast-flowing pace characteristic of the Qur’anic
reading grafted onto strategies adopted from lessons in the English main-
stream school, such as echoing, ‘chunking’ of expressions and predicting. The
transcriptions also revealed that the older siblings employed a series of intri-
cate and finely tuned strategies to support the young readers as they struggled
with the text. In the early stages, when reading with a child who was just
beginning to read, the supportive ‘scaffolding’ was almost total, with the
older siblings providing almost every word for the beginning reader. As the
younger child’s proficiency increased, however, the scaffolding was gradu-
ally removed until the child was able to read alone. We were able to identify
the following stages in the scaffolding of the young children’s reading:

1 Listen and repeat: the child repeats word by word after the older
sibling.

2 Tandem reading: the child echoes the sibling’s reading, sometimes
managing telegraphic speech.

3 Chained reading: the sibling begins to read and the child continues,
reading the next few words until he or she needs help again.

4 Almost alone: the child initiates reading and reads until a word is
unknown; the sibling corrects the error or supplies the word; the child
repeats the word correctly and continues.

5 The recital: the child recites the complete piece.

The following two extracts illustrate stages (1) listen and repeat, and (3)
chained reading:

(1) Child Sibling

The postman
The postman

It was Tum’s birthday
was ….birthday

Ram made
Ram made

him a birthday card
him a birthday card
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(3) Child Sibling

Okhta (this one)
It’s

It’s a whobber. Meg …
Mog

Mog catched a fish
caught

caught a fish

They cook
cooked

cooked a fish
and

and Owl had a rest. 
Meg was looking
looked out

(Gregory, 1998: 43–4)

These home reading sessions are characterised by a very high number of
turns and a fast flowing pace, strategies that we have already seen in prac-
tice in the Qur’anic classes. It is notable that in spite of the child’s young
age, the focus is on print rather than on any illustrations. Furthermore, the
older sibling’s insistence on accuracy from the outset indicates that this is
not play but serious work in which the roles of learner and teacher are
clearly defined and not negotiable. As we shall see below, the children of
first generation immigrants take their role as mediator of new cultures,
languages and literacies very seriously, even in play.

Combining experiences from home and school

Good morning class
Good morning Miss Wahida, good 
morning everyone.

I want to do the register. 
So, Sayeeda.

Good morning Miss Wahida.
Good morning Sayeeda
OK. We’ve done your reading today.
Now we are going to do Maths. OK.

The scene is a flat in Spitalfields, Wahida, a Bangladeshi British child aged
eleven, is playing schools with her eight-year-old sister Sayeeda. The pattern
of the school day is reflected in the children’s play. Maths is followed by a
spelling test and a ‘lesson’ on homophones before assembly, followed by
science, geography and art. Wahida demonstrates on the blackboard while
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Sayeeda writes in an exercise book. The following extracts show how
Wahida has adopted the strategies from her teachers and how skilfully she
scaffolds the learning of her sister by syncretising the knowledge she has
gained from attending two schools. One during the day and the other each
evening.

Wahida Sayeeda

Well done, Sayeeda. I’m going to give 
you a sticker later on.
A head teacher’s sticker.
(After clearing throat)
Now, we’re going to do a spelling test.
Are you ready, Sayeeda?

Yes Miss.
I’m going to give you at least 20 seconds 
for each of them, OK?
The first one is tricycle, tricycle.
Tricycle has three wheels, tricycle.
The next one is commandment,
Commandment, I COMMAND you to 
do as quickly as you can. Commandment
Next one is technology.
Technology is a subject …

The spelling test continues until Wahida demonstrates the correct spellings
on the board as Sayeeda marks her own work. Then the focus moves to
homophones:

Wahida Sayeeda

Well done! Only two wrong.
Now we’re going to do homophones.
Who knows what’s a homophone is?
No one? OK. I’ll tell you one and then 
you’re going to do some by yourselves.
Like watch – one watch is your time, watch.
And another watch is I’m watching you. OK?
So Sayeeda, you wrote some in your book, 
haven’t you?
Can you tell me some please.
Sayeeda, can you only give me three please.

Oh I have to give five.
No Sayeeda, we haven’t got time.
We’ve only another five minutes to assembly.

It is hard to imagine that when Wahida began school at five, she spoke
very little English. Six years on, she is using the appropriate language of
the classroom and the lexis of particular subjects. It is clear she has inter-
nalised the social, cognitive and linguistic rules of the classroom and has
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made them her own. She has taken on a register that accurately reflects
that of her teacher as she confidently conducts the class through both the
rituals of the day (the register, lunchtime, assembly) and the conventions of
the classroom (lining up, writing the date, marking work).

Wahida demonstrates her knowledge of teaching strategies as she gives
direct instruction, encourages participation, provides demonstrations and
structures the cognitive demands of different ‘lessons’, giving ample praise
and encouragement to her pupil, who readily co-operates in this sophisti-
cated game. In both the spelling lesson and the session on homophones,
Wahida scaffolds Sayeeda’s learning by contextualising words and providing
examples of their meaning.

Wahida’s emphasis on spelling and homophones accurately reflects the
‘word level work’ recommended for children of Sayeeda’s age, as part of
the Literacy Hour. It is possibly no coincidence that she chooses to concen-
trate on word-level work rather than sentence level which demands a
sound knowledge of English grammar or text-level work which calls for
greater interpretation of the meaning and underlying structure of texts.
Some of the procedures she employs reflect the approaches that she would
have experienced in her community school, where teaching methods focus
more on listening, repeating and practising than on interpretation.

Wahida is syncretising what she knows from the different literacies of
both school contexts in a way that is recognised by her sister. Wahida
demonstrates how children, who come to school with experiences of
literacy that do not conform to the official view, can learn to integrate the
literacy of the classroom with their previous experience in a way that is
creative and sophisticated and enables them to be effective literacy
learners.

Conclusion

In the current educational climate there is a high priority rightly placed on
children’s attainment, but, as we have seen, most debates assume a partic-
ular route to literacy learning. Yet our studies show that children actively
draw on, develop and integrate a range of ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et
al., 1992) from home, school and community to arrive at an under-
standing of how written language works.

The extensive nature of the literacy practices we have seen and the
serious way in which children participate provide a strong argument for a
shift in the way in which literacy is authorised and diversity is perceived
within the culture of the school. If children’s lived experiences are to be
legitimised, it would seem important that teachers have time to listen to
parents and families. The statement at the beginning of this chapter is a
record of a discussion between the parent of a Year One child and a
teacher who was able to acknowledge and extend the varied literacy expe-
riences of her young pupil.
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Our research suggests that parents should not exclusively be seen as the
principal mediators of children’s literacy. For many children, particularly
those who have English as an additional language, older siblings play a
very important role in providing models, supporting their brothers and
sisters and giving them an understanding of what it means to be literate.
They are especially well placed to understand and mediate the two worlds
in which the younger children live.

Our studies reveal the strong link between work and play and the gap
between children’s experiences at home and what officially counts as
learning. They have shown the wealth of learning that is going on in
homes that do not subscribe to mainstream practices and the success that
can arise if these children’s experiences are recognised and built upon.
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Introduction

For the most part, generations of Americans have been successful in learning
to read (Smith, 1965). Despite this track record of success, the methods and
materials for beginning reading instruction have been under constant
scrutiny. Debates over ‘what’s new’ and ‘what’s best’ have propelled
changes. Sometimes the changes were tied to legitimate concerns over effec-
tiveness, as with the dismal performance of children of poverty in response
to traditional reading programmes. Sometimes, though, materials and
methods that have held sway over practice faded away with no apparent
reason only to be replaced by others. What appears to be rational and
reasoned in some shifts is often followed by changes that defy explanation.

Historians have examined these changes, searching for explanations.
Nila Banton Smith (1965) described patterns in change in materials and
instruction associated with broad shifts in American society (e.g. indepen-
dence from England). Others, researching at a more focused level, have
traced patterns of change in specific features or components of instruction.
Richard Venezky, for example, examined the changing role of letters and
sounds in beginning reading instruction (Venezky, 1975). Regardless of the
focal point one takes, the interplay between market, political, social and
research forces can be seen in almost every major turn of events in the
twentieth century. How these forces sometimes cancel each other out and
at other times work in concert to jar practice toward major changes is
both perplexing and revealing to those who study change.

For my part, I have puzzled over the ‘words’ used in beginning reading
instruction and the changes that have taken place in word selection, word
repetition, and the qualities of the texts that surround these words. You
might think that after three hundred years of experience in teaching
reading in America, and with over one hundred years of research, we
would have some consensus on the issues surrounding words in readers.
This is not the case. Words have become a point of heated debate in the
United States in recent years as the ‘whole language’ and ‘phonics’ camps
stake out their territory on what’s good and what’s bad in words. My ana-
lysis has focused specifically on the words appearing in basal reading
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textbooks (beginning reading scheme books, in the UK) because of the
dominant role these texts continue to play in beginning reading instruction
(Baumann et al., 2000). In this chapter, I will focus on the issues and
trends that dominated the last half of the twentieth century. This chapter is
couched, therefore, in the context of a limited historical analysis of trends.

My goal is to present a conceptual map for ‘words’ in beginning reading
texts that reflects my puzzling out of the past and current issues. I confess
this to be a very parochial (i.e. United States) perspective on the words used
in basal texts. However, I present my findings and my conception with the
goal that other scholars in other social contexts might test out my concep-
tion within their own cultural experiences. Of course, it would be interesting
to find some convergence. Though, even more enlightening would be the
discovery of different paths, different trends and different issues.

A conceptual mapping of words in text for beginning readers

I begin at the end – with a map (see Figure 6.1).
The conceptual map is laid out in terms of two dimensions for consid-

ering the words used in beginning reading. The first dimension (forming
the horizontal axis) reflects a continuum from words that are selected
based on a principle of phonic regularity. On the far left of the continuum,
words are considered optimal for beginning reading instruction based on
the degree to which the sound–letter correspondences follow regular or
consistent patterns as well as the degree of internal complexity (e.g.
syllable structure, morphological structure). Towards the middle of the
continuum, the frequency of the words in oral and written language is
considered prominently in making a judgement about what is optimal.
Moving to the right of centre on the continuum, we find a selection prin-
ciple that values the use of the language of the child. At the farthest
extreme on the right side of the continuum, the selection principle favours
words drawn from literary texts. The continuum display is used to repre-
sent the fact that, while the texts in beginning reading materials may reflect
a consideration and combination of all of these principles, some choices
may require compromises on other principles. As an example, it would be
impossible in English to select words that display high phonic regularity
and that are also the highest frequency words in oral language. This hori-
zontal axis on this continuum addresses primarily this question: what
principle of word selection is most apparent and valued in these texts?

The second continuum (forming the vertical axis) reflects the qualities
of the text that surrounds the words in beginning reading materials. The
primary focus for this display is on the sentence level context for the
words, but it can also include consideration of larger linguistic text struc-
tures (e.g. repeated patterns) as well as design features (e.g. illustrations).
These are features that have been described in terms of predictable text
structures (Rhodes, 1979). At the top of this axis, I represent the position
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that the least possible support offered outside the word is optimal. In this
view, rich context and picture support are seen as diverting the developing
reader’s attention away from a focus on the critical within word features
to support word identification. At the bottom of the axis, I represent the
position that the texts for beginning readers should provide rich support in
the form of linguistic (e.g. sentence level context), structural (e.g. repeated
patterns and phrases; cumulative patterns; rhyme and rhythm patterns)
and design features (e.g. picture support). The continuum is intended to
reflect the relative strength of and the variety of different text structure
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supports that are offered. The middle ground on this continuum is less
defined as a principled position. Rather, the middle ground represents the
absence of attention (i.e. not designing away from but not designing
text toward) external support. The vertical axis on this continuum addresses
this question: how predictable is this text in supporting word identification?

Claiming territory: a historical perspective on issues

In this section, I will locate selected and representative materials that have
been popular over the last half of the twentieth century on the conceptual
map in Figure 6.1. The ‘territorial’ perspective is appropriate given the
‘claims’ for truth that have accompanied many of the positions taken on
words in beginning reading materials. This section is divided roughly by
fifteen-year intervals for the convenience of presentation, although the
reality of change is much more fluid than suggested by this organisational
structure. For the purposes of this report, I will be illustrative rather than
exhaustive of the cases and patterns during this period. The first period
will be described in greater detail than the other two periods since it
provides the foundational perspective for the shifts that follow. The
mapping of representative materials to Figure 6.1 relies on the programme
descriptions in the text.

1955–1970 period: The Great Debate

Five distinct positions regarding the words used in materials for beginning
reading instruction were present in this period. The first was clearly domi-
nant and mainstream in terms of prevailing practice (see Austin and
Morrison, 1963). The other four positions provide counterpoint perspec-
tives that achieved varying levels of theoretical, research and practical
support.

The look–say approach

Chall describes the late 1950s and early 1960s as a time of consensus in
America regarding the texts for beginning reading instruction. The
commonalities across the most popular basals of this time are striking.
Vocabulary control and repetition was severe at the early levels. Consider
the following description of the vocabulary plan for the primer level of
Scott Foresman’s Fun with Our Friends (Robinson et al., 1965: 158):

Fun with our Friends introduces 101 new words and reintroduces 75
words used in the Pre-Primers. The first five uses of all words, old and
new, are bunched so that the young reader has rapidly repeated oppor-
tunities to meet the words in context and learn their distinctive forms.
… each word is used a minimum of ten times in the Primer.
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The vocabulary selection for this programme, as with most of the other
popular programmes of this time, is based on the highest frequency words
in the English language (Chall, 1967). The assumption is that these words
would be learned and taught as sight words. The severe restrictions on
vocabulary, selected on the meaning–frequency principle, in the dominant
basals of this period reflects the peak of trend toward greater and greater
control that began in the early 1900s. Most of the texts for these basals, at
the early levels, were written ‘in-house’ by the editors and/or programme
authors. Because of limitations to vocabulary, the syntax is often distorted
into a ‘primer-ese’ kind of discourse that does not correspond with the oral
language structures young children bring to this text. Narratives are relied
on almost exclusively in these texts. Poetry does not appear as a text struc-
ture in the early levels. The function of the illustrations is described in the
teacher guide in terms of promoting ‘imagery’ and comprehension, not in
terms of direct support for word recognition.

The sight word (look–say) method, the meaning–frequency principle for
vocabulary selection, and the in-house narratives were the most popular
beginning reading materials of the time (Mavrogenes, 1985). These
programmes are located as a starting point on the conceptual map for the
period (Figure 6.1) using the Scott Foresman Sally, Dick, and Jane series as
the example. With reference to support for word recognition, this
approach is more towards the top of the vertical scale. This placement
reflects the mismatch of syntax from the oral language of the students to
the written ‘primer-ese’. On the horizontal scale, this approach is positioned
in terms of severe vocabulary control following the meaning–frequency
selection principle.

The linguistic approach

Leonard Bloomfield was a staunch critic of the reading instruction in
public schools during this period of developing consensus (Bloomfield,
1942). For Bloomfield writing and reading are simply overlays to our oral
language systems of speaking and listening. Learning to read was learning
about the principles for the mapping. It has nothing to do with compre-
hension of thinking. For Bloomfield, the focus should be on teaching the
code primarily through practice in controlled text. The most important
feature of control for Bloomfield was regularity:

Our first material must show each letter in only one phonetic value;
thus, if we have words with ‘g’ in the value that it has in get, got, gun,
our first material must not contain words like gem, where the same
letter has different value.

(Bloomfield and Barnhart, 1961: 39)
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The method relies heavily on exposure to minimal pairs (e.g. bad and had;
rat and sat) as well as on exposure to phonograms (e.g. Nan, can, fan,
Dan). Meaning was downplayed as unimportant in learning to read and
potentially distracting away from attention to the text itself. The same
position was held toward syntactical patterns that reflected oral language,
i.e. not important. Similarly, no picture support was allowed because of its
distracting effects. Because of Bloomfield’s prominent stature in the field of
linguistics, the method became known as the linguistic method and was
picked up on by numerous publishers in various programmes (e.g. the Palo
Alto Linguistic Readers, the Miami Linguistic Readers). The linguistic
readers find a secure place in the top left-hand corner of Figure 6.1. This
positioning reflects the combined stance toward regularity in word selec-
tion and the negative stance toward contextual support.

The phonic–linguistic approach

In the First Grade Studies, Bond and Dykstra (1967) used the term
phonic–linguistic to describe an approach to beginning reading that
stressed systematic, sequential and synthetic phonics instruction accompa-
nied by practice in texts that reflected the skills that have been taught. The
Lippincott basal programme was used as an experimental condition in the
First Grade Studies to reflect this orientation. In a typical lesson following
this phonic–linguistic orientation, students might be taught the /sp/ blend
through explicit instruction. This lesson would build directly on other
phonic elements that had been taught previously. Control and repetition of
vocabulary was less an issue in this approach than frequent encounters
with target elements in text. As a general rule, the rate of introduction of
new words was far greater in the phonic–linguistic programmes than in the
look–say programmes .

It is also worth noting that many of these phonic–linguistic programmes
stress the teaching of spelling as an important part of the teaching of the
code. This was certainly true of the Lippincott and the DISTAR programmes.
The phonic–linguistic approach is located in the same quadrant of Figure
6.1 as the linguistic method.

Language experience based approaches

The language experience approach is almost antithetical in spirit to
published commercial texts. Advocates for language experience call for the
use of the learner’s personal language, culture and community as the
primary sources of texts for beginning reading instruction. At practically
every point during the twentieth century we can find language experience
promoted over traditional approaches (Farnham, 1895; Lee and Allen,
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1963; Stauffer, 1965). There were however, during this period, several
significant attempts to bridge the language experience philosophy with
commercially prepared materials. In practically every case, these efforts
were directed toward the needs of culturally ‘different’ children. These are
children who do not meet all of the assumptions imbedded in traditional
materials for linguistic competence and social experiences.

Research had documented the failure of these children to learn with
traditional programmes and materials. Language experience was a viable
option, but the needs were widespread and the effective use of language
experience called for skills that many teachers did not possess.

What these programmes had in common was the belief that texts that
reflected the linguistic knowledge of the reader should be used as a bridge
into traditional texts for students who were linguistically different. Though
never reaching high levels of commercial success, these language-based
materials do fill a gap in the range of alternatives. This view is located in
Figure 6.1 to reflect the valuing of the oral language of the child. There is
no evidence, though, that these texts went much beyond the use of familiar
language structures and familiar topics to make them predictable.

Literature-based approaches

The fifth option available during this period shares the commitment of a
language experience approach in valuing the language of children, but it
places a greater emphasis on using the language of literature to create a
supportive text. Bill Martin’s Sounds of Language series embodied this
philosophy. The Sounds of Language series was created in response to the
Texas basal adoption in the mid-1960s.1 Martin’s Instant Readers were
combined into a levelled programme with a teacher’s guide (Patterson, 2000).

Martin’s (1972) directions suggest that the teacher might proceed with
this text through, first, a ‘read to’, then a ‘read along’, to a ‘read alone’
progression. Analysis at the sentence and the word level would follow. As
with the other options available in the 1955–1970 period, the literature-
based approach of Bill Martin had an historical precedent in the ‘Story
Method’ (e.g. Cole and Christies’ Story Hour Readers, 1913). I have
placed the Sounds of Language series as the most extreme in terms of the
use of predictable structures as well as the use of a literary vocabulary.

Jeanne Chall (1967) described the tail-end of this period in American
history in terms of ‘The Great Debate’. For her, the most important divi-
sion in this period was dichotomous between those who advocated an
emphasis on code versus those who advocated an emphasis on meaning. In
my representation of the period in terms of positions on the words in texts,
the debate is slightly more complicated but no less intense. Two facts are
clear regarding this period. First, there was serious division within the field
on which approach worked best with students. Second, these deep divi-
sions were not resolved through public polemics (Flesch, 1955), or
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scholarly reviews (Chall, 1967), or research investigations (Bond and
Dykstra, 1967). Chall wanted materials and methods to change based on
the findings from research. But, in the end, market-place forces shaped the
changes that were to follow.

1970–1985 period: the great deluge

It is difficult to characterise this next period in terms other than ‘more’ –
of everything. With no clear winner emerging from ‘The Great Debate’,
the mainstream programmes and materials moved to take the ‘best’ from
all of the conflicting approaches in the previous period to assume an
eclectic philosophical base. While words are the focus for this chapter, the
‘more of everything’ applies to more than just words in this period. Basals,
as a matter of survival, accommodated and adapted to meet the challenges
from other perspectives. Most of the mainstream basal programmes took a
position of adding to the number of skills taught and adding to the
number of words included in the programmes.

By the early 1980s the average number of unique words in basals
reached 542 (Perry and Sagen, 1989). By the late 1980s, the average
number of words in the first grade programmes of most dominant basals
approached 900 unique words (Hoffman et al., 1994). This more than
doubled the number of unique words in the programmes from the
1955–1970 period. The meaning frequency selection principle still
governed in these programmes. Only the number of words increased.
There was no fundamental shift in the rationale. With the increase in
vocabulary, the syntax in these readers moved slightly away from the
distorted ‘primer-ese’ of Sally, Dick and Jane to approximate more ‘natural’
language patterns.

The number of skills taught grew as well (Popp, 1975). In the case of
skills, basals were responding to the direct challenge from ‘skills-based
management systems’. These management systems (e.g. The Wisconsin
Design (Otto and Askov, 1971); Fountain Valley (Brick, 1976)) were
designed to be used independent of practice materials (i.e. readers) and
advocated the teaching and testing of the component skills of reading in a
sequential pattern. The skills mastery perspective was incorporated into
expanding inventories of skills in the scopes and sequences of mainstream
basals (Johnson and Pearson, 1975).

Interestingly, despite the increase in the number of skills being taught,
the match between the skills taught and the words appearing in the texts
remained low in the mainstream basals. Analyses of the alignment of skills
to vocabulary revealed a severe discrepancy in the traditional basals that
continued to select vocabulary on the meaning frequency principle. Beck
(1981) examined the first grade programmes from eight different
publishers: four code-emphasis and four meaning (i.e. the more traditional
and more widely used) emphasis basals. She calculated the percentage of
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words that could be decoded based upon the previous instruction in all of
a word’s constituent elements. Basal texts that assumed a phonics first
orientation were found to be more decodable than traditional basals.
Decodable levels for the four code emphasis programmes ranged from
69–100 per cent. Decodable levels for the four meaning emphasis basals
ranged from 0–13 per cent for the first third of the year and a range of
38–59 per cent with an average of 48 per cent for the remainder.

By the mid-1980s, the mainstream ‘eclectic’ basals had not only
survived the assault from detractors but had consolidated and strength-
ened their hold on beginning reading instruction (Anderson et al., 1985).
These eclectic programmes are located on Figure 6.1 to reflect a slight shift
toward the right in terms of a vocabulary selection principle and slightly
more toward the bottom in terms of surrounding support as compared to
the Look–Say basals of the previous period.

It is important to acknowledge an unusual event during this period,
proving the point that too radical changes might lead to disaster. The expe-
rience of Scott-Foresman in this transitional period has become a classic
lesson for basal publishers in responding to the challenges of staying
current and staying competitive. Scott-Foresman went from the highly
controlled ‘look–say’ Dick and Jane programme in the 1955–1970 period
to a literature-based philosophy with Scott-Foresman Systems (Robinson,
1971). Severe vocabulary controlled and skills instruction disappeared in
this series. A magazine format for the selections replaced the traditional
reader. In the market place, Scott-Foresman paid the price for such a
radical departure, dropping from its dominant position to the status of a
minor player.

1985–2000 period: the great divide

The forces for change found converging support in the academic, policy
and practice arenas during this period. Within the academic community,
emergent literacy and developmental models displaced ‘readiness’ and
mastery perspectives (Sulzby and Teale, 1991); schema theory and reader
response theory displaced component skills notions of comprehension
(Anderson and Pearson, 1984; Beach and Hynds, 1991); and complemen-
tary models of composing and reading displaced isolated views of language
use and skill development (Tierney and Pearson, 1983). Within the prac-
tice community, the ‘whole language’ movement gained momentum and
identity as a grass-roots base for reform of teaching (Goodman, 1989;
Watson, 1989). Teachers asserted their voice in making significant deci-
sions regarding the students in their classrooms. Finally, the policy
community took an assertive position in support of change.

The remarkable changes in basals seen during this period can be under-
stood in terms of two states’ textbook adoption: California in early 1990
and Texas in 1993. State textbook adoption policies have been in use since
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the early twentieth century. Policy intents and practices vary from one state
to another (see Farr et al., 1987). For some states these policies are fairly
simple and designed to insure that the prices charged by publishers are not
above the prices charged in other states. In other states these policies
involve a critical review of textbooks to be sold in the state to ensure that
the programmes are aligned with the state’s curriculum standards.
Textbook adoption policies in these states are used to define the qualities
and features of programmes that state tax dollars can be used to purchase.
In states where the textbooks are purchased by the state using state tax
dollars the review appears to be more substantive and critical (e.g. Texas
and California) as compared to states where local tax dollars are used to
purchase textbooks. In recent years politicians have been using the text-
book adoption policy control mechanism as one of the tools to spark
reform and insure greater standardisation of the curriculum. This leverage
can be used to shape the basal development process itself (see Hiebert,
2002, this book).

The California basal adoption of the early 1990s was based on the prin-
ciples and philosophy represented in the California literature framework.
This innovative state curriculum framework called for an increased reliance
on authentic children’s literature in instruction and a diminishing reliance
on skills teaching (California State Department of Education, 1987).
Prominent basal publishers made critical decisions in this uncertain text-
book market. In particular, Houghton–Mifflin did not submit their
mainstream programme (i.e. the one marketed nationally) to the California
adoption. Instead, they packaged sets of tradebooks (‘real’ books in the
UK) into grade level packets and submitted these for adoption. Other major
competitors made some accommodations away from the traditional format
of the 1980s and toward the literature-based framework, but nothing as
dramatic as the Houghton–Mifflin California programme (Wepner and
Feeley, 1993). Adoptions by districts in California in the 1990 adoption
favoured the Houghton–Mifflin literature sets by an overwhelming factor –
estimated to be as high as 70 per cent of the total market.

On the heels of the California adoption came the Texas adoption of
1993. The textbook proclamation for the 1993 Texas adoption took the
California push toward literature even further. All selections in these
programmes were to be drawn from authentic children’s literature.
‘Authentic’ was operationally interpreted to mean published previously in
the tradebook form. The changes in vocabulary from the previous period
were dramatic. The number of unique words across all programmes
submitted for the 1993 adoption was 1,834 words as compared to an
average of 962 for the 1987 programmes (Hoffman et al., 1994).
Vocabulary control had all but disappeared at the first grade level. In its
place, there was an increased reliance on predictability as a source of
support for the reader. Picture support, rhyme, repeated patterns and
phrases, cumulative stories and other predictable features were embedded
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throughout these programmes. These programmes are represented in
Figure 6.1 toward the right (literature) side in terms of vocabulary selec-
tion and on the bottom in terms of strong surrounding support for word
identification.

The divide between the mainstream and the skills-focused programmes
that had survived the previous period created an enormous gap in the
market. That gap was soon to be filled. Back in California, the experience
with the literature-based basals in classrooms produced concerns over the
accessibility of these texts for the low-skilled, struggling readers. The
demand for accessible text to augment the literature-based basal texts was
met with an influx of ‘levelled’ little books (Peterson, 1991). These little
books designed for use within a reading recovery philosophy were carefully
levelled in terms of decoding demands as well as offering high levels of
predictability to support the reader. The little books/levelled books are
located in the bottom right quadrant to reflect their emphasis on predictable
text support in highly accessible text (Mennon and Hiebert, in press).

2000 and beyond: the great detour

As we enter the new millennium, there are hints of what is to come. State
textbook adoption processes are shaping beginning reading materials in a
direction cycling back into the gap created in the previous period. In
November of 1997, the state of Texas invited publishers to submit new
programmes. One requirement was that first grade students be provided
with opportunities to read from texts in which the majority of words are
decodable. Decodable texts are defined as ‘engaging and coherent texts in
which most of the words are comprised of an accumulating sequence of
letter–sound correspondences being taught’ ( Dickson, in press). Decodable
texts contain a significant proportion of regularly spelled words to which
students can apply the knowledge of the letter–sound relationships they
are learning. Originally, the average of all decodable texts was to exceed
51 per cent of the words. This figure was later augmented by the Texas
State Board of Education to an 80 per cent decodable words criterion
level.

The construct of decodability applied in the Texas proclamation for
basal texts is more closely aligned with the work of Beck (1981) and Stein,
Johnson and Gutlohn (1999). This conception of decodability rests not so
much on specific word (phonic) features as it does on the relationship
between what is taught in the curriculum (i.e. the skills and the strategies
presented) and the characteristics of the words read. Rather than ranging
on a continuum from high to low decoding demands/complexity, the Texas
definition yields a yes/no decision on decodability for each word.
Following this model, the word ‘cat’ is decodable only if the initial c, the
medial short a, and the final letter–sound associations have been taught
explicitly within the programme skill sequence. A word like ‘together’
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might be defined as decodable if all of the ‘rules’ needed to decode the
word had been taught explicitly, prior to its encounter in the text.
Foorman’s et al. (1998) research findings were used to argue for the
importance of decodable text even though there was no direct testing of
the importance of this variable on student learning. Serious concerns over
the validity of the research base for this conception of decodabilty have
been voiced (Allington and Woodside-Jiron, 1998).

Five publishers submitted programmes that conformed to the require-
ment for decodability, as well as the other criteria set forward by the state
of Texas. Our recent analysis of these programmes suggests that major
changes have taken place in contrast with the 1993 literature-based basals
(Hoffman et al., 2000). The decodability levels of the 2000 texts are much
less demanding than the 1993 texts. There has been a shift away from
word selection on the meaning frequency principle to word selection based
on the match between the words included and the phonics skills taught.
The number of unique words and total number of words has not changed
dramatically from the 1993 series, but the control over vocabulary at the
early levels is much greater. The level of predictable text support has
declined from 1993 to 2000. Further, the engaging qualities of the litera-
ture (e.g. content, language and design) have also declined.

The notion that these changes represent a ‘great detour’ reflects my
sense that the shift is a significant reversal in the direction that had been
part of the mainstream movement toward broader use of literary vocabu-
lary with rich contextual (predictable) support systems. The term detour
also reflects my view that this reversal may be temporary because it has
been the result of political forces and not the market place forces that had
shaped adoptions prior to this time.

Caveats

This review has focused specifically on words in the texts for beginning
readers – in particular on the words in basals and other levelled texts.
There is the potential, in such a limited enquiry, for important considera-
tions to be interpreted as unimportant by virtue of the fact that they were
not discussed here. I cannot conclude this review, therefore, without a note
on limitations. First, I have not considered the ways in which these partic-
ular kinds of texts might be combined with work in other texts (e.g.
tradebooks) to create a variety of texts and tasks for beginning readers.
Basal texts have struggled under the demand that they be and include just
about everything a reader and a teacher might need. This is an unrealistic
expectation and one that has been a source of concern for those who wish
to see a wide variety of texts available for developing readers.

Second, I have placed the issue of meaning and engaging texts in the
background rather than the foreground of the discussion. There is general
agreement and research support for the value of texts that are engaging for
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students as a source of motivation, as an opportunity for critical thinking,
and a context for developing flexible reading strategies that match reader
purposes (Guthrie and Alvermann, 1999). I believe that issues related to
words and beginning reading texts and meaning are connected in reality but
somewhat independent conceptually. It is possible to envision Figure 6.1
with a third dimension that would relate to the engaging qualities of the
texts. It is likely that the slope of such a figure would move from low
engaging in the top left quadrant to high engaging in the bottom left. This is
an empirical issue. In fact, our research has demonstrated that the litera-
ture-based basals of the 1993 Texas adoption texts tend to be higher in
engaging qualities (Hoffman et al., 2000). However, it is not a necessity.
There are examples of texts from the linguistic–phonic perspective that are
highly engaging. There are texts from the literature-based perspective that
are not. It is simply more difficult to create texts that are higher on engaging
qualities when the limits on word selection and support are greater.

Mapping the future

This analysis suggests where we have been and where we are with respect
to the words used in beginning reading instruction. The data is descriptive
of the trends not evaluative of the effects of these changes on teaching prac-
tices or student achievement. This analysis suggests that the changes over
the past fifty years have been more than just a pendulum swing of change.
Even the ‘Great Detour’ is not a return to a previous position but a relative
relocation that retreats on some principles but not entirely to old territory.

The changes have been substantial and influenced by a combination of
theoretical, market and political forces. Clearly, the trend has been toward
an increased influence on the words in texts by political forces. The
leverage of the state textbook adoption policies has been particularly influ-
ential over the past two decades.

Troubling in this movement is the short-circuiting of market forces.
Consumers of texts, the teachers and students who use them, are now out
of the loop in demanding changes that meet needs. Publishers are driven
by policy mandates, not by the market place, in shaping programmes.
Troubling in this movement is the shortsightedness of policy makers in
forcing particular changes in textbooks without regard for the big picture.
Mandates for literature-based texts to improve content and interest led to
an abandoning of control over accessibility and levelling of text. Mandates
for increased decodability have led to a decrease in predictable text
features as well as a decrease in text quality. Perhaps, most troubling in
this movement is the absence of data collected on the effect of these
changes on teaching and learning.

We can only hope that careful tracking of the trends and conceptualisa-
tions that reflect the qualities of these changes can become the basis for
shaping the future direction of texts in ways that build on experience.
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Note
1 In Texas, the state approves a list of programmes that school districts may

chose from. Programmes that qualify for this list have been reviewed by the
state education agency for compliance to state requirements. Funding for the
purchase of textbooks is provided by the state and supported through state
revenues. These ‘state textbook adoption policies’ vary from one state to
another. Texas and California lead the states in having the most rigid require-
ments and, because of the large markets involved, have the greatest influence
on publishers.
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At a conference in London, Michael Fullan, from the University of Ontario
and currently head of the team undertaking the external appraisal of the
National Literacy and Numeracy Strategies for the DfES, told the following
joke:

A professor of education was visiting the most improved and
successful school in a deprived area of the city. He spent the morning
observing classes, spoke to teachers and pupils and examined the
school’s excellent test results. He saw well-motivated pupils reading
with enthusiasm, writing with great skill and undertaking creative
problem solving in maths. At the end of his visit he was asked what he
thought of it all.

‘Ah. It’s all very fine’, he said, ‘But will it work in theory?’

The roar of laughter from the mainly practitioner audience spoke not only
of their enjoyment of the story but also perhaps gave some insight into the
image of theoreticians held by some of those who spend all their time
working in classrooms. These tensions between theory and practice have
been polarised in this country over the last few years by those who claim
that much educational research is over-theorised, irrelevant and of little
value to classroom teachers and policy makers (Woodhead, 1998;
Hargreaves, 1996; Tooley and Darby, 1998). The chapters in this first part
of the book illustrate how, on the contrary, research should and indeed
does shape policy and classroom practice. The discussions put forward in
each of these chapters demonstrate the role of research in both challenging
and shaping orthodoxies, and give direct examples of the role of research
in influencing policy makers and practitioners.

The governments of the three nations represented in this book (UK,
USA and Australia) are each concerned to raise standards in literacy in
their countries and each has used research to help shape its policies. In
England the government has set challenging targets for the standards of
literacy that are to be achieved by the nation’s children. The strategy it has
implemented has drawn on research and good practice and two of the
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chapters in this section (Beard and Bailey) offer different perspectives on
this – Beard arguing that the National Literacy Strategy (NLS) was firmly
grounded in research from its inception and Bailey arguing that some
aspects of the NLS are more firmly grounded in research than others. In
the USA, the Secretary of Education has compared the challenge set to
teachers in raising reading standards as equivalent to the challenge to land
the first man on the moon (Paige, 2001a). America, too, has drawn on
research to inform an ‘Education Blueprint’ (Paige, 2001b) for achieving
its reading standards goal. In 1997, a national panel on reading (NRP) was
convened by the federal government, charged with assessing the status of
research-based knowledge about reading, including the effectiveness of
various approaches to teaching children to read. The NRP met over a
period of two years. The full report is now available on the internet
(NICHD, 2000) and its findings are helping to shape federal literacy
policy. In Australia, the government published Literacy for All: The Chal-
lenge for Australian Schools. Commonwealth Literacy Policies for
Australian Schools (Commonwealth Government, 1998) and again drew
on research data to guide its decisions in shaping ‘The Literacy Plan’.
What is apparent in all three nations is a shared recognition that literacy
education is a priority and that each government has also indicated the
central importance it places on research in guiding its approach.

Such a commitment to research by national governments can only be
applauded – even though there will always be debate about which research
is selected and which is rejected – but whilst acknowledging the impor-
tance of research in influencing government policy we must also
acknowledge the inherent tensions that might arise. Ernest (1998), quoting
Levin, argues that research and policy are and should be in conflict
because they represent different aims and cultures. On the one hand, he
argues, policy is short term and decision orientated. On the other hand,
research is long term and knowledge orientated. In addition, he argues that
good research is very cagey about claiming to provide sure-fire solutions to
problems and is very careful about over-generalising or assuming that
applications are easily made. It is for these very reasons that research
reviews which investigate research findings over time and synthesise the
findings from several studies are particularly significant. It is just such
research overviews that seem to be influencing policies at the moment.
This is not to say, however, that research can never have an immediate and
direct impact upon classroom practices.

Each of the chapters in this section is strongly grounded in literacy
research, either by offering research overviews or by describing a specific
piece of research. The authors illustrate for us the different ways research
can be used. The research described in these chapters extends our knowl-
edge of literacy practices by drawing upon international as well as national
findings; gives us a wealth of evidence to guide or critique policy regarding
literacy teaching; helps us identify effective practices in literacy teaching;
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reminds us of the importance of recognising that children’s literacy prac-
tices go beyond the classroom and are influenced by the social-cultural
practices within their homes and communities; and also reminds us of the
complex relationship that exists between how literacy teaching is perceived
and the texts we offer pupils. Importantly, all these chapters (implicitly or
explicitly) ask the thoughtful reader to examine their own assumptions
about literacy and literacy teaching and to weigh these against the evidence
offered.

Several authors in this section argue that we can now draw on research
from different perspectives to arrive at a consensus view about the
teaching of literacy. Harrison argues that there is a consensus view
emerging on the teaching of reading. Hoffman, too, indicates where
consensus might lie in the teaching of reading and decries the use of
research to justify huge swings in the approaches adopted by some states.
Many educationalists view the growing consensus on how to teach reading
as a welcome respite from the ‘reading wars’ of the 1980s and early 1990s.
Wray and Medwell in their chapter on effective teachers of literacy indi-
cate aspects of effective literacy teaching that few would dispute. Many of
the characteristics of effective literacy teachers that they identify – such as
having a good knowledge of literature – will readily be adopted into a
consensus view of effective teaching.

Challenging assumptions and orthodoxies is another crucial aspect of
research if our knowledge is to grow and we are not to ossify into doing
things in certain ways because we have always done them in that way.
Kelly’s chapter explicitly challenges the assumptions we often make about
school and community literacy practices. Hoffman’s chapter illustrates
how different orthodoxies in how to teach reading have been established
and challenged, and the impact these differing orthodoxies have had on
books and related practices for teaching children to read. Beard robustly
challenges some of the established orthodoxies in both reading and writing
from the 1970s and 1980s in his chapter.

However challenging people’s (often deeply held) assumptions is diffi-
cult. People who have given much time and thought to particular theories
and approaches defend their views and often resist change. In the UK the
focus for heated debate appears to be shifting from disputes about the
teaching of reading to disputes about the teaching of writing. Bailey
outlines some of the areas of dispute in her chapter on writing. There is
some indication in Bailey’s chapter that, just as the ‘reading wars’
polarised views into ‘phonics’ versus ‘real books’, the critics of the
National Literacy Strategy approach to writing may be polarising the argu-
ment into ‘grammar’ versus ‘writing process’. ‘Grammar’ is a pejorative
term in this context and the NLS is caricatured as promoting mechanistic
and decontextualised teaching of grammar and other aspects of writing
and ignoring writing process. Such polarisation is unhelpful and gives a
distorted account of how the teaching of writing is exemplified in recent
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government advice. There is an important debate to be had about the
teaching of writing and how we can best combine the teaching of composi-
tional and transcriptional aspects of writing – and there is a need for all
those who engage in this debate to examine their own assumptions. There
is also an urgent need for new research and evidence to inform the debate.
For example, it is interesting to reflect that following the promotion of the
National Literacy Strategy’s new guidance on the teaching of writing
during this year (DfEE 2000, 2001) there has been a 3 per cent rise in
writing scores in national test results for 11 year olds (DfES, 2001) after
several years of writing scores remaining static. It is early yet to give too
much weight to this evidence as longer-term evidence of rising writing
standards are needed, but it is an indication that new approaches should
be carefully considered.

The role of national tests in both measuring and shaping what counts in
literacy is taken up in Part II and the question of how one measures rising
standards is examined. In this next section, and in the section that concludes
the book, the importance of research in providing us with the evidence to
reflect upon the literacy experiences and achievements of our pupils
continues as a recurring theme. Taken together, all the chapters in this
collection amply disprove the claim that ‘educational research is over-
theorised, irrelevant and of little value to classroom teachers and policy
makers’.
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Part II

What counts as evidence?





Public and political pressure for high-stakes assessments linked to rigorous
standards in the United States has unfortunately been accompanied in
many arenas by a regressive move to conceptualise the construct to be
assessed – reading – in a simplistic manner. This conceptualisation is
referred to as the ‘Simple View of Reading’, and its re-emergence in educa-
tional and research circles in the United States is, in my view, disturbing,
perplexing, and – ultimately – dangerous. The ‘Simple View of Reading’
posits that the process of reading involves only two components and that
they are additive and linear: (1) decoding and (2) comprehension. This
stance is disturbing because it is linked to political moves that appear to be
power plays by special interest groups whose special interests do not
include marginalised people, but rather those who have long held power
and influence. It is perplexing because it represents several giant steps
backwards, ignoring research and knowledge that has been accumulated
over the past two decades of the ways sociocultural and cognitive factors
interact and transact to influence academic success, including reading
achievement. It is ultimately dangerous because it is not unlikely that the
results of this simplistic view of learning to read, with its current link to
high-stakes testing and new standards, will result in the reification – but
this time under a ‘scientific’ mantle – of the academic marginalisation of
underachievement of those groups of people who since time immemorial
have represented the bottom quartile of achievement in our schools. It
could very well lock non-mainstream students ever more solidly into
categories of achievement that label them as ‘not good enough’, ‘below
average’, ‘not proficient’, or whatever the norm-referenced or criterion-
referenced term of choice is.

We need standards

Before I go further, though, let me briefly affirm the need for standards.
This argument against a simplistic view of reading is not one against stan-
dards – by which I mean criteria or targets against which achievement is to
be judged. If we do not have standards for achievement in education, we
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have no compass, no goal, nothing to guide or inform our teaching, nothing
to promise our students, no real purpose for the institution of education.

Further, we need standards now because too many of our students
appear to have invested valuable life time in the activity of schooling with
very little payoff. It appears that, for many of our students, no promise
was made or kept by the institutions of education. And with no promise or
goal, it stands to reason that no organised effort will be invested in
keeping the unmade promise. With rare exceptions, whole groups of
students in the United States leave our schools with skills and abilities, and
hopes and expectations for a ‘good and prosperous’ life, significantly
lower than other whole groups of children.

We all know who these children are: they are, for the most part, the children
of poor, marginalised, lower-class families. The achievement gap between the
‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ is an old, unwavering, solid fact of education. It
has never been closed despite thousands of words of rhetoric paid to it,
millions of dollars thrown at it and hundreds of legislative actions taken on its
behalf. This virtually straight-line relationship holds across nations, in devel-
oped and developing countries, across forms of government, across forms
of education and teaching methods and across time (Kaestle et al., 1991).

This unconscionable achievement gap is why we need standards – stan-
dards that are taken seriously for all children; standards that can guide and
shape instruction as required by local contexts; promises that can be made
and kept. I offer as an example of such standards those created jointly by
the National Council of Teachers of English and the International Reading
Association for Reading and Language Arts. The following sample exem-
plifies their tone and scope: ‘Students read a wide range of print and
nonprint texts to build an understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the
cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire new information; to
respond to the needs and demands of society and the workplace; and for
personal fulfilment. Among these texts are fiction and non-fiction, classic
and contemporary works’ (NCTE/IRA, 1996: 27).

However, the nature of many of the state standards that have been
imposed in the US is troubling, as are the ways in which they have been
put in place. Unlike the NCTE/IRA standards, state standards are being
imposed by politically-appointed bodies on schools and, thus, on colleges
of education from without in the form of high-stakes achievement tests –
the MEAP (Michigan Educational Assessment Program), the TAAS (Texas
Assessment of Academic Skills), and so on. The ‘high stakes’ include
promotion to the next grade, graduation from high school, and, in some
cases, permission to drive a car!

The new moral panic

While some may argue that high stakes are needed for schools and school
attendees to take standards seriously, I am disturbed by factors that have
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contextualised this new standards/assessment move. One of the more
disturbing is the dubious claim that literacy levels are declining. The
American public has been convinced, through an effective orchestration of
public pronouncement, news releases, talk shows, commentaries, and so
on, that a serious literacy crisis exists among the American people – not
just children but adults as well! According to this theme, close to one half
of the products of state schools do not possess literacy skills sufficient to
function in the ‘new information society’. Within this, the general opinion
has been formed that children are failing to learn to read in school and
that strong action must be taken by government to counteract the forces of
sloth and poor teaching.

However, this claim is not backed by data. Berliner and Biddle in their
award-winning critique of the myths of educational decline (1995) point
out that (a) SAT scores have risen steadily since 1976, especially for
students from minority homes; (b) since 1977, the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) scores indicate stable achievement combined
with modest growth for students from minority groups and ‘less advan-
taged’ backgrounds. They suggest that ‘some critics confuse what
education has accomplished with what one might want it to accomplish’
(Berliner and Biddle, 1995: 28), and that claims that stable or modestly
growing achievement scores are not good enough ‘cannot be substantiated
because they are based on unanchored perceptions of national need and on
predictions that are not necessarily sound’ (ibid.: 27–8).

Arguably the most famous case of falling scores in America, and the one
that was widely used for the call for school reform, is that of the state of
California, where in 1994 the NAEP scores placed California almost last
among the fifty states in reading. This was immediately taken up by a
vociferous group as an indictment of the reading instruction that had been
very loosely in place in California for several years, termed Whole
Language or Literature-Based Reading Instruction. What this group failed
to acknowledge was the unprecedented influx of immigrants to this state,
fleeing persecution and poverty, many of whom had received no education
in their homelands and all of whom spoke a language different from
English. They failed to document what reading instruction was like in
those schools with the lowest scores. They failed to provide data as to how
many classrooms in California actually used Whole Language and, for
those that did, what form it took. They actually failed to document
anything with actual data. Regardless, this fall in test-score status was
somehow generalised to the entire country in the popular imagination and,
before we knew it, we had a national literacy crisis on our hands, and
Whole Language, Literature-Based, Meaning-Focused (whatever you want
to call instruction that embeds phonics instruction within meaningful
literacy activities) was dubbed the cause.

The above suggests to many an organised and orchestrated movement,
opportunistically responding to public fears, to influence public belief. At
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the very least it reflected a confluence of actions on the part of the federal
government, state governments, special interest groups and the media. It all
came together in a seeming second to form public belief and then to act on
that with legislative mandates. Any attempts to moderate the discourse
and to move the impending train onto a more informed track were quickly
waylaid.

Another piece of the dubious nature of the high-stakes assessment/stan-
dards movement was the way in which influential panels were mandated,
funded, shaped and used to document the supposed problem as well as its
scientific answer. About the same time that the special interest groups in
California and Texas were beginning to take control of the literacy instruc-
tion in their states, and that the popular press and media were inflaming
the public with their sky-is-falling rhetoric, a panel was being formed by
the National Research Council and the National Institute of Child Health
and Development. The National Research Council is a policy advisory
body to the federal government formed by the National Academy of
Sciences and the National Academy of Engineering. The National Academy
of Sciences describes itself as ‘a private, nonprofit, self-perpetuating society
of distinguished scholars engaged in scientific and engineering research,
dedicated to the furtherance of science and technology and to their use for
the general welfare’ (Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998: iv). The National
Academy of Engineering ‘was established in 1984, under the charter of the
National Academy of Sciences, as a parallel organisation of outstanding
engineers [and] shares with the National Academy of Sciences the respon-
sibility for advising the federal government’ (ibid.). The appointed
committee consisted of some literacy researchers with first-hand knowl-
edge of children, schools and teaching, others from the neurological
research field, and some policy people.

Despite a high level of mistrust from the literacy community, due in part
to their sense of exclusion, the committee did a reasonable job in identi-
fying and synthesising the research that would inform early reading and
drew implications from this literature for instruction. They basically
concluded what good teachers have always known: home language and
literacy experiences dramatically affect the degree of success children will
achieve in school literacy learning; children need to learn how to decode
with accuracy early on in their formal instruction; children need to read a
lot as soon as they can from highly engaging texts. Drawing as they did
from the dyslexia research, there was a great deal of focus placed on the
need for beginning readers to possess ‘phonemic awareness’ (the knowl-
edge that words can be reduced to theoretically isolable units or
phonemes, and the ability to do this) before they could benefit from
phonics instruction which teaches them to map letters to phonemes or
phonemic units.

However, the troubling part of this is the way in which this report was
used. While its basic conclusion implicated a ‘balanced’ approach to begin-
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ning literacy instruction, only its conclusions regarding phonemic aware-
ness and direct, systematic teaching of phonics were highlighted by the
press and the policy mavens. Rather than acknowledge the complexity of
the learning to read process, which was reflected, implicitly at least, in the
report, the powerful special interest groups used this report to ‘document’
again the need to replace Meaning-Based early reading instruction with
direct, systematic teaching of phonemic awareness and phonics. This is
also being used to justify the use of high-stakes assessments of this knowl-
edge at state and local levels and the threat of them at the national level.
Ready-to-go, expensive, code-based instructional programmes hit both the
educational and the trade markets. The rest of the report is now almost
completely lost in the public’s mind. These manipulations of the public will
are some of the troubling aspects of the procedures surrounding the high-
stakes assessment and standards movements. Let me move on to the
problems with the new-old simple view of reading.

Giant steps backwards

Within this disquieting sense of manipulation is the real question: why this
move back to a simplistic notion of what is involved in learning to read
and write – to a time when literacy was known as simply reading? What is
missing from this simplistic picture is any notion of culture – of the ways
that language and literacy are acquired and develop within sociocultural
contexts, of the acknowledgement that academic and literacy achievement
is highly correlated with sociocultural group membership. This perplexes
me the most. Why act as if we have not explored and come to appreciate
the deep and abiding ways that the sociocultural affects the cognitive (Gee,
1992; Heath, 1983; Purcell-Gates, 1995; Vygotsky, 1962)? Let me argue
for a bit for why this stance results in irrelevant impacts of research on
educational outcomes.

First of all, I challenge anyone to describe a scenario in which any
mental process occurs outside a sociocultural context. From birth, we
perceive objects, learn about them, think about them, act upon them,
forget about them – while we are in the world. And the world is organised
socially and culturally. It is not possible to truly think of the sociocultural
and the cognitive as separable. The relationship between the two is not
additive or linear. Rather, their relationship is nested and transactional,
with the cognitive occurring always and forever within a sociocultural
context. The obvious conclusion from this is that research into a cognitive
process like reading, to have any veridical relationship to reality, to life,
must reflect this contextualisation of the cognitive by the sociocultural.

But does this really apply to cognitive processes like word recognition?
Do the basic cognitive processes like perception and recognition change, or
look different, if their sociocultural contexts change? I know that at least
some reading researchers deny that they do. Their assertion, therefore, is
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that the process of word recognition operates the same whether one is
reading from a list of unrelated words, reading from a list of related
words, reading words in the context of a single sentence, reading words in
the context of a paragraph, reading words in the context of a novel, doing
any one of these reading tasks in a lab in front of a computer screen as a
subject in an experiment, within an fMRI machine with your head in a
locked position reading from a reflected image, reading in a classroom
during round-robin reading, reading in a classroom during free reading,
reading at home from a recipe book during a cooking event, or reading in
bed before drifting off to sleep. According to many researchers of the sub-
components of reading, this process is unaffected by context, linguistic or
situational. But, I have to ask, from the perspective of an unrepentant
empiricist: how do we know? So far, the only data used to support the
conclusion that the word recognition process is the same regardless of
context is based on experiments conducted under carefully controlled
conditions within the context of experimental labs. And I know of at least
one study of first graders that discovered differential strategy use for word
reading within the same children depending on whether they were reading
independently, reading with a group, or reading with a peer – three
different sociocultural contexts (McIntyre, 1992).

I would like to see more research done on the word recognition process
as it operates under differing contextual conditions. There are enough indi-
cations from existing research to suggest that this process, if not
fundamentally different, at least operates within a range of differences, as
the context of the word changes. While work by Stanovich, West, Schwantes,
and others (Schvaneveldt, Ackerman and Semlear, 1977; Schwantes, Boesl
and Ritz, 1980; Stanovich and West, 1978, 1981) demonstrates convinc-
ingly that younger, less able readers rely on linguistic context to a greater
degree than do readers for whom the word recognition process has become
automatic, models of perception and recognition of real-world objects,
including words, include the effects of context not as trivial but almost in a
deterministic sense.

For perception of real-world objects, Palmer (1975) and others have
demonstrated that objects will be recognised both faster and more accu-
rately if they are encountered in congruent contexts. For example, when
shown a picture of a living room, or a kitchen, complete with furnishings,
subjects recognise a toaster faster and more accurately (that is, with fewer
‘misses’ or errors) in the picture of the kitchen as compared to the picture
of the living room. Note that our conceptions, or schemas, of which
objects more typically belong in a kitchen, a living room, a bedroom, and
so on, come from our experiences living in our own specific, sociocultur-
ally organised worlds. When shown a picture of a cooking fire in different
contexts, for example, I suspect that most of us here would recognise it
faster and with fewer errors in the context of a campground than in the
context of a ‘kitchen’. But the people I worked with in the rural areas of El
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Salvador as I studied the workings of a women’s literacy class, would, I
suspect, recognise it faster in the context of a kitchen than a campground
since they cooked three times a day over a cooking fire placed on a raised
platform and located inside their kitchens which were one-room structures
built of sticks (Purcell-Gates and Waterman, 2000). I doubt if any of the
women in the literacy class had ever even seen an electric toaster!

Regarding the recognition of letters and words, I point to Rumelhart’s
(1975) and McClelland and Rumelhart’s (1982) interactive model of word
recognition, a model that is still valid and is implicit, I believe, in much of
the work that is still being done on word recognition. According to this
model, as confirmed by a series of carefully designed and executed experi-
ments, context aids the perception of letters as they are processed in the
perceptual system. Context at the semantic level, the syntactic level, the
lexical level, the letter cluster level, the letter level and the feature level
significantly enables perception and recognition of letters and words.
Note, again, that that which determines what constitutes congruent
context – that is, context at all, at the semantic, the syntactic, the lexical,
the letter cluster, the letter, and the feature levels – is determined by our
experiences living in the world, in our own specific, socioculturally organ-
ised worlds.

Luria (1983) linked the written language encoding system to young
children’s grasp of the specific function of print as an aid for recalling
messages. Dyson (1991) points out that Luria illustrated in detail how a
functional and interactive context – a socioculturally organised context –
might lead to the grasp of the function of print as an aid for recalling
messages and the beginning of the child’s search for ways of precisely
differentiating meanings through letter graphics. In other words, experi-
encing the act of using print within an authentic, interactive, sociocultural
context enabled the cognitive task involved in learning letter–sound encod-
ings which enabled that print function – writing down messages.

Even within Schema Theory – that quintessentially cognitive, psycho-
centred theory – the effect of context is at the forefront. It accounted for
context effects, especially the context of expectation and background
knowledge on all levels of cognition, from basic processes like letter recog-
nition to more cognitive ones like comprehension and interpretation of
text. And several researchers at the time went on to confirm the obvious
conclusion from schema theory, that comprehension of text was affected
by cultural perspectives.

The foregoing arguments were directed at those who view the world
primarily through a cognitive lens. Other arguments against the simple
view of reading, though, flow from the work of sociocultural researchers
who have described the clear cognitive consequences of differing sociocul-
tural ways of thinking about reading, writing and words (Heath, 1983),
and of differing dialects and languages that do not share political and
social power with the language of academic literacy (Purcell-Gates, 1995).
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The danger of the simple view of reading

By denying the complexity of learning to read and write, we are missing
critical research questions, and thus we run the very real risk of rendering
our research results irrelevant – irrelevant to the actual problem, not the
created problem described earlier. By assuming a purely cognitive lens and
rejecting the sociocultural one, we cannot make any headway towards
understanding why sociocultural group membership is the strongest
predictor of academic achievement. Assuming only the cognitive lens, we
have to pretend that sociocultural factors do not exist because we can’t
‘see’ them through our lens. We are left with the conclusion that only
teaching method is the operative factor (haven’t we ‘been there and done
that’?), and, if the teaching method found to be the most beneficial to
middle-class children does not work as well with low-SES children, then
there must be something wrong with those children – back to the old,
ethnocentric deficit theories!

Let me first list some of the flawed research conclusions that have led
us, I believe, along this slippery slope – one destined to end, I fear, with the
further academic alienation of traditionally educationally under-served
sociocultural groups. First, there is the strong belief that research has
documented that parents from low-SES groups (and many in the US assume
this means ethnic minorities) do not know how to talk to their children.
This ranges from the belief that these parents do not talk to their children
at all to the belief that, while they do say things, they don’t say the ‘right’
things in the ‘right’ way – that is, as middle-class parents do.

Conclusions drawn from this type of research implicate poor children’s
vocabulary, syntax and phonemic awareness. And what data is this based
on? This is primarily based on data that come from (a) small samples of
middle-class children from disproportionately represented academic homes
and (b) larger samples of poor children and their parents who are asked to
engage in culturally obscure tasks for the sake of research.

These types of studies also assume that because reading is a language
activity, one’s oral language performance is the precursor and determiner
of one’s literacy ability. By assuming this ‘language ability writ large’
stance, this research strand totally ignores the sociolinguistic research that
documents the deterministic role that such social factors as setting,
purpose and speaker–listener relationships have on language production.
Further, this research ignores the documented linguistic differences
between speaking and writing – differences that reflect these sociolinguistic
factors (Purcell-Gates, 2001). In other words, readers do not read their
oral language, no matter what form that oral language may take, and
certainly no one reads the oral language used in homes between parents
and children. Blaming the oral language of poor families for the school
failures of poor children misses the boat by more than a mile.
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Another line of mistakenly applied research conclusions I wish to
address is that which is currently driving reading policy in the US. Few are
aware that the ‘solid body of research’ on early reading touted by NICHD
is research on the causes of dyslexia. Similar concerns about dyslexia
helped to focus activists behind the California rush to impose a systematic
direct instruction model of phonics teaching and to discredit meaning-
based literacy instruction. I must ask, what is the neurological condition of
dyslexia doing driving the general education agenda?

According to the federal definition of this learning disability, dyslexia is
a relatively rare neurologically-based condition that makes it unusually
difficult to learn to read and write.1 People who have this condition are
born with it and it is not considered to be curable. Rather, dyslexics
require a different type of reading instruction – one that involves very
systematic and rule-governed instruction in letter–sound relationships.

Knowing that it is the research on the underlying causes of dyslexia that
is driving the current early reading instruction reform movement helps to
answer some of the questions regarding this movement, but not all.
Because all learning disabilities, including dyslexia, are presumed to be
neurologically-based and not the result of cultural differences (National
Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1989 in Myers and Hammill,
1990), sociocultural factors are not included in the research lens used by
researchers studying it. But how did we segue from a specific type of diffi-
culty in learning to read to the entire population of learners who
experience difficulties in learning to read and who thus experience prob-
lems, or slower development, with academic literacy throughout their
schooling?

The impression I have gained from a reading of the public documents is
that, while different ‘causes’ of reading disability exist (at least hypotheti-
cally), including biological ones (i.e. dyslexia), (a) it is still a matter of
contention that learning disabilities have a neurological aetiology,2 and (b)
it is too hard to sort this out now. Therefore, the Preventing Reading
Difficulties in Young Children committee stated that their recommenda-
tions extend to all children, regardless of their level of risk of experiencing
difficulties in learning to read and regardless of the presumed cause of such
difficulty (Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998). From a group that touts the
necessity of empirical data to back conclusions, this is problematic.

And this leads to some dangerous implications coming from this simple-
view-of-reading, cognitive-only-lens movement that is driving school
reform with its control over instruction, teacher education, and high-stakes
assessment:

Danger 1: We will put a type of instruction into place in all classrooms
for all children that has been verified as effective only for a
small percentage of children.
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Danger 2: We will fail to understand the sociocultural factors that
contribute to the systematic failure of whole groups of chil-
dren in our schools because the research lens being validated
and funded does not include these factors.

Danger 3: Because the possibility of an untested instructional
programme and/or a simplistic educational programme
applied to problems that are neither recognised nor under-
stood will fail, high-stakes assessments will drive another
nail in the coffin of academic underachievement for further
generations of children from low-status social and cultural
groups.

Danger 4: This nail may prove to be the one made of steel due to the
public’s uninformed and non-critical understanding of
‘science’, and rules of implication.

An argument for complexity

I wish to end with an argument and call for embracing complexity. When
we consider literacy development for different people in different contexts
from different sociocultural worlds for different purposes, we are in a
complex arena. To deny this is not only foolish, it is foolhardy and borders
on the unethical. We cannot allow the politicians and their policy
appointees to act as if a young learner from a low-literate family who
speaks a mountain dialect will learn to read in the same classroom, with
the same instruction, and in the same way to the same level as one from a
highly-literate family who speaks like those in power. We cannot allow
them to insist, as they are now beginning to do in the United States, that
all teachers accept this supposition and teach all children to read in the
same way and then pay the consequences when it does not ‘work’.

Rather, I believe that we must first insist that our existing knowledge of
the complexity that results from sociocultural contexts of learning be inte-
grated into policy decisions and, secondly, that this knowledge base be
expanded with more research that can ultimately hone and sharpen policy
for reading instruction. We need empirical data to answer crucial questions
like: (a) How do beginning readers take from their instruction to learn to
effortlessly and effectively process print for meaning? (b) Why do begin-
ning readers from homes of poverty accomplish this more slowly and less
well? Does it make a difference whether these children are taught by
community insiders or outsiders? Why? (c) What exactly do learners from
mainstream affluent homes know that allows them to accomplish this
process faster and better in mainstream schools? How did they learn this?
(d) How do you explain the almost straight-line relationship between
family income and reading achievement around the world? (e) If successful
learners go through different processes, or follow different paths toward
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literacy depending on the focus of their instruction, then how is it that they
arrive at the same place, if they do?

We need studies that will tell us: (f) not only what cognitive and
linguistic skills learners need to begin to read successfully, but how they
learned those skills, in what contexts, under what conditions, within what
types of interactions with whom; (g) what is the relationship, if any,
between what I call the actualisation of literacy learning (i.e. literacy in
practice outside school settings) and the ways in which literacy was taught
and experienced by learners in school. We need to design a study that
would accommodate and explain the work Shaywitz and Shaywitz (1996)
are doing with the neurology of dyslexics, as well as the work done by
Rosalie Fink on successful adult dyslexics (1998), who explain their
success as professionals – and overcoming the debilitating effects of
dyslexia – with the fact that at some point in their lives as students they
became actual readers in response to personal intense motivations to read
extensively on their own on a topic of personal interest.

Unless we reject the politically motivated calls and manipulations for
simplistic solutions to created and misrepresented problems and instead
embrace the world of learning and development in all of its complexity,
we will continue to contribute to the real literacy problem: the under-
representation of poor and marginalised people among the academically
successful.

Notes
1 Best estimates put the incidence at between 2–6 per cent of the general popula-

tion (Myers and Hammill, 1990).
2 The history of research into learning disabilities is a long and chequered one,

plagued from the beginning by real problems of differentiating types and
subtypes of LD. Its legacy is this notion that LD as a construct is questionable.
However, most teachers who have ever worked with learners with diagnosed
learning disabilities and researchers who study them in neurology labs agree
that for some learning difficulties no other explanation exists besides a neuro-
logically-based difference in processing information.
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Understanding national literacy

Any large-scale national drive to raise standards needs to attract consensus
in a number of areas. There needs to be agreement that standards are too
low, that public spending can and should be put into raising them and that
schools and teachers should prioritise the nominated areas, regardless of
what else they do.

In England, in 1997, the areas of literacy and numeracy were designated
as the priorities nationally for all primary schools. The National Literacy
Strategy and, a year later, the National Numeracy Strategy were put in
place, with a structure of national, regional and local staffing and specially
designated funding.

The system for specifying what is to be taught and for assessing the
standards of pupils’ work at key points in their schooling were already in
place (Horner, 1998). The National Strategies added more detail to the
curriculum to be taught by producing frameworks of objectives for
teaching. The success of the strategies is measured by pupils’ performance
in national tests at age 11. Targets are set for national achievement, which
become translated into targets for each school.

Given the pressure on these tests, the credibility of such measurements
rests on a range of factors such as their validity, reliability, comparability
over time and consistency of approach. The tests need to be understood,
particularly by teachers, so that the dimensions of literacy that are to be
expected at the target levels are clear and pupils helped to achieve them.

This chapter explores how the tests are made explicable and usable for
teachers. The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, which is respon-
sible for the tests, has developed a range of ways to show what the tests
are testing, including at question level. There are other ways that teachers
learn about the tests, including annual reports on pupils’ performance in
the tests (Standards Reports), which are sent to all schools.

This chapter focuses on reading, since there are directly comparable
instruments in other countries, and international studies, such as PISA and
PIRLS, are also available for context and comparison. The underlying

8 Understanding national
standards in reading

Sue Horner



construct of reading is described and the way this is reflected in questions
explained. The nature of difficulty in questions is also related to reading
skills. The transparency of the testing is reinforced in the publication of
reports on how pupils answered the questions (e.g. QCA 2001) , and this
is outlined in the last section of the chapter.

National tests of reading

In England all children undertake formal assessments of their reading and
writing at the end of the second, sixth and ninth years of schooling, that is,
at ages 7, 11 and 14 respectively. These assessments are keyed to statutory
requirements for what should be taught and an eight-level scale describing
progress across the age range.

During the 1990s the tests for the various ages were developed on
different time scales and to different models, showing sensitivity to the
experience and expected performance of pupils at each age. These assess-
ments have become very high-stakes, as the government has used them to
set demanding targets for pupil performance in them. From the starting
point in 1996, when 57 per cent of pupils achieved the target levels, the
government set the expectation that, in 2002, 80 per cent of pupils should
reach that level. The progress towards that aim is shown in Figure 8.1.

In the period from 1996 to 2000 the percentage of the cohort achieving
the target level at age 11 rose from 57 per cent to 75 per cent. In order to
be sure that the demands of the assessments are maintained over time there
are rigorous equating measures in place. These are necessary since the
results of the tests are published and schools ranked and rewarded on the
basis of their pupils’ performance.
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The development of the tests, their trialling and pretesting and subse-
quent analysis of how pupils performed are documented elsewhere (see
Sainsbury, 2000 and this volume; Whetton et al., 2000). The technical
systems are extensive, with different statistical measures applied at various
points. What I want to focus on here is not the technical properties of the
tests, but the construct of reading that underpins them.

The national curriculum for English and its accompanying scale of pupil
performance set out dimensions of reading. Within a wide range of texts,
the skills outlined include strategies for reading for meaning, selecting and
retrieving information and ideas, and skills of inferring and deducing.
They also include responding to and commenting on the language and
structure of texts and their purposes and contexts. The salience of these
aspects of reading varies at the different ages, but their significance in
defining the broad scope of what counts as reading should not be underes-
timated, especially when considering the curriculum backwash from such
high-stakes tests.

During 2000 a review of the national assessment arrangements has been
undertaken and we intend to develop a framework for the tests which
shows clearly the continuities, as well as the different emphases, in the
nature of the reading assessed at each age. We do not see the framework as
limited to what can be assessed in short, formal tests, but see it as appli-
cable in ongoing assessments and as particularly useful for diagnosing
pupils’ strengths and weaknesses.

Reading assessment focuses

We have now defined the aspects of reading to be assessed as pupils’
ability to:

1 use a range of strategies, including accurate decoding of text, to read
for meaning;

2 understand, describe, select or retrieve information, events or ideas
from texts and use quotation and reference to text;

3 deduce, infer or interpret information, events or ideas from texts;
4 comment on the structure and organisation of texts, including gram-

matical and presentational features at text level;
5 identify and comment on the writers’ uses of language, including

grammatical and literary features at word and sentence level;
6 identify and comment on writers’ purposes and viewpoints and the

effect of the text on the reader;
7 relate texts to their social, cultural and historical contexts and literary

traditions.

In principle, any reader at any age may give evidence in any one of these
assessment focuses, since they are not specifically age- or ability-related:
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• pupils aged 7, 11 or 14 can show they can select and retrieve informa-
tion (focus 2) particularly in non-fiction texts;

• young children can suggest the reason for the use of a presentational
feature such as a word printed in capital letters (STOP!), while an older
pupil may comment on the use of subheadings or layout (focus 4);

• a young child can distinguish texts where the purpose is to describe or
explain from those which aim to give instructions. A secondary school
pupil may be showing skills also related to focus 6, by commenting on
how the writer’s views are shown through the portrayal of character
or the choice of language when conveying action.

The first three focuses are more likely to be emphasised when assessing 7-
year-olds and the others may well be more prominent when assessing older
students. But this is not simply a question of a hierarchy of skills. All
readers must be using strategies to decode and make meaning from texts,
but for experienced readers much of such activity is automatic, and the
strategies are only likely to become evident when the reader is confronted
with a text which has unfamiliar words or more complex ideas. In the
assessment for 7-year-olds, focuses 1 and 2 are likely to be more promi-
nent because that is the curriculum emphasis for those children, ensuring
they can use phonic, graphic and contextual clues and also use their word
recognition skills when reading different texts.

When students are older what becomes more valued is the ability to
evaluate and respond critically to a text, using reasons and evidence. This
moves beyond inference and deduction into being able to distinguish layers
of meaning and recognise such features as deliberate ambiguity or implicit
bias. Being able to see how the social or literary context of a text influ-
ences its meaning is also usually thought of as an advanced skill, but some
children in primary school are able, for example, to reflect on whether
stories, such as those by Richmal Crompton, are old-fashioned and how
stories set some time ago may or may not be relevant to children now.

These assessment focuses are relevant in reading at all ages, but their
emphasis varies as the curriculum changes and pupils become more skilled.
So how can they then be used to give a framework for assessing national
standards?

Using the assessment focuses

In developing the tests the first priority is to identify texts which are inter-
esting to the pupils, varied in form and suitable for constructing questions.
As questions are being devised the assessment focuses begin to become
useful. Of any particular question we can ask not only ‘What is the
answer?’, but also ‘Which focus is this related to?’ and ‘Does it really
assess that focus?’. The focuses immediately offer a way to reflect critically
on the questions and their potential answers, helping to establish whether
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it is a worthwhile question and to identify what sort of contribution it can
make to the overall pattern of the test.

Once a range of questions has been devised and informally trialled, the
selection of questions for the next stage has to be made. At this point the
balance of the test can be considered through looking at the numbers of
questions and marks assigned to the different focuses. This is not a
mechanical process with pre-set notions of the precise balance of focuses in
any test. To some extent the focus of the questions is related to the type of
text. For example:

• A page of diagrams and labels showing the sequence of a spider spin-
ning a web suggests questioning mostly related to strategies in reading
for meaning (focus 1) and understanding and retrieving information
(focus 2). There may also be scope for looking at presentational features
(focus 4) in terms of layout, headings and structure of the information;

• A contrasting text, such as a version of a traditional tale, may offer
more possibilities of questions on uses of language, including literary
features (focus 5) and how the story relates to its literary tradition
(focus 6).

While there may be no specific balance of assessment focuses required, it
is, of course, important to look at the balance and the way the questions
cluster and are distributed across the test as a whole. Over time, patterns
change, which indicates the balance of the assessment focuses at the
different ages. In general the tests for 7-year-olds include most questions
on focuses 1, 2 and 3, with a few questions related to other areas. The
tests for 11-year-olds have a proportion of marks on focuses 2 and 3, but
also range more across the other areas. The tests for 14-year-olds are less
explicitly linked to focuses 2 and 3, although pupils will use these skills in
answering questions related more to focuses 4, 5 and 6. These differences
in emphasis reflect the demands of the eight-level scale to which the tests
are calibrated.

Question difficulty

The level of difficulty of any particular question derives from a complex
relationship between the text, the assessment focus, the amount of struc-
ture in the question and where the question comes in the test. Offering a
structure in the question may enable pupils to tackle aspects which are
difficult if they are left to work them out for themselves. The level of scaf-
folding or independence in using reading skills is an important dimension
across the years:

• A multiple-choice question for 7-year-olds may enable them to identify
the purpose of a text;
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• Eleven-year-olds can be asked what a particular sentence shows about a
writer’s purpose – for example, a sentence in the first person and a collo-
quial style can be identified as describing an experience for a younger
person;

• Fourteen-year-olds may be invited to identify the writer’s purpose and
give evidence for their views, drawing on the complete text.

These questions all relate to the same assessment focus, but the differing
levels of structure in the questions suggest the movement from a strongly
guided reader to an independent one. This also illustrates how it is not
possible to view the assessment focuses as a hierarchy – structuring the
questions can enable younger pupils to show understanding of more
complex concepts than might otherwise be possible.

Retrieval of information on, for example, scientific evidence for a
theory from a complex text is likely to be difficult. Retrieval of a synonym
for a single word to answer a question on the same page as the answer (as
in a Year 2 test) is much less difficult. Implicit in these dimensions of ques-
tions is the level of independence with which pupils are expected to tackle
texts and questions. Independence relates to the level of support in the
question and the ability to orchestrate different reading skills in order to
answer a question. Older and more skilled readers are also asked to range
across a text or texts, without necessarily being given specific references, in
order to accumulate points to be assembled into answers. This involves
using criteria of relevance, and also a more evaluative view of what is read.
In skilled readers, independence in understanding a text and how it works
is likely to be accompanied by critical and evaluative comments on the
effectiveness of it.

Understanding and reporting on national performance

At the same time as the tests are sent into schools, the marking guides are
also sent. This means that the system is transparent and the marking is
carried out to pre-agreed and published expectations. The tests of 11-year-
olds are marked by teachers and others from different schools. The
marking is checked and then the scripts are returned to schools so that
teachers can see exactly how their pupils did. If teachers are not content
with the marking of their pupils’ work they can ask for a review. This
happens most often when one or two marks will make the difference to a
pupil achieving the target level.

To help teachers understand the tests and how their pupils performed in
them, a Standards Report is published each year and sent to schools. The
report has a number of elements:
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• summary data, showing the changes in the English scores over time
• key messages, including significant trends such as the differential

performance of boys and girls
• detailed analysis of pupil performance by assessment focus
• implications for teaching and learning, which indicate priority areas in

teaching reading and writing
• technical data, such as question facilities.

The main body of the report describes how pupils answered the questions,
with examples of acceptable and unacceptable answers, related to the
marking guidelines. The questions on the various assessment focuses may
be found at different points during the test, so the report brings these
together to look at patterns. For example, children who are likely to
achieve the national expectations should achieve highly on the questions
focused on understanding and retrieving information. They should also be
able to deduce, infer or interpret information, events or ideas. They will
also show some skill in responding to questions on features at text,
sentence and word levels, and in identifying writers’ purposes.

Teachers are able to look at their own pupils’ scripts and see if there are
particular patterns in the answers which could be related to teaching. One
school found that their pupils did not succeed in answering a question
focusing on comparing texts, and the teachers realised they had not taught
this. Similarly, some classes may be more familiar with working on fiction,
and the results may show they need more help with non-fiction texts.
These reports enable teachers to be more reflexive, and consider the
impact of their teaching. Many use previous years’ tests as a way of
helping pupils understand what they will be asked to do, and since
teachers have the marking guides, they are able to be clear about good
answers.

Conclusion

The tests are high stakes for teachers, schools and the government. In
order for them to be educationally defensible it is important that the tests
are understood and the results are credible. The rationale and assessment
focuses are published, the marking guides are public at the same time as
the tests, pupils’ scripts are returned to schools, and a report on perfor-
mance by a nationally representative sample of pupils is sent into all
schools. All these aim to maintain an open system, where the measure of
performance is available for scrutiny and challenge, and is also accessible
to teachers and pupils.
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Introduction

As a contribution to considering ‘what counts as evidence’, this chapter
will address testing and other formal assessment procedures, looking in some
detail at the kinds of evidence they can provide. In evaluating children’s
progress, some accepted measure of their attainment is essential, and many
research studies make use of test scores as part of their findings. Similarly,
the great majority of public debates about raising standards in literacy take
for granted the nature of the instruments by which those standards are
measured.

Yet these tests are not fixed, predetermined guarantors of objective
evidence. The information that tests can provide varies according to many
factors: the kind of questions that are asked, the circumstances in which
the tests are administered and the rules for marking and scoring, for
example. What can and what cannot be inferred from a particular set of
test results is a question at the heart of validity theory, and answers are
often multifaceted and ambiguous (Messick, 1989). In looking at what
counts as evidence, it is essential to consider what kinds of tests are avail-
able, and what they can reveal about pupil attainment.

This chapter will survey and review some of the features of the test
development process and its products, and the overlapping collection of
theoretical frameworks into which the work fits. It will try to establish
what is known and what further research needs to be done, in order to
continue to ensure that tests of literacy are able to bear the very consider-
able weight that is currently placed upon them.

Constructs and performances

Underlying the entire test development process is the notion that it is
possible to take a sample of behaviour and, from that sample, to gain
information about a wide range of knowledge, skill and understanding.
The questions in a test, or the requirements of an assessment task, are not
of particular interest in themselves, but are intended to stand for a much

9 Validity in literacy tests

Marian Sainsbury



broader and deeper area of interest, a construct which represents some
valued educational outcome (Haertel, 1985). Educational constructs typi-
cally include ideas about the nature of the subject itself, as a discipline, as
well as ideas about how children learn in that curriculum area.

These constructs are essentially wide-ranging, complex and abstract in
nature. Yet tests to find out about pupils’ learning must necessarily require
something concrete and specific. This can be envisaged as a span (Figure
9.1), in which the difference between the ‘test/task’ end and the ‘construct’
end is seen in terms of increasing generality, complexity and abstraction
(Sainsbury and Sizmur, 1998).

The work of the test developer can therefore be conceptualised as a
quest for a set of test items or performance tasks that will give the best
possible information about important aspects of the construct – the search
for validity.

Validity, reliability and manageability

At the same time, other imperatives must be observed. Teachers are under-
standably reluctant to spend large amounts of time administering tests or
to undertake time-consuming and cumbersome performance tasks, so the
manageability of the assessment instrument is always a concern. The other
main demand upon the test developer is for reliability: the test results
should be consistent, irrespective of the time and place of administration
and of the identity of the administrator and the marker. This is particularly
the case in a high-stakes system where confidentiality and security are
essential requirements for reliability.

Of course, it is unrealistic to suggest that all these demands can be met
in full by any assessment instrument of any kind. Validity and reliability
require as full an assessment as possible, which clearly works against
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manageability. Validity may require tasks which replicate as closely as
possible performance in the real world, which detracts from reliability as
all real-world situations are different. Reliability may demand simple
objective answers which cannot represent the construct fully, setting up a
tension with validity. So the work of the test developer is always to draw
the best possible balance between these conflicting demands in the light of
the purpose of the assessment. This requirement – fitness for purpose –
underlies all test development work.

The construct with which this book is concerned is the construct of
literacy, arguably the most central and important ‘valued educational
outcome’ of all. In the construct of literacy, ideas about the nature and
purpose of reading and writing are intermingled with ideas about the ways
in which children learn the subject. All of these reflect aspects of the
contemporary social, political, philosophical and educational context
within which they are situated.

Whilst bearing in mind the constraints of manageability and reliability,
this chapter will principally concern itself with validity and with the way
in which literacy is currently defined. In order to delineate what is included
in this construct of literacy, the National Curriculum programmes of study
and the National Literacy Strategy framework for teaching form useful
points of reference. Between them, they articulate an accepted view of
literacy as it is currently taught in this country. The main argument will be
that contemporary definitions of literacy are considerably more complex
than previous ones. Since tests must validly reflect the construct, the
demands placed upon test development in recent years – since the intro-
duction of the National Curriculum – have been considerable. A great deal
of innovative work has taken place over a relatively short period of time in
seeking to meet these demands.

Traditional constructs of literacy

Children’s ability to link the spoken word with the written word has
always been regarded as fundamental to literacy. Some traditional reading
tests restricted themselves to addressing this limited definition of the
construct. The Schonell test, for example (Schonell, 1945), which was
widely used in Britain right up to the 1980s, simply required children to
pronounce a series of single words. Its well-known first line is tree little
milk egg book, and higher levels are represented by words such as sepul-
chre and idiosyncrasy. This minimalist approach to defining reading
encountered fierce criticism (see, for example, Stierer, 1989), and, despite
its enviable manageability, would have few defenders nowadays. It clearly
makes no attempt at all to address whether children have any under-
standing of the words they read.

A fuller definition of the construct of reading is addressed by a range of
tests which require sentence completion. One popular example of this in
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Britain is the Suffolk Reading Scale (Hagley, 1987). Here, children are
offered a sentence with one missing word and must choose the correct option
from a series of five. The difficulty level varies, with sentences such as:

He hit the ball with the [date / hat / boy / bit / bat].

near the beginning, progressing to:

The [automatic / audacious / autocratic / augmented / auspicious]
occasion was marred by the inclement weather.

towards the end. Answering successfully requires children to read the
words, and also requires understanding of the meaning of the local context
of the single sentence.

Modern theories: increasing complexity

This is very far, however, from the complexity that seems to be a feature of
the contemporary construct. Here, the establishment of the link between
the spoken word and the written word is also viewed as crucial, and the
‘searchlights’ model in the National Literacy Strategy in England sets out
how phonic and grammatical knowledge, together with word recognition
and contextual understanding, contribute to achieving this. At these early
stages of literacy learning, however, understanding and response are already
an important part of the construct. Even with young children, the area of
interest is whether they have understood the meaning of a text, and not
simply whether they can pronounce the words in it. This part of the
contemporary construct is underpinned not just by psychological theories,
but also by literary ones, and in particular those often referred to as reader-
response theories.

According to these theories, meaning is made in the interaction of
reader with text. The reader actively engages with the written words, not
just following each sentence, but anticipating and retrospecting, adjusting
and summarising meanings at various points in the text (Iser, 1974; Rowell
et al., 1990). Particularly important in this process is an element of ‘filling
gaps’. The text does not contain every piece of information necessary for
understanding, and the reader must therefore supply what is missing from
his or her own experience. Depending upon the text, there may be many
opportunities for filling gaps at various levels of depth and sophistication.
Most texts for children require them to use some chains of reasoning of
their own, for example to supply the link between causes and effects, or
characters and their motivation for action. In some books, even for the
youngest children, there is scope for reflection upon profound human and
philosophical questions, as the work of Anthony Browne or Jenny Wagner,
for example, demonstrates (Stephens, 1992; Watson, 1993).
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A further layer of complexity is introduced by the fact that reading and
understanding must apply to a wide range of text types. Different types of
text – information, instruction, narrative, poetry – call forth different types
of engagement. The purpose for which the reader reads typically varies
with these different types of text, and therefore the kind of background
knowledge that the reader must bring to fill the gaps varies too (Duthie,
1996). To tackle a variety of text types, knowledge about the world and
about people must be complemented by knowledge about texts themselves
– what their purposes might be, and how they are typically organised and
use language in order to meet those purposes. A further dimension of this,
which is rapidly gaining in prominence, is the whole area of electronic
texts and the different kinds of reading involved in gaining meaning from a
computer screen.

Correspondingly, the requirements for writing do not simply set out
that children must learn to write words using the conventional spellings.
Over and above this, they should bring to their writing the knowledge of
text types that they have gained from their reading. As writers, they work
to produce texts for particular purposes, reviewing and revising their
drafts with structure, audience and purpose in mind.

There is, moreover, an attitudinal strand adding a further dimension to
the construct. The general requirements of the National Curriculum for
English in England open with a statement that pupils should become ‘enthu-
siastic, responsive and knowledgeable’ readers. Young readers and writers
are not only learning about different text types, but need to appreciate for
themselves the purposes of reading and writing, their uses and value.

Thus an analysis of the National Curriculum demonstrates that literacy,
as defined there, is a highly complex construct. These considerations,
however, are not confined to the English National Curriculum, but are
echoed in international literacy scholarship. In their preface to the third
volume of the Handbook of Reading Research (Kamil et al., 2000), the
editors identify as their first main theme the broadening of the definition
of reading. They identify ‘the need to present reading from the perspective
of multiple social-science disciplines, as well as from the perspectives of
neurology and critical literary theory’ (ibid.: xi).

The complexity of the contemporary construct, in which (at least)
reader response, knowledge of text types, values and attitudes are added to
the skill of word recognition, is what places particular demands upon
those seeking to devise valid tests of literacy. Traditionally, in England, the
demonstration of understandings of these kinds was not required until the
end of the secondary years of education, where essays are the typical
response mode.

Those devising literacy tests for primary-aged children in recent years
have, therefore, been faced with unprecedented challenges. In Figure 9.1,
the more complex the construct at the left-hand extreme, the more difficult
it is to make valid links to the right-hand extreme of the diagram where
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concrete, specific test items and task performances must give valid infor-
mation about that construct. In the rest of the chapter, some examples will
be given of the kinds of research activity that are implied by these consid-
erations, and of some features of the resulting assessments.

Developing mark schemes: recognising varied responses

The first example will illustrate the way in which mark schemes in reading
tests are developed with a view to crediting a range of appropriate
responses from young readers. Since meaning is made in the interaction of
reader and text, and since the reader can only arrive at that meaning
through using aspects of his or her own experience, a variety of different
responses is likely to be acceptable. For almost all questions in almost all
reading tests, there is no one right answer. This is already very different
from most traditional models of reading test.

This example describes in detail some of the issues that emerged during
the development of a single question from the level 3 test at Key Stage 1
that was used in England in 1998. This test was part of the statutory
national assessment of seven-year-old pupils in that year, and was aimed at
above-average children of that age. The example has been selected because
in this case the processes of analysis were documented in full. Similar
processes are necessary for all questions in all reading tests that require a
‘gap’ in the text to be filled from the pupil’s own experience. The test was
developed by the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority (SCAA,
now part of the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, QCA), and the
analyses described below were carried out as part of the pre-testing
commissioned by SCAA (Burley, 1997).

The story text in this booklet was Charles Keeping’s Miss Emily and the
Bird of Make-believe (1978). Miss Emily buys a lovely golden bird from
an unscrupulous market trader, Jack Ratty. She finds that the bird is an
ordinary city sparrow that Jack Ratty has painted gold, confronts him
with the truth and makes sure that he stops this cruel practice. Near the
beginning of the story, we read this paragraph:

She hadn’t gone very far when she saw a large crowd of children gath-
ered round a street trader. It was Mister Jack Ratty. He was making
the children laugh, playing his one man band and dancing round a
barrow. The barrow was loaded with plants and cheap toys, and there
was one beautiful coloured bird in a golden cage. ‘How lovely,’
thought Miss Emily, and she drew nearer to look.

A pre-tested version of this test had the question:

How did Jack Ratty make people want to come to his stall?
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Although this is a relatively simple question, it gave rise to some fairly
extensive analyses which illuminate the way that text, question and mark
scheme need to be carefully developed in the light of qualitative and quan-
titative evidence. To answer the question, children need to use their
knowledge of what might make a market stall attractive, as they read the
paragraph above.

The statistical discrimination analysis of this question first suggested
that it was not functioning as well as expected. The mark scheme applied
in the pre-test credited answers that referred to three actions of Jack
Ratty’s: making the children laugh; playing his one-man band; and dancing
around his barrow. To investigate whether this was causing difficulties,
children’s answers on a sample of 500 test scripts were further analysed.
Rather than marking the answers right or wrong, a code was assigned to
each different answer, and the frequencies of the codes were analysed. This
analysis revealed a much wider variety of inferences than the original mark
scheme recognised.

The answers listed in the mark scheme were indeed the most common,
with 54 per cent of children identifying at least one of the three listed
actions. However, there proved to be a substantial proportion of children,
42 per cent, who, not unreasonably, attributed the attractiveness of the
stall to the goods on sale. Of these, about half framed their answers in
terms of an action of Jack Ratty’s, giving answers such as:

He loaded up his stall with brightly coloured birds, plants and things;

He sold lots of cheap toys.

Some even gave answers that drew upon their knowledge of the story as a
whole:

He painted ordinary sparrows to make them look attractive.

The other half simply answered by listing the contents of the stall, without
referring to something Jack Ratty did:

There were lots of bright coloured birds.

This analysis identified the range of ways in which children might use their
own experience to fill this gap in the text. The results allowed us to recom-
mend that the wording of the question should be changed slightly to make
it clear that an action of Jack Ratty’s was required:

What did Jack Ratty do to make people want to come to his stall?

The mark scheme was broadened to credit answers which referred to placing
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attractive objects on the barrow, as well as making the children laugh,
playing the one-man band and dancing. When it was pre-tested again, 78
per cent of children answered correctly according to the new mark scheme,
and the discrimination statistic was much improved.

This lengthy work to refine what is really a very simple question high-
lights the challenge when working with more demanding texts. At Key Stage
2, the national tests for eleven-year-olds routinely ask children to make
inferences across the entire text, and up to three marks can be awarded for
differing qualities of understanding and response. The development of mark
schemes that can give credit for a range of legitimate inferences, whilst
ruling out all inappropriate answers, is a major undertaking.

An interactive reading task

A completely different approach to assessing reading and response is
exemplified by the Key Stage 1 level 2 reading task for seven-year-olds of
average attainment. Here, the challenge is to provide a valid assessment for
young children who are not yet fluent readers and writers. The solution,
unusually in the current National Curriculum assessment system, consists
of an interactive assessment task, rather than a formal pencil and paper
test. Teacher judgement of ephemeral responses is used, rather than a
detailed mark scheme and written evidence.

This is an assessment which has survived since the early days of
National Curriculum assessment, when the original notion of the ‘standard
assessment task’ envisaged something close to normal classroom practice.
The task is individual, and requires the child to choose a book from a care-
fully selected list, to talk about the choice, to read aloud and to discuss
what has been read. The teacher makes a running record of the child’s
performance, noting miscues and strategies. The assessment is made on the
basis of a judgement of the independence and accuracy of the reading
aloud, and on the quality of the discussion of the book’s content.

This task can claim a high degree of validity in that it is a very close repre-
sentation of the way the child reads from day to day in the classroom. The
reading material is an attractive, authentic book; the teacher has the oppor-
tunity to identify some of the reading strategies at work, as well as the
degree of accuracy, and understanding is shown through interactive discus-
sion. This allows the teacher to ensure that the child understands what is
being asked and to follow up the child’s comments with further questions to
probe understanding. For most children of this age, conversation is a natural
way to show what they have understood. Different responses to the text are
credited according to the teacher’s judgement, which can take account of the
features of the text and of the personality of the individual child.

The manageability of this task, on the other hand, is comparatively
poor. Teachers have to spend 15–20 minutes with each child in individual
conversation in order to make the assessment. For this purpose, supply
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(substitute teacher) cover has to be provided at great cost to the nation,
and this alone has brought the survival of the task into question regularly
since its introduction. There is evidence that teachers are willing to take on
these demands because they are, on the whole, pleased with the quality of
the information the task provides.

The task’s approach to reliability is also interesting. Since children read
from any one of a list of twelve books, consistency does not mean ensuring
that all read the same passage. The passages are very carefully compared
against a number of criteria and subjected to large-scale trials to confirm
their comparability. But essentially, the task approach is to claim that
consistency lies in the fact that all children have the opportunity to read
something of interest to them, and so to demonstrate their optimum
performance. Similarly, the children do not respond to identical ques-
tioning, but rather are allowed to show what they know by means of
interaction in which further questions are asked, inviting them to expand
upon their answers.

Teacher assessment

This task is amongst the least formal of all the assessments that teachers
have to administer under the National Curriculum. The statutory assess-
ment system, however, also carries a requirement for teacher assessments.
Much of this assessment is now likely to take place within the context of
the literacy hour introduced into virtually all primary schools in England
since 1998 as part of the National Literacy Strategy. Teacher assessment
can be seen as a further movement in the direction of informality, with
corresponding implications for validity and reliability.

Ongoing assessment allows the teacher to look not just at a single
sample of the child’s performance, but at a whole range of performances,
all of them in authentic classroom conditions. This has enormous potential
for enhancing validity. These assessments can include, for both reading
and writing, a whole range of texts of different types and with different
content. The text types defined for each term under the National Literacy
Strategy provide a systematic check on this. Children’s ability to respond
to a text by bringing ideas and understanding from their own experience
can be assessed in the context of the books they find most engaging. It can
be demonstrated through talk and drama as well as in writing. Their moti-
vation to read and write, and their understanding of the purposes and
value of literacy, can also be noted as they occur in structured lessons and
in day-to-day conversation.

Reliability is also enhanced, in the sense that the teacher has a range of
observations on which to base judgements, rather than a single perfor-
mance. On the other hand, assessment will not be made in the same
circumstances, but will vary from child to child and from teacher to
teacher. It is this perceived shortcoming that prevents teacher assessment
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from having greater status in the national assessment system. Nevertheless,
its contribution to the validity of the system as a whole should not be
underestimated (Stobart, 1999).

Conclusions

This brief survey of aspects of the national testing system has attempted to
bring out some of the research and development implications of recent
radical changes to the construct of literacy in education. Rather than
restricting itself to children’s ability to pronounce words or to demonstrate
comprehension of a limited local context, this construct now includes
layers of response, textual analysis, attitudes and values that were not
there before. There is a national curriculum in which the construct is artic-
ulated, and tests are expected to yield information about the construct as it
is currently defined, and not about something narrower. To return to the
theme of this section, what counts as evidence depends directly upon what
is tested. Any evidence about standards is only as strong as the measure
that is used. The aim in recent years has been to develop measures that
reflect the construct as fully as possible, so that the inferences that are
made from the test scores truly reflect the nature of literacy in the contem-
porary world.

The specific examples from test development research have demon-
strated some of the issues involved and some of the variables that test
developers work with. It is clear, however, that there is a continuing need
for fundamental research to underpin assessment. As more becomes
known about the nature of literacy, the test development process must
continue to evolve in order to reflect this increasing understanding. At the
same time, there is a need for a greater awareness amongst educationalists,
teachers and the public at large of the breadth and depth of the construct
that is currently described as literacy.
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Clearing the ground

In the title of this book, Raising Standards in Literacy, the term ‘standards’
needs clarification, since it has (at least) two meanings which are in tension
with each other. The older meaning, still the predominant one in North
America, is ‘criteria for judging success’. The newer meaning, perhaps the
more frequent now in Britain, is ‘levels of attainment’. The tension between
the two meanings is best seen in the virtually annual contradictory reactions
to rising pass rates in public examinations in Britain. Some welcome the
rise as showing that standards have risen (and so they have, in the sense
that levels of attainment have gone up), while others bewail it as showing
that standards have fallen – by which they mean that the criteria for success
must have been lowered. The truth might of course partake of both.

Here I am taking ‘standards’ in the newer sense, and will therefore
focus on evidence that levels of attainment have been raised and how this
was brought about. In searching for such evidence I shall be ignoring two
other possible sets of evidence:

• I shall not be looking at information on current levels of attainment,
whether high or low or middling. This is because such information
provides no evidence on how to improve attainment. Information on
current levels of attainment might provide evidence that those levels
are too low, and therefore need to be raised – but this is as much of a
truism in the information age as it always was, and can be taken as an
assumption;

• I shall also not be looking at information on whether levels of attain-
ment are rising or falling or remaining stable over time. This
information is well documented for literacy in Britain (Brooks, 1998),
and in any case still does not provide evidence on how to improve
attainment.

However, I shall draw attention to two conclusions from my analysis
(Brooks, 1998) of trends over time in literacy:
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• judged by the results of national monitoring surveys since the first in
1948, levels of attainment in reading among school pupils appear to
have remained in general very stable;

• there also seems to be evidence going back to the generation born
around 1920 that the proportion of adults with poor literacy skills has
been fairly stable, at about a fifth.

If these conclusions are reliable, then it would seem to follow that raising
overall standards of attainment is a monumentally difficult task. Consider:
it is widely believed (e.g. by Turner, 1990) that at some point in the 1960s
‘traditional’ methods of initial literacy teaching, especially phonics, were
largely abandoned and replaced by ‘progressive’ approaches. To doom-
sayers who believe that reading standards have been steadily declining, the
abandonment of phonics was the cause and restoration of phonics will be
the cure. But to advocates of ‘progressive’ methods, phonics was part of
the problem and its reintroduction would be retrograde. If either group
were right, levels of attainment should have altered in step with the change
of emphasis in instruction, but in opposite ways: levels of attainment
should have fallen if the ‘traditionalists’ were right, and should have risen
if the ‘progressives’ were right. But, as I have shown, in general neither
was the case.

(The wobble in the average reading attainment of 8-year-olds in England
and Wales – down between 1987 and 1991, then back up again between
1991 and 1995 – is an exception, but probably had causes much closer in
time than the supposed, and much earlier, abandonment of phonics – see
Brooks, Schagen and Nastat, 1997).

Therefore, either the switch in teaching emphasis was less widespread
than is generally believed – and Cato et al. (1992) found that most
teachers said they used a mixture of methods – or the impact of different
methods on levels of attainment is small or difficult to detect, or some
combination of these. Whichever, raising levels of attainment at system
level will be difficult to achieve and/or to detect (cf. Hiebert, this volume) –
and proving causation even more so.

Other evidence that I shall not be examining is information on changes
in attitudes to literacy and in literacy-related behaviour. With attitudes to
literacy I include reading and writing preferences and habits. By literacy-
related behaviour I mean, for example, frequency of using a library and
number of books owned or in the home. I exclude these things because
they are not direct indicators of attainment.

So my focus is very clearly only on evidence that particular interven-
tions have raised levels of attainment. Having defined that focus, I now
give examples for four aspects of literacy learning: pre-school, initial,
helping struggling learners and adult literacy. I give more detail on the first
of these topics than on the rest because it is less well documented else-
where. I do not attempt to analyse the literature on the impact of the
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National Literacy Strategy in England, since that is massively documented
elsewhere, including some of the other papers in this volume.

The link between pre-school experience and early literacy
development

General intervention studies

There have been a couple of recent reviews of this topic (Brooks, 2000;
Evangelou and Sylva, 2001). The first significant conclusion is that chil-
dren who attend some form of quality pre-school provision make better
early progress in literacy than children who attend little or no pre-school
provision, even when possible confounding factors (such as socio-economic
status, parents’ level of education) are allowed for. This conclusion arises
from two large-scale studies. The first is the EPPE (Effective Provision of
Pre-School Education) study in England which included about 3,000 chil-
dren (see House of Commons, 2000); the second is a survey of 6-year-olds
in Malta (Mifsud et al., 2000a, b) involving over 5,000 children.

These studies should not be taken to mean that earlier introduction of
the formal teaching of literacy will solve all problems – the pre-school
provision in question was predominantly informal. Also, both these studies
were correlational, and therefore cannot prove causation. Fortunately,
there are just enough intervention or training studies to prove the point.
These are listed in Table 10.1. Two (Carolina Abecedarian, Parents as
Teachers) started working with children as newborns, the rest from age
3 or 4.

Seven of these eight studies show that wide-ranging, high-quality pre-
school interventions do benefit children’s early literacy attainment. The
sole reported null finding, from the NFER Pre-School Project, may have
been because it targeted only oral skills, and did not focus at all on pre-
literacy skills. Also, that project and the (ineffective) non-High/Scope
conditions in the Lisbon project did not involve parents. The two projects
which included children under 3 suggest that interventions which begin
very early can be effective – but the numbers on which this inference is
based are very small. And the two projects with long-term follow-ups
(Ypsilanti High/Scope, Carolina Abecedarian) suggest that benefits can be
long-lasting – but here, too, the numbers are very small.

Focused intervention studies

None of the studies so far mentioned allow inferences about which partic-
ular instructional practices brought about the benefits to literacy.
However, some factors can be discerned from focused intervention studies.
Pre-eminent here is the well-known line of research on phonological
awareness, particularly associated in Britain with Peter Bryant, Usha
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Table 10.1 Pre-school intervention studies affecting literacy development

Project Date Reference Samples Outcome

Ypsilanti,
Michigan (USA)
High/Scope

1962– Weikart et al.
(1978)

50 experi-
mentals, 50
controls

Project
children ahead
in reading at
ages 9–10

NFER Nursery
project (UK)

1968–73 Woodhead
(1976)

100 experi-
mentals, 100
controls

No significant
differences at
age 6

Carolina
Abecedarian
project (USA)

1972– Campbell and
Ramey (1995)

50 experi-
mentals, 50
controls

Project
children ahead
in reading at
ages 8, 12 &
15

Chicago
Child–Parent
Center (USA)

1983–93 see Karoly et
al. (1998):
45–7

1,150 partici-
pants, 389
controls

Project
children ahead
in reading at
age 9

Parents as
Teachers (USA)

late 1980s–
early 1990s

National
Diffusion
Network
(1996); see
Snow et al.
(1998: 144)

not stated in
Snow et al.
(1998)

Project
children ahead
in reading at
age 6

Family Literacy
Demonstration
Programmes
(UK)

1994–95 Brooks et al.
(1996, 1997)

about 100 par-
ticipants, no
controls

Writing better
than expected
at age 6–8

Lisbon
High/Scope
(Portugal)

mid-1990s see Sylva
(2000:
127–31)

70 experi-
mentals, 150
in other
treatments,
220 controls

High/Scope
children ahead
of all other
groups in
reading and
writing at
age 7

REAL (Raising
Early
Achievement in
Literacy) (UK)

1997–99 Hannon and
Nutbrown
(2001)

85 experi-
mentals, 80
controls

Project
children ahead
in early
literacy and
letter
recognition at
age 5



Goswami and various colleagues. Because this work is well known and
well documented, it is not necessary to go into it in detail. Briefly, over the
years it has been shown that training various levels of children’s phonolog-
ical awareness (onset and rime, phonemic) before school benefits their
literacy attainment once in school.

The Bookstart project which began in Birmingham in 1992 has been
studied by Wade and Moore (1998, 2000). Out of about 300 children
from the first ‘cohort’, they were able to trace 41 at age 5 and a different
set of 41 at age 7. At both ages Bookstart ‘graduates’ were ahead of
comparison groups in literacy – but the numbers are small and the
matching of the comparison groups unconvincing. Clearer evidence from
the national evaluation of Bookstart is awaited.

Parents reading to children

Other evidence on specific literacy practices mainly relates to parents
sharing books with and reading to their children, which must rate as the
oldest and most widespread pre-school literacy intervention, and there is
very strong evidence that it benefits children’s early attainment in reading.
Bus et al. (1995) published a large meta-analysis on this topic, based on
nine studies containing 2,248 children. The combined probability level was
so high that they calculated (ibid.: 7) that ‘it would take at least another
1,834 studies with null results to bring the combined probability level’
back to statistical non-significance. It seems reasonable to say that here
coincidence has been excluded. And contained within their analysis was
another piece of good news – the effectiveness of parents reading books to
their children did not vary according to SES.

It may be suspected that within the practice of parents sharing books
with their children there must be variation in effectiveness according to
particular approaches, but there is little research on this. However,
Detemple (1995) in the USA visited 54 families when the child was 3½,
4½ and 5½ years old and studied both the quality of the mother’s talk
while reading to the children and the children’s literacy attainment in
kindergarten (age 5). She found that ‘non-immediate talk’ by the mothers –
for example, explanations, inferences, predictions, etc. – was much rarer
than ‘immediate talk’, such as labelling, counting and paraphrasing; but
that the mothers’ use of non-immediate talk when the children were 3½
was associated with higher literacy scores in kindergarten, and that the
percentage of immediate talk at all three ages was negatively associated
with literacy scores.

Also, Weinberger (1996) studied 42 children from age 3 to age 7 in order
to extend knowledge of pre-school experiences that relate to success or lack
of it in literacy learning in school. Significant factors about good readers at
7 were that at age 3 they were more likely to have had a favourite book, to
have been read to a lot before 3, to have been library members, and to have
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been reported as knowing several nursery rhymes. Similar findings are
emerging from the much larger EPPE study mentioned above.

The literature on the links between pre-school experience and early
literacy development can be summed up by saying that the outlines are
clear but a great deal remains to be done on the details.

Initial literacy learning

The literature here is potentially enormous: the US Education
Department’s National Reading Panel (NRP) reported in 1999 that
approximately 100,000 research studies had been published in English
alone on reading since 1966, with about another 15,000 before that time
(National Reading Panel, 1999). Even if only half of these were concerned
with initial literacy it would take several lifetimes to read and analyse the
entire database – and by then the ‘in-tray’ would be many times as large.
Instead, the NRP screened the set of studies for those which focused on
children’s reading development in the age/grade range from pre-school to
grade 12 (age 17), provided comprehensive statistical data, and used an
experimental or quasi-experimental design with a control group or
multiple-baseline method. They boiled their list down to 417 studies, cate-
gorised as in Table 10.2.

The reason for the imbalances in the numbers of studies included or not
in statistical meta-analyses was that some aspects are more unified in their
methodology and focus (phonemic awareness, phonics) than others. For all
other aspects (with the partial exception of oral reading), the studies varied
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Table 10.2 Classification of studies used by National Reading Panel

Source: National Reading Panel (1999)

Aspect of reading Number of studies

Included in meta-
analyses

Not so included Total

phonics 38 0 38

phonemic awareness 52 0 52

fluency of oral reading 16 21 37

independent silent reading 0 14 14

vocabulary development 0 50 50

comprehension instruction 0 205 205

computers and reading 0 21 21

Total 106 311 417



too much in methodology and focus to allow quantitative integration; for
these aspects the panel relied instead on qualitative judgement, or ‘best-
evidence synthesis’.

The aspect with fewest studies, independent silent reading, produced no
convincing experimental evidence that it benefits reading attainment.
However, this does not mean that such benefit does not occur, only that
evidence for it is so far lacking. All the other six aspects did yield evidence
of benefit, massively so in the case of phonemic awareness and phonics.
The large number of studies on comprehension instruction showed less
massive evidence of the benefits of each of a range of strategies.

The panel entered a number of caveats about the finding on phonics.
While it was true that instruction which included attention to letter–sound
correspondences clearly produced better results than instruction with little
or no phonics, this aspect needs to be embedded within a full and broad
teaching programme. But the central importance of the phonological
aspects of literacy is emphasised also in a less comprehensive British review
of the evidence (Brooks, 1999).

The panel also pointed out that research on computers and reading is in
its infancy, and that the finding of benefit is tentative. In particular, there
was so far no research on the use of the internet as an aid to reading, on
speech recognition software for writing, or on multimedia.

Though many details are lacking or under-researched, the NRP report
has produced a strong picture of many aspects of initial instruction about
which there should be no further overall disagreement.

Helping struggling learners

The NRP report dealt only with the teaching of ‘normal’ children, and
specifically excluded remediation for those who struggle and all ‘special’
groups, including both those with Specific Learning Difficulties
(SpLD)/dyslexia and those for whom English is an additional language.
There seems to be no useful source summarising research on learning to
read and write in languages other than the mother tongue. The International
Reading Association is currently engaged in exploring this topic, but its
findings will not be available until late 2002 or early 2003.

The NRP report was preceded by one from the US National Research
Council (Snow et al., 1998) on Preventing Reading Difficulties. However,
precisely because its focus was on preventing difficulties arising in the first
place, it had little to say on remediation or on instruction for those who
struggle or have special difficulties. For these aspects I am going to rely on
much less comprehensive British analyses.

Early interventions for struggling readers

The major British study of this aspect is What Works for Slow Readers?
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(Brooks et al., 1998). We analysed 20 British studies providing details of
30 interventions used with struggling but non-dyslexic children in Years 1
to 4 (ages 5 to 9). All the interventions had been the subject of a quantita-
tive evaluation in the UK from which an impact measure could be
calculated. Many other studies were omitted from the analysis because of
methodological inadequacies.

The conclusions reached (none of which were surprising) were as
follows:

• Normal schooling does not enable slow readers to catch up, thus rein-
forcing the case for early intervention. This conclusion was based on
over 1,000 children in ‘no treatment’ control groups across several of
the studies.

• Work on phonological skills should be embedded within a broad
approach – most approaches which concentrated heavily on phonolog-
ical aspects showed little impact. This finding extends the opinion of
the National Reading Panel from ‘normal’ to struggling readers.

• Children’s comprehension can be improved if directly targeted.
Although this again extends one of the NRP’s findings, the British
research evidence for this conclusion is very small.

• Working on children’s self-esteem and reading in parallel has definite
potential – this is the message of a set of powerful experiments carried
out in Somerset between 1970 and 1984. This finding is rare in being
based on research into affective factors in literacy.

• ICT approaches work only if they are precisely targeted – if struggling
learners are left to find their own way through computer packages this
has little effect. This seems to have been the case in two large-scale
ICT initiatives in Britain. This finding may not be at odds with the
NRP conclusion. Conditions may be different in the USA, or the use of
the technology may have improved since the British projects were
conducted (in 1994–96), or it may simply reflect a difference in impact
on ‘normal’ and struggling readers.

• Large-scale schemes, such as Reading Recovery and Family Literacy,
though expensive, can give good value for money. There is some
evidence from the High/Scope project in the United States that every
dollar spent on early intervention saves seven dollars on social remedi-
ation later.

• Above all, where reading partners are available and can be given
appropriate training, partnership approaches can be very effective.
The partners need to be given a clear model and approach to follow,
otherwise both they and their ‘tutees’ get confused. For example,
Paired Reading (Morgan, 1976; Topping and Lindsay, 1992) gives
tutors a very clear structure to follow, and nowhere are the tutee’s
weaknesses assaulted – in particular, trying to make the tutee use
sounding-out phonics is avoided.
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Children with Specific Learning Difficulties (SpLD)/dyslexia

In 1999 the British government ministry then called the Department for
Education and Employment commissioned a review of the literature on
Literacy and Special Educational Needs (Fletcher-Campbell, 2000). In
addition to children with SpLD/dyslexia, the review covered children with
hearing impairment, visual impairment, severe learning difficulties,
communications difficulties, and mild or moderate learning difficulties. In
every case there was a paucity of experimental evidence. In the case of
SpLD/dyslexia, the overwhelming majority of research studies concern
aetiology (origins and causes) and the cognitive processes which operate
within the brain when literacy skills are being used. In an earlier and more
comprehensive review and analysis of research on SpLD/dyslexia (Tansley
and Panckhurst, 1981) hundreds of pages were needed to cover aetiology
and cognitive processes, while just seven pages sufficed for intervention
studies. Little seems to have changed in this field in twenty years, and the
following conclusions (see Fletcher-Campbell, 2000: 74–5) on what might
work for children with SpLD/dyslexia are based at least as much on practi-
tioners’ experience as on research, probably more so:

• Appropriate interventions need to be highly structured and targeted,
with support for general learning (study skills) as well as for the lack
of confidence that will arise if pupils experience repeated failure;

• There is evidence that the application of general principles of good
classroom management practice (for example, time on task, guided
practice, rapid feedback) is as important as particular approaches
focused on elements of literacy, such as Paired Reading, though studies
show that both parents and peers can be effective if trained;

• Studies also put emphasis on teachers’ ability to assess comprehension
by skilled questioning, so that attention is paid to meaning-making as
well as to the mechanics of decoding;

• Effective programmes for pupils with SpLD/dyslexia are characterised
by being structured, sequential, cumulative and thorough;

• Such pupils also benefit from phonics teaching, overlearning, and a
multi-sensory approach, making the links between sound, referent and
written form.

The topic of support for struggling readers is under-researched. As I have
shown, there are a few convincing intervention studies on non-dyslexic or
‘garden-variety’ poor readers, but very few on children with SpLD/dyslexia,
and virtually none on other special groups, including those with English as
an additional language.
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Adult literacy

There is also an imbalance in the literature in this field, in fact a more
serious one: there is a wealth of information on the scale of need (derived
from several national surveys), but not many reliable impact studies, and
scarcely any intervention studies on adult literacy as such, though there are
a few on family literacy (for much more detail on these conclusions, and
on other aspects of the field, see Brooks et al., 2001b). One of the major
tasks of the new National Research and Development Centre on Adult
Basic Skills (established in England early in 2002) will be to remedy the
dearth of intervention studies. At the time of writing, a study commis-
sioned by the University for Industry (Ufi) and conducted by the London
Institute of Education on the benefit of using Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) in teaching basic skills was complete
but not yet reported; while an evaluation of ten Pathfinder pilot projects
on basic skills was still in progress.

Given the shortage of data from intervention studies, this section will
necessarily be short. I deal first with the small amount of evidence on
factors associated with better progress in mainstream adult literacy, and
then with the slightly larger but indirect evidence from family literacy, and
conclude with a brief note on other settings.

Mainstream adult literacy

In 1993–97 the Basic Skills Agency helped to develop basic skills support
for students in Further Education Colleges where ‘basic skills support’ was
for students who needed it to help them complete another course of study
which was their main objective (and where this form of support is distinct
from ‘dedicated’ basic skills provision, in which learners work primarily
on their literacy and/or numeracy). The Agency then studied the relation-
ship between basic skills support on the one hand and drop-out and course
completion/achievement on the other (Basic Skills Agency, 1997). Drop-
out rates were 10 per cent for students receiving support, 30 per cent
otherwise; 75 per cent of those receiving support completed their course
and/or achieved a qualification, whereas only 54 per cent of those not
receiving support did so. These findings can be seen as indirect indicators
of factors leading to greater progress in literacy (and numeracy).

In 1998–2000 a team at the National Foundation for Educational
Research carried out for the Basic Skills Agency a study of progress made
in literacy by adults in basic skills provision (Brooks et al., 2001a). This
was a study of ‘dedicated’ provision in the sense just defined. Just three
factors were found to relate to greater progress:
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• whether tutors had qualified teacher status or not: where all the tutors
in a particular provider’s area had QTS, students made more progress
than elsewhere;

• whether tutors had help in the classroom (from a volunteer or a paid
assistant): where all or some of the tutors in a particular provider’s
area had such support, students made more progress than where no
tutors had support. In areas where no tutors had such support
students on average made no progress;

• students who had attended regularly between pre- and post-test over a
period of several months had the largest subgroup gain in the entire
study.

Though exiguous, the findings just mentioned are derived from statistical
correlations with progress on tests of reading.

Family literacy

The Basic Skills Agency established its family literacy programmes in
1994, and to date has commissioned four evaluations of them (Brooks et
al., 1996, 1997, 1999; Poulson et al., 1997). All produced evidence of
benefit to the parents’ literacy skills, and judgements on factors related to
that progress. However, in no case were those judgements based on statis-
tical correlations. Given this caveat, the principal factors identified by the
researchers were: voluntary participation; clear information about goals,
including progression to further study; clear focus on literacy development,
with other benefits (e.g. growth in confidence) regarded as ‘bonuses’;
nationally recognised accreditation of learning; careful selection of staff;
high quality teaching; and focusing of learners’ efforts through the time-
limited nature of the courses.

Other settings

There have also been studies of workplace provision (e.g. Frank and
Hamilton, 1993; Basic Skills Agency, 1995) and of provision for prisoners
(Prison Service, 1999). The studies of workplace provision analyse it and
make judgements on factors associated with effectiveness, but provide no
data on progress. It is therefore impossible to evaluate the soundness of the
conclusions. The one small document on provision for prisoners gives
outline information on the progress made by a small sample, but no infor-
mation on factors related to the progress. In neither case can much be
made of this.
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Conclusions

Most obviously, the amount of research on different aspects of raising
standards in literacy varies enormously. The massive amount of research
on initial literacy could be seen as overkill, especially in the phonological
areas. However, even within initial literacy some aspects are relatively
neglected, such as the contribution of independent silent reading, and the
benefits to children’s learning of special programmes such as family
literacy. It would be rational to move the main focus of research away
from those aspects that have been massively documented and on to others.

The most under-researched of all aspects of literacy is actually writing:
there are very few references to it in the analyses presented above.

The less researched groups of learners have at least two common
features: they are mainly marginalised groups, and for that reason among
others they are more difficult to investigate. Yet research on these groups
could have great payoff. If the rise in scores in national tests at age 11 can
be interpreted as reliable evidence that the National Literacy Strategy is
indeed raising standards, then increasingly the pupils who are left behind
should be studied. It seems unlikely that all of them will benefit from a
‘slipstream’ effect, and the lowest attainers deserve the chance to escape
from the ‘long tail of underachievement’ and therefore not to join the
segment of the adult population with less than functional literacy. A key
concern here should be studies of prevention: what would be the best form
of provision for pre-schoolers to prepare them for literacy learning in
school?

In further research, both on struggling learners and on adults, indi-
vidual differences should be taken into account. The main highway to
literacy has now been mapped pretty convincingly, and it seems that
certain broad features of instruction (see again the NRP findings) are
applicable to most learners and will enable most learners to achieve good
enough levels of literacy. One implication of this is that particular learning
preferences or styles scarcely need to be allowed for. But it is at least plau-
sible, some would say probable, that slower learners’ learning preferences
or styles may be more like blockages – if they are especially weak in one
mode they or their teachers may not discover this or ways round it. A clear
case in point is the hypothesis, advocated in particular by Stanovich
(1988), that the central problem for people with SpLD/dyslexia is a deficit
in the ‘phonological core variable’. Mere repeated assault on this (at least
in the form of phonics, phonics, and yet more phonics) seems not to work
– good ways of circumventing it need to be found and evaluated.

The spectrum of difficulties is much wider than this, and for the full
spectrum of difficulties and for the whole range of initial learners and
adults with problems, differentiation and the research to support it is the
next massive task.
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In order to decide what counts as evidence that standards are being raised,
you have to know what it is that you are trying to measure, and against
what criteria, and with what instruments – and even then there are ques-
tions to be asked about the rigour of the data-gathering process. The four
chapters in this section address different aspects of these questions.

In the case of any curriculum area, the first need is a description of the
domain. For reading, this is supplied in England by the National Curriculum
for English and the National Literacy Strategy’s Framework. Both of these
apply to state (publicly-funded) schools (though not to private schools),
and are to that extent national, leaving little or no responsibility for
defining the domain of reading to individual local education authorities,
schools or teachers. Arrangements similar to the National Curriculum
(but not necessarily to the National Literacy Strategy) apply in Wales and
Northern Ireland, including the use of the curriculum documents as specifi-
cations for an assessment system. Scotland has a characteristically different
set of guidelines.

In the United States, as Vicky Purcell-Gates mentions, there has been an
attempt to provide a national definition of the domain in the form of the
Standards for the English Language Arts produced by the National
Council of Teachers of English and International Reading Association
(1996). However, these appear not to have been taken up at all widely
because education is so strongly a responsibility of the individual states
that national guidelines would be resisted, even if endorsed or issued by
the federal government. Instead, individual states issue standards, in the
sense of definitions of the domain, which then become also criteria for
judging achievement and/or specifications for the instruments for
measuring achievement.

After considerable resistance when first introduced, the National
Curriculum in England appears to have ‘bedded down’ and to have
become almost taken for granted, as has the National Literacy Strategy.
But in the United States there is considerable controversy over the standards
recently introduced in some states – Purcell-Gates’s chapter is an account
of this movement, and a dire warning of the dangers she sees in it.

Discussion
What counts as evidence?
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Principally, she is concerned that the model of literacy enshrined in the
new sets of standards is reductionist, and therefore doomed to continue
failing disadvantaged groups. While the details of this situation are specific
to (parts of) the United States, the tendency to oversimplify is universal.
Perhaps in all of us there is the wish that there could be a simple solution
to literacy problems, the fabled magic bullet, but our rational minds know
that there is no reason at all to expect the processes of reading and writing
themselves, or their teaching and assessment and remediation, to be
simple, and every reason to expect them to be complex. The list of
research questions at the end of Purcell-Gates’s chapter sketches a little of
that complexity, in terms of the need to take account of the socio-cultural
dimension of literacy in addition to the cognitive.

This complexity remains when we turn from considering the specifica-
tions (standards) for teaching to those for assessment. In assessing reading
it is no longer good enough, as Marian Sainsbury illustrates, to rely on
single-word recognition (word-naming) tests, or on multiple-choice
sentence-completion tests based on single, decontextualised sentences.
These were standard in Britain until at least the mid-1970s, when tests
based on complete texts began to appear. It would be excellent if all tests
based on out-of-date conceptualisations of reading had fallen out of use
and been replaced by more authentic instruments – but it is well known, in
Britain at least, that old tests, which are easy to photocopy and administer,
remain in use for decades. For example, Brooks et al. (1998: 62) found
that some intervention studies of struggling readers had used tests devised
up to forty years earlier. It seems ironic that one effect of the simplification
in US concepts of reading noted by Purcell-Gates might be to revive
outmoded forms of reading test.

There seems no prospect of that happening in national reading tests in
England, where the theory and practice of tests based on complete texts is
both well developed and thoroughly embedded in the system. Sue Horner
sets out an analysis of the construct of reading underlying the national
tests of achievement in English for students aged 7, 11 and 14 in England.
She shows how the construct is based on seven ‘focuses’ (these include, for
example, retrieving information, making inferences, and commenting on
author’s style). She also shows how the balance and depth of the focuses
necessarily changes according to the age of the students being tested, the
texts on which the tests are based, and the questions asked.

Sainsbury goes into even more depth in discussing the validity of these
same national tests. She is well placed to do so, having been in charge for
several years of the team developing the tests of reading and writing for
7- and 11-year-olds in England and (originally jointly, now separately) in
Wales. She also headed the team (partly the same people) who developed
the English-language versions of the tests for the PIRLS (Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study) survey which took place in 2001.
She analyses the inevitable ‘span’ (others might call it the gap) between any
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construct and the tests devised to assess it. Most of her chapter concerns
the development of more rigorous and valid methods of establishing the
validity of reading assessments, and shows the care with which tests are
currently developed. Given this, it is reasonable to conclude that the
annual national tests of reading and writing in England and Wales are
exceptionally reliable indicators of achievement.

As Sainsbury points out, the development of such methods has not
occurred spontaneously or in isolation; it has gone along in parallel with
changes in the conceptualisation of literacy in about the last twenty years.
Also, this development has by no means come to an end; it needs to
continue to reflect changes in the conceptualisation of literacy.

Sainsbury also points out that the purpose of all this is not to have
better and better tests, but to have measures that reflect the domain as
faithfully as possible, so that statements based on the test results are as
firmly based as can be managed. An object counter-example is the evidence
on trends in schoolchildren’s average attainment in reading in England and
Wales between 1948 and 1979 (for a summary, see Brooks, 1998). The only
tests in use in that period were two multiple-choice sentence-completion
tests, one containing 35 items and devised about 1938, the other con-
taining 60 items and devised in 1955. Both were considered state-of-the-art
at the time, and without them there would be no national data for England
and Wales for that period. But the tests are now seen as so incomplete that
the evidence they provided has to be considered as a rough indication
rather than as highly reliable.

Once appropriate standards or curricula are in place, together with
valid and reliable measures, the obvious question is, What do they show?
Are standards (levels of achievement) rising/being raised? The part of the
answer relevant to national tests of reading for 11-year-olds in England is
given by Horner: there has been a steady upward trend in the percentage
of pupils achieving level 4 or better in the period 1996–2000. Much more
counting of the evidence is given in my own chapter. The major fact here is
the vast imbalance between the massive number of studies of the initial
teaching and learning of reading and the much smaller number of studies,
if any, on other aspects. The US National Reading Panel (1999) has done
the entire world a service by analysing the key studies on the initial
teaching and learning of reading and coming to (on the whole) very clear
conclusions. The clearest findings of all are that teaching phonological
awareness and phonics do benefit the initial learning of reading. My infer-
ence from this is that no further studies are needed on phonological
awareness or phonics in general, though of course there are always details
to be sorted out.

But there are other aspects of initial literacy learning that have suffered
massive neglect, either relative or absolute. In particular, there are far
fewer studies of writing than of reading. Given that phonological aware-
ness is not the only form of awareness that is or might be relevant to initial
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learning (see Layton et al., 1998), it is significant that there are only a few
studies of syntactic awareness, and hardly any of word or pragmatic
awareness. Even within the NRP report it is clear that some areas need
much more investigation: oral reading fluency, vocabulary development,
comprehension, computers, and especially the contribution of independent
silent reading.

Outside initial literacy, there is not a single aspect where enough
evidence exists to state firm conclusions. In adult literacy the number of
intervention studies can be counted on one hand; the general benefit of
pre-school experience for early achievement in literacy is clear but details
are almost entirely lacking; for garden-variety poor readers there are useful
pointers but not yet an integrated theory or model; and for all other
groups of struggling readers, especially those with Specific Learning
Difficulties/dyslexia, virtually all the necessary work has yet to be done. So
no one need go short of a research topic, whether on literacy learning and
its assessment (the subject of this section) or on the teaching of literacy
(the subject of the next section).
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Part III

Developing teacher
practice





Efforts to reform reading education in the United States share similar goals
with those in the United Kingdom. The digital age is a time when the
demands of literacy have increased, for information is more copious and
accessible than ever before. Judging the importance of one source over
another, choosing what to remember from a source, and using this infor-
mation in projects and in communication are among the critical literacy
proficiencies of the digital age. In both nations, educators and policy-
makers are engaged in reform efforts to ensure students’ attainment of
these literacy proficiencies.

Although the underlying motivation for reading reform is the same in
both nations, reading reform efforts in the United States and in the United
Kingdom – England in particular – have manifested themselves in different
ways. In England, the National Literacy Strategy states a clear goal for 11-
year-olds on a particular assessment and prescribes the Literacy Hour as a
means for achieving that goal (Fisher and Singleton, 2000). In contrast,
while a US goal has been and continues to be that ‘every child can read by
the third grade’ (Bush, 2001), no tasks, texts, or assessments accompany
presentations of the goal. At the individual state level, considerable time
and investment has gone into establishing standards. However, none of
these standards have included tasks or texts that definitively show what
grade-level proficiency looks like at different levels (Stotsky, 2000). While
almost every state has a statewide reading assessment, the connection
between the tasks and texts of the assessments and the state standards
often goes unarticulated.

While the pre-eminence of states and local educational agencies in
guiding their own educational policies continues to be part of political
rhetoric, two reading reform efforts can be regarded as national in scope.
The origins and foci of these reforms differ, but each is likely to influence
the practices of individual teachers and their students in states, counties
and towns across the USA. The first reform involves the revision of
reading textbooks by America’s two largest states, Texas and California.
These two states’ policies influence the content of textbooks in less
populous and less centralised states. The second reform consists of model
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school instructional programmes that are implemented with the help of
external consultants. Over the past decade, the US Department of Education
has provided funds for model programmes to states for distribution to local
education agencies. Through such federal programmes, the practices of
teachers and their students around the country can be influenced.

Evaluating the efficacy of reading reform efforts, which is the goal of
this chapter, requires perspective on the definition of the literacy problem
in the United States. Consequently, we first review the results of the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Although US educa-
tion is designated as the responsibility of states rather than the federal
government, the NAEP results are presented as ‘the nation’s report card’
(US Department of Education, 2001). With the NAEP results as a back-
ground, the content of US reading reform activities and efficacy of these
efforts at attaining the goals of the reform movement are reviewed. This
review points out obstacles to achieving the goal of higher literacy levels in
the digital age. The third, and final, section of the chapter is devoted to
proposals for removing those obstacles.

How are American students reading?

The 2000 NAEP report on fourth graders’ reading achievement (Donahue
et al., 2001) is part of a series of congressionally mandated assessments of
different subject areas at grades 4, 8 and 12 that began in 1969 and that
are conducted every several years. Since 1992, fourth graders’ literacy
proficiency has been classified into four levels: (a) advanced, (b) proficient,
(c) basic, and (d) below basic. In 2000, 37 per cent of fourth graders were
below basic, 31 per cent were basic, 24 per cent were proficient and 8 per
cent were advanced. The distribution has not changed substantially from
1992, when the classification system was first used.

When the NAEP results were compared across states for the first time in
1994 (Campbell et al., 1996), their impact was particularly strong. Of
particular interest was the performance of California’s students. In 1987,
California mandated that all selections in the reading textbooks of all
elementary grade levels purchased with state funds needed to be ‘authentic’
literature (California English/Language Arts Committee, 1987) or texts
sold from a trade book division, as opposed to texts written specifically for
a textbook programme. California’s low standing in the 1994 state-by-
state comparison of the NAEP was taken to be an indictment of
literature-based instruction, or whole language. While this consideration
was not taken into account in subsequent interpretations of the data,
California’s 1994 classrooms had a higher percentage of linguistically and
culturally diverse students and recent immigrants than classrooms in any
other state. Many reading reform efforts, the reports of blue-ribbon panels
of researchers on reading education (National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow,
Burns and Griffin, 1998), changes in and emphases on reading assess-
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ments, and the debates about phonics and whole language can be traced to
California’s performance on the 1994 NAEP.

By the time the 1994 NAEP results were available, California schools had
purchased textbooks for another seven-year cycle. However, the state of
Texas, which in 1990 had enacted a mandate similar to California’s for
authentic literature (Texas Education Agency, 1990), moved to reverse this
policy in 1997 (Texas Education Agency, 1997). Hoffman (in this volume)
describes Texas’s mandates regarding decodable texts for first graders. For
those textbooks that will be purchased in the fall of 2002, California also
has mandated decodable texts (California English/Language Arts Comm-
ittee, 1999).

In the flurry of activity that followed the 1994 NAEP results, little
attention was paid to a special study that examined the meaning of failure
to attain a proficient level on the NAEP (Pinnell et al., 1995). A subsample
of fourth graders was asked to read aloud a passage that they had read
and responded to silently. The findings showed the majority of students
(including those who scored below basic) were accurate in their oral
reading – that is, they could ‘say the words’. There was no significant
difference in accuracy of word recognition between those who scored
‘basic’ or higher and those who did not. What differentiated the students
most was the rate at which they read: the students who scored below basic
read significantly slower than those students who were rated basic or
above.

All but a very small percentage of an American age cohort can read the
words in texts (Pinnell et al., 1995). For a sizeable portion, this reading is
slow. Plodding reading makes sophisticated interpretations of text difficult.
The kind of instruction that supports automatic word recognition and
sophisticated interpretations of text is likely to be quite different from the
kind of instruction that supports acquisition of the alphabetic principle. As
the following descriptions of the reform efforts show, however, policy-
makers have focused on the latter rather than the former.

Reading reform at the state level: textbooks

Whereas education may be the prerogative of local education agencies,
national companies provide the textbooks for instruction and the tests for
establishing whether instruction was successful. Furthermore, when the
largest states are also the ones with centralised responsibility for educa-
tion, such states wield considerable influence over textbook publishers.
This is precisely the scenario that exists in the United States. Its largest two
states – California and Texas – account for approximately 22 per cent or
more of the nation’s children and have centralised textbook selection
procedures. Only one other large state – Florida – adopts textbooks
centrally, but its guidelines have not been as prescriptive and its adoption
of textbooks occurs concurrently with California’s. While textbook
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publishers have long recognised the profitability of the California and
Texas markets, it was not until the late 1980s that these two states began
to use textbook content as their primary means of reading reform. In the
18 smaller states that adopt textbooks statewide and the 29 states where
individual school districts or schools select their own textbooks, educators
have little leverage that would allow them to obtain textbook programmes
that are compatible with their regional policies.

What is the reform?

Textbook programmes for reading in the United States are called basal
reading programmes, although their content includes writing, speaking
and listening. A great many instructional schemes for reading/language
arts are published in the United States such as sets of small books, typically
in paperback booklets numbering 8–16 pages. However, the production of
the comprehensive literacy programmes that are the focus of this chapter is
limited to a small group of companies, currently six or seven. These
comprehensive literacy programmes are used by approximately 85 per cent
of American elementary classrooms (kindergarten through grade 5 or 6;
Baumann et al., 2000) and consume the lion’s share of funds for educa-
tional materials.

While the market is lucrative, publishers’ investment in basal reading
programmes can be risky (Chall and Squire, 1991). These programmes
have become so gargantuan that the initial investment is large – approxi-
mately $50 million to produce a new programme. Further, the return on
the investment can be slow.

Publishers’ large investments, and the consequences they suffer, have
been exacerbated by California’s and Texas’s increased efforts to prescribe
the contents of basal reading programmes. The swing to authentic litera-
ture and then to decodable text in Texas and California means that
textbook publishers need to develop a new copyright every three years (the
time between the California and Texas textbook adoptions) if they hope to
remain competitive in these two states.

What is the evidence for the efficacy of this reform?

The textbooks are massive interventions, as policy makers have recog-
nised. But are the efforts accomplishing the goals set out by policy makers?
Have more children attained proficient reading levels in California and
Texas as a result of these efforts? While states such as Texas and California
have massive assessment programmes, the results of which can be viewed
internationally on the World Wide Web, achievement of students in
districts or schools as a function of textbook programmes has yet to be
reported. When the effects of reading primarily from different kinds of
texts such as those that emphasise phonically regular words and those that
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emphasise high-frequency words have been compared, text type has
frequently been confounded with activities and form of teacher support.
Insights into the effects of texts on student reading achievement come from
studies of children reading passages from different textbook programmes
and from summaries of the textbook programme characteristics that are
associated with beginning reading acquisition.

Comparisons of textbook programmes

A major emphasis of the large-scale studies that began in the 1960s (e.g.
the US Department of Education’s First-Grade Studies (Bond and Dykstra,
1967)) was the examination of the effectiveness of programmes that
contain different kinds of texts. But findings from these studies have been
either inconsistent or inconsequential when comprehension, and not only
word recognition, is measured and when student achievement is consid-
ered in subsequent grades (Lohnes and Gray, 1972). In the First-Grade
Studies, particularly, variation across classrooms within a method was
considerable. Further, methods often differed substantially in activities
such as the amount of writing and spelling and in teacher support as well
as in types of text. Recently, the problems inherent in equating a type of
text with a programme are apparent in an examination of different
approaches to phonics instruction by Foorman et al. (1998). In addition to
different approaches to phonics, the three approaches examined in the
Foorman et al. study involved different types of texts and different instruc-
tional activities that have been shown to influence students’ reading
achievement regardless of text type, such as writing and spelling.

It was not until Barr and Dreeben (1983) used an alternative paradigm
that the influence of text on beginning reading acquisition began to be
understood. Barr and Dreeben examined the relationship of student
achievement to the phonic structure and number of different words that
students read in their texts. Barr and Dreeben reported that what the texts
covered was the variable most closely associated with first-grade learning,
accounting for 83 per cent and 71 per cent of the variance in basal and
phonics learning respectively and for 50 per cent of the variance in reading
achievement overall. They also reported that the difficulty of the materials
and the amount of time teachers devoted to reading instruction covaried.
Teachers with more difficult reading programmes allocated more time to
reading instruction. The number of phonics concepts covered during first
grade was less responsive to the group mean aptitude than to the number
of phonics concepts contained in the first-grade materials and the time
allocated to phonics activities.

Juel and Roper/Schneider (1985) also examined students’ reading
achievement as a function of text characteristics. In this case, however,
students received the same phonics lessons but they read texts from two
different basal reading programmes, which differed significantly only in
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the characteristics of the preprimers (one with decodable words and the
other with high-frequency words). The two factors that accounted for end
of grade 1 reading performance were students’ initial scores on the
Metropolitan Readiness Text and the basal series. Students who read from
decodable preprimers were more likely to learn letter–sound correspondences
early and to use decoding knowledge when encountering unfamiliar words.

Both the Barr and Dreeben and Juel and Roper/Schneider studies were
conducted when texts for beginning readers followed particular rules on
pace and repetition. The texts have changed substantially since the early
1980s when those studies were conducted. When Hoffman and his
colleagues (1994) compared the textbooks with authentic literature that
were adopted in Texas in 1993 with those that had been used in the period
prior to this switch, they found that the number of unique words in first-
grade texts between 1987 and 1993 had increased by almost 50 per cent.
Further, vocabulary control had been replaced with predictable syntactic
patterns that encouraged children to use picture support, rhyme and
repeated patterns and phrases to decode text. Since this shift, there have
been no reports with research designs similar to those of Barr and Dreeben
(1983) and of Juel and Roper/Schneider (1985) examining children’s
reading development as a function of textbook coverage. Further, since
Hoffman et al.’s (1994) analysis, yet another type of textbook programme
– this time, decodable texts – has been produced in response to Texas’s
mandate for decodable texts (Texas Education Agency, 1997). The research
on the efficacy of authentic literature-based and decodable texts is limited
to descriptions of children’s reading of texts, in the case of the former, and
to descriptions of text characteristics, in the case of the latter.

Children’s reading of recent textbook programmes

As has been described, the 1993 copyrights consisted of literature, rather
than the specially written stories emphasising particular vocabulary that
characterised the texts of the mid-1980s. In two separate analyses of chil-
dren’s ability to read the literature-based texts, a sizeable percentage of
end-of-year first graders were unable to read even the first levels of these
texts fluently: 45 per cent in a sample in the Midwest (Hiebert et al., 1995)
and approximately 35 per cent in a sample in Texas (Hoffman et al.,
2000). In an instructional study of children’s word learning in the
predictable texts that served as authentic literature in the first-grade
components of the past decade’s textbook programmes (Hoffman et al.,
1994), Johnston (2000) reported that the highest readers remembered 30
of the 160 unique words in the predictable texts at the end of three weeks,
the middle readers 15 and the lowest readers 6. Texts that have high
numbers of unique words, as is the case with the texts in literature-based
programmes, do not facilitate the reading acquisition of any but the
highest students.
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Analyses of the features of textbook programmes

Effects of different kinds of texts on students’ reading achievement are
difficult to capture when one type of text quickly replaces another kind.
One technique for considering text demands in a continually changing
context is to apply a task framework to texts. Task analyses describe the
linguistic and conceptual knowledge needed to perform a task – in this
case, to read a text independently. Hiebert (2001) has applied a task
framework to the texts from Texas-adopted programmes as well as those
from the textbooks of previous generations.

The texts intended for the first third or half of grade 1 have more phon-
ically regular words, as Texas mandated. On other features, however, the
texts share the characteristics of authentic literature. Specifically, the texts
continue to have high numbers of unique or different words per 100
running words of text. The variables of pace (how many new words are
presented in lessons) and repetition (how often words appear in instruc-
tional materials) that Barr and Dreeben (1983) identified as critical to
students’ reading achievement have not been part of the mandates.
Comparing a cluster of the first texts from the 1980s (prior to the
California mandate for literature) and the early 1990s to those of the 2000
copyright reveals that the number of unique words per 100 running words
of text were 5 (1983), 29 (1993) and 21 (2000). Whereas children were
asked to learn 72 new words in the first five weeks of first grade in 1983,
children need to be able to read 211 different words during the same
period with the 2000 books.

Millions of dollars and thousands of hours of teachers’ time are devoted
to obtaining and using new textbook programmes. There is no empirical
evidence that the texts that have been mandated over the last fifteen years
by California and Texas make it easier for children to learn to read or for
teachers to teach their students to read.

Reading reform at the federal level: reform models

Beginning with the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in
1965, the federal government has increasingly provided states with funds
for intervening or providing more intensive support for reading instruc-
tion, especially for children from low-income families. Currently, the Title
I programme aimed at students who qualify as poor (based on their eligi-
bility for free or subsidised school lunches) provides states with $8.4
billion annually. Until recently, however, there have been no mandates
regarding the instructional methodology to be used with these funds. This
situation is in transition, as the existence of the Comprehensive School
Reform Demonstration (CSRD) programme shows.
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What is the reform?

In 1998, Congress implemented the CSRD programme to permit local
education agencies and schools to make better use of federal, state and
local funds in low-income schools. The centrepiece of the CSRD programme
is the use of ‘well-researched and well-documented models for school wide
change that are supported by expert trainers and facilitators’ (Northwest
Regional Educational Laboratory, 2001). Annually, $145 million is avail-
able to state education agencies to make grants to districts for
implementation of research-based models in individual schools. Schools
can select models that are not listed in the legislation with the following
stipulation: ‘[If] a school can demonstrate that the model selected will help
the school implement a comprehensive programme, it is acceptable’. The
legislation specifies nine components that constitute a coherent, well-
designed comprehensive school reform programme:

• Effective, research-based methods and strategies
• Comprehensive design with aligned components
• Professional development
• Measurable goals and benchmarks
• Support within the school
• Parental and community involvement
• External technical support and assistance
• Evaluation strategies, and
• Co-ordination of resources.

These model programmes are, for the most part, separate from the main-
stream textbook programmes. Several of the model programmes publish
their own texts to go with the programme, although in none of these
programmes have the effects of the texts been analysed separately. As will
become evident in the next section, there is little evidence to substantiate the
effectiveness of the numerous components that are part of the schoolwide
and reading-specific projects, even among those programmes offered by
Congress as demonstrative of the legislation’s intent.

What is the evidence for the efficacy of this reform?

In that the first component of the CSRD programme is ‘well-researched
and well-documented models for schoolwide change that are supported by
expert trainers and facilitators’, and the fourth component is the presence
of ‘measurable goals and benchmarks’, two forms of data would be antici-
pated: (a) data providing the basis for a project’s identification as a
demonstration project, and (b) ongoing data on students’ achievements
from the implementation of the model funded with CSRD funds. In neither
case is there a substantial amount of data. Data have been very sparse for
the original models as well as those that have been subsequently added to
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the programme. A review of the data that programme developers provided
the federal government is examined first, followed by a discussion of the
nature of ongoing data.

Herman and her colleagues (1999), who summarised the evidence from
the seventeen schoolwide models identified as demonstration programmes
in the congressional legislation, concluded that only three had any proof
that their implementation made a positive difference in student achieve-
ment. Data on schoolwide models will not be reconsidered but, instead, a
closer examination is given to the reading-specific models, which are the
particular focus of this chapter. The reading-specific models are presented
in Table 11.1.

As the data in columns 2 and 3 of Table 11.1 indicate, convincing proof
that students in economically challenged neighbourhoods leave schools
with higher levels of literacy is not available for any of the reading/
language arts models.

Most of the eleven reading/language arts reform models are specific to a
particular age level. Three focus on beginning reading instruction only
(Breakthrough to Literacy, Literacy Collaborative and Reading Recovery),
while data on another three programmes were gathered when beginning
reading was their focus (Early Intervention in Reading, First Steps and
Exemplary Centre for Reading Instruction). Although early interventions
are effective, they require changes in the reading experiences of subsequent
grades if gains in literacy are to be maintained (Hiebert and Taylor, 2000).

Neither is it clear that instructional models that foster particular literacy
proficiencies in high school are transferable to the elementary school. Two
of the reading/language arts reform models were originally programmes
for high school or even college students: the National Writing Project and
the Junior Great Books programmes. Evidence that accommodations have
been made to ensure that beginning readers and progressing readers
receive the kind of guidance that develops the competencies of proficient
reading has not been provided.

None of the reading/language arts models provide convincing data that
implementation of these efforts will be the source of changes in reading
profiles of students in economically challenged schools. While particular
models may enhance particular dimensions of students’ reading profi-
ciency, transformation of students’ reading achievement depends on
instruction that attends to different tasks at different times. An interven-
tion that emphasises writing is unlikely to be effective in fostering the
literacy fundamentals of beginning readers. Likewise, an intervention that
emphasises word recognition or fluency with simple, narrative texts is
unlikely to foster strategies for comprehending and remembering complex,
informational texts.

If there was no initial evidence, one might still expect that evidence
would accumulate as projects were funded and moved forward. But
evidence for the model programmes’ effectiveness has not been updated on
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Table 11.1 Reading/language arts reform models

Note *Indicates grade level

Programme Developer data External reviewer data

Breakthrough to Literacy
(K–2)*

No published evaluations
are available.

No studies are claimed.

Carbo Reading Styles
Program (K–8)

Evaluations are claimed
but are not available on
www or in published
journals.

1 dissertation, 1 description
in practitioner journal, and
1 ERIC document.

CELL/ExLL (PreK–6) Evaluations are claimed
but are not available on
www or in published
journals.

No studies are claimed.

CORE (K–8) No published evaluations
are available.

1 evaluation is claimed but
is not available on www or
in published journals.

Early Intervention in
Reading (K–4)

2 descriptions in
practitioner journal exist
(Reading Teacher).

1 evaluation is claimed but
is not available on www or
in published journals.

Exemplary Centre for
Reading Instruction
(K–12)

1 evaluation is claimed
but is not available on
www or in published
journals.

3 descriptive articles in
practitioner journals exist.

First Steps (K–10) Evaluations are claimed
but are not available on
www or in published
journals.

3 evaluations by Australian
Council of Educational
Research exist (available on
www).

Junior Great Books
(K–12)

1 evaluation is claimed
but is not available on
www or in published
journals.

1 dissertation on 5th
graders exists; 2 evaluations
are claimed but are not
available on www or in
published journals.

Literacy Collaborative
(K–2)

Evaluations are claimed
but are not available on
www or in published
journals.

No studies are claimed.

National Writing Project
(K–16)

1 evaluation is claimed
but is not available on
www or in published
journals.

No studies are claimed.

Reading Recovery (1) 1 evaluation is claimed
but is not available on
www or in published
journals; 1 book chapter.

1 study in an international
journal and 2 reports (one
available through US Dept.
of Ed.) exist; external
reviews in archival journals
by, e.g. Hiebert (1994) were
not cited.



the US Department of Education’s designated website or on the websites of
the individual models. Further, the effects of the CSRD programme as a
whole have not been reported. The one evaluation that exists attends to
the problems of implementing the models on a large scale (Doherty, 2000).
According to this evaluation, which was conducted by US Department of
Education personnel, comprehensive school reform involves more changes
than any one model or strategy can address alone. As the programme
completes its third year of implementation, there is no evidence that gains
have been realised in student reading achievement or even that the partic-
ular models have had prior success in sustaining gains in reading
achievement.

While rhetoric for research-based reading instruction has increased
since the implementation of the CSRD legislation, the burden of proof has
been placed on schools rather than on the developers of the intervention
models. According to the personnel associated with the identification of
proven models (Buehler, 2001), schools need to show how their plan is
research-based. That is, rather than expecting the model developers to
provide data on the effectiveness of their practices, school personnel must
piece together research studies to validate the particular set of practices
that they have chosen. In high-poverty schools, a high percentage of
teacher turnover makes it unlikely that the programmes such schools are
able to design and implement under these circumstances will be sufficient
to meet the needs of the children they serve.

Yet, at the same time, findings from two recent blue-ribbon panels
provide detail on the content of programmes that can support higher levels
of reading achievement. The needs of students, the consistency of at least a
particular set of findings related to alphabetics, fluency, and comprehen-
sion (National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow et al., 1998), and the level of
funding are all high. A question that is left unanswered is why the very
programme developers whose efforts are promoted by federal initiatives
such as the CSRD are not asked to provide data that their models produce
high levels of reading achievement. At the very least, model developers
should be expected to show how their programmes incorporate the prac-
tices that have been identified by the two recent panels of national reading
experts as proven to support higher reading achievement.

Next steps

Interpretations of American schoolchildren’s literacy levels vary. However,
even the most optimistic conclusion about these literacy levels needs to be
accompanied by the caveat that what was sufficient for previous generations
is not sufficient for the citizens of the digital age. Both of the reform efforts
recounted here have lacked clarity regarding the underlying literacy processes
or goals that the efforts are promoting. The two reform efforts also lack
clarity regarding the instructional paths to these higher levels of literacy.
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Such clarity is needed, and care should be taken that the goals of
literacy and instructional paths promoted in textbook programmes and
intervention models converge. Similar goals and paths need to underlie the
textbook programmes to which states devote their reform efforts and the
intervention models promoted by the national government. Suggestions for
a shared vision of literacy proficiency and a means for supporting attain-
ment of this proficiency by more students follow.

Clear descriptions of critical reading goals

There are three difficulties with the current descriptions of reading within
the reading reform efforts of the state frameworks that mandate textbook
changes and of the federal initiatives that support the model programmes
of the CSRD: (a) definitions of reading are vague – at the level of ‘reading
as meaning’, (b) definitions are generic rather than specific to different
developmental levels, and (c) the grounding of definitions in tasks and
texts has been limited. These difficulties persist despite the existence of
numerous projects aimed at setting standards. A federally funded
programme has supported states in devising their own standards – a task
that almost all fifty states have completed for reading/language arts.
Further, professional organisations such as the International Reading
Association and the National Council of Teachers of English (IRA/NCTE,
1996) have identified standards. But these efforts have uniformly shown
little of the specificity, differentiation for different developmental levels and
elucidation of the relevant tasks and texts that administrators and teachers
require to work toward common and critical goals (Stotsky, 2000).

The level of information that the public – including the nation’s teachers
and their students – is given about reading accomplishments is typified in
the following statement about fourth graders’ performances on the NAEP:
‘Overall, reading scale scores for the nation’s fourth graders have not
changed, with scores of 217 in both 1992 and 2000. … Thirty-two percent
were at or above Proficient’ (Phillips, 2001). From a report such as this
one, it is impossible to tell what it is that fourth graders across the nation
can read and what they cannot read. There needs to be some common
ground in formative assessments; we cannot rely simply on the summative
assessment of the NAEP. However, as a congressionally funded activity, the
NAEP does have real potential to become more focused and responsive to
the needs of children and their teachers.

To illustrate the nature of descriptions that are needed if teachers are to
support their students in attaining proficient reading, an analysis of the
sample text and questions from the 2000 fourth-grade NAEP assessment
was conducted. An excerpt from the 2000 fourth-grade NAEP illustrates
the texts that are used.
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Imagine shivering on a cold winter’s night. The tip of your nose tingles
in the frosty air. Finally, you climb into bed and find the toasty treat
you have been waiting for – your very own hot brick.

(A Brick to Cuddle Up To by Barbara Cole)

A first question to consider is whether the passage is an appropriate one
for fourth graders. Since the demise of readability formulas in American
reading education (Anderson et al., 1985), there have been no agreed-upon
systems for designating text difficulty. Hiebert (in press) has developed a
scheme for describing word recognition demands. The percentage of
unique words that fall outside a particular curriculum of high-frequency
words and phonetically decodable words is determined. The resulting
figure is called the critical word factor (CWF) – the number of unique
words per 100 running words that are beyond a particular curriculum.
When this passage was assessed against a curriculum of the 1,000 most
frequent words and all vowel patterns in single-syllable words, plus simple
morphological derivatives of these two groups, the critical word factor is
revealed to be 5 unique words per 100. A level of 5 critical or difficult
unique words per 100 running words of text is an acceptable number for
the instructional to independent level of reading.

A second issue concerns the evidence that is gathered of students’
comprehension of the passage. An elaborate scheme has been developed for
the question types on the NAEP. Four types of questions are used: devel-
oping an initial understanding, developing an interpretation, developing a
critical stance and giving a personal reflection and response. When students’
responses to seven questions on the 2000 NAEP (Donahue et al., 2001) are
considered, the issue appears less to be one of question type than of required
response format. Many below-basic and basic students respond correctly to
a critical stance question. The difficulty for ‘basic’ and ‘below-basic’
students comes in writing responses to answers. When confronted with the
first written response, which requires a one- or two-sentence answer, 38 per
cent of ‘basic’ students provided satisfactory responses. But a portion of the
‘basic’ and ‘below-basic’ group continues to perform satisfactorily, even on
the last item of the test (which requires an open-ended response).

A critical new direction in the demands of responses was taken on the
1992 NAEP. Following the authentic assessment movement of the early
1990s, open-ended responses became a prominent part of the 1992 NAEP.
In the 2000 NAEP, 60 per cent of the questions required written responses.
In contrast to the amount of time that was spent categorising question
types, little time has been devoted to developing a scheme that distin-
guishes between the demands of different response formats. When the
demands of the response modes are considered, strategies that teachers
might take to ensure greater success for their students become apparent.
Considerable periods of class time should be spent writing responses to
texts and integrating background knowledge into these responses.
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Rather than attributing low levels of interpretation to American
schoolchildren, NAEP developers need to describe and justify what makes
this text an exemplar of fourth-grade reading. They must also explain that
it is entirely possible and even probable, based on the findings of the
NAEP special study (Pinnell et al., 1995), that children can read third-
grade passages or fourth-grade passages that have been designated by
other means. Presentations of the NAEP data also need to indicate that it
may well be that students are coming up short, not in their reading, but in
their ability to write elaborated responses to questions.

Armed with information on the critical competencies, teachers could
then proceed with their work. Suggestions regarding adapting the two
existing reform efforts – textbooks and model instructional programmes –
follow.

Clear descriptions of instructional programmes for the
elementary grades

The emphasis on proven models within the congressional legislation could
be a positive impetus for school change, particularly if the characteristics
of these models were reinforced in the teacher guidebooks that accompany
textbook programmes. Instructional programmes can provide teachers
with the tools to support students. In all likelihood, the focus provided by
the model instructional programmes will be better than the diffuseness of
the instructional schemes promoted by textbook programmes. The use of
programmes that bring in support that is external to the school is also
likely to keep teachers focused and committed to working through snags
as they arise. Such tools and a support network can be particularly critical
in the current American context in which teachers in the most highly chal-
lenged schools over the next decade are likely to be under-prepared
(Darling-Hammond, 1997).

Rather than implementing a programme that attends to one grade level
or one aspect of literacy, reading reform efforts need to implement the
features of effective reading programmes at all grade levels. For example,
Adler and Fisher (2001) report that the reading programmes in schools
where potentially struggling readers are doing well share components such
as a focus on student outcomes, multiple reading programmes in every
classroom, shared responsibility for student success across teachers,
including specialists, strong leadership at school and classroom levels, and
a veteran, knowledgeable staff. Such characteristics represent a level of
specificity in the goals and instructional strategies of reading that most, if
not all, current models lack. Only Success for All has addressed the
elementary grades in a comprehensive fashion. In other cases, models are
either focused on beginning reading (e.g. Reading Recovery and Early
Intervention in Reading) or they are focused on upper levels (e.g. National
Writing Project, Junior Great Books). For children who come to school
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without conventional literacy, an early intervention alone is unlikely to be
sufficient. Attention needs to be paid to literacy throughout the develop-
mental spectrum.

Evidence that underscores the need for attention to a developmental
spectrum comes from research on the ‘levelling’ effect of early interven-
tions and the effects of generalising strategies designed for older students
to novices (Hiebert and Taylor, 2000). Unless instruction in subsequent
grades builds on students’ higher literacy levels as a result of an interven-
tion, its effects will wane over time (Hiebert and Taylor, 2000). Further,
efforts to transplant effective strategies with older students in responding
to literature (Junior Great Books) or in writing extended narrative and
informational texts (National Writing Project) into early elementary class-
rooms have not produced evidence of the effectiveness of such strategies in
producing independent beginning readers.

To ensure that students’ reading levels improve, schools also need access
to information about specific foci and tasks that are appropriate at partic-
ular developmental levels. The content of effective instruction over a child’s
first six years of school is clear from the recent report of the National
Reading Panel (2000). In its description of these interventions, it should be
emphasised that the Panel took for granted the presence of other funda-
mental dimensions of a literacy programme – book reading, writing, and
discussions of what has been read and written. But in terms of a number of
critical aspects of reading programmes, the Panel provided guidelines.

Conclusion

American reading reform efforts are massive in scope, but their efficacy is
hindered by a lack of integration between state and federal efforts. The
reform of textbooks by America’s two largest states and funding for model
programmes by the federal government are not at cross-purposes.
However, by not treating textbooks as model programmes, federal efforts
ignore a primary vehicle for reform. Textbook programmes are already
used extensively, a part of the school lives of millions of students and their
teachers. If textbook programmes were placed in the foreground rather
than in the background within federal research and implementation efforts,
the characteristics of these programmes could be more closely scrutinised.

Just as the vehicles for reform are available, so too are guidelines for
instruction. The report of the National Reading Panel (2000) described
effective practices in the primary grades. The lack of integration within
states and between states and the federal government, however, means that
implementation of these findings on a large scale is unlikely to occur. For
example, the Panel’s conclusions regarding instruction that supports
fluency have not filtered down to the model reform efforts of the federal
government or the teachers’ guides of the large states’ textbook
programmes.
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Without such integration, many new teachers who will teach in
America’s poorest schools over the next decades will struggle to bring their
students to basic levels of literacy. Without integration of the vehicles for
reform and the vision underlying this reform, literacy levels of those most
in need in America’s schools are unlikely to meet the demands of the
digital age.
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How can we best prepare teachers to teach reading? Like many seemingly
straightforward questions, this one is as difficult to answer as it is impor-
tant to answer. In this chapter the National Commission (USA) on
Excellence in Elementary Teacher Preparation for Reading Instruction (the
Commission) will reflect on its ongoing research programme in reading
teacher education and suggest possible foci for improving teacher prepara-
tion in reading. First, we will contextualise the research in the United
States, the setting in which our research is conducted. Second, we will
provide an overview of the Commission’s research projects. And finally, we
will speculate on crucial aspects of teacher preparation programmes that
are both amenable to intervention and likely to influence the quality of
reading instruction and children’s reading achievement. Much of what we
describe here is drawn from previous Commission publications (Harmon
et al., in press); Hoffman et al., 2001; Flint et al., 2001)

The current teacher preparation context in the United States

Standards-based reform dominates the education landscape in the United
States as elsewhere, and reading achievement has been a major target of
that reform for nearly two decades. In the US reading is most often taught
in a separate teaching methods course and is supplemented by language
arts methods courses that address writing, speaking and listening. Over
this time period reading achievement has been relatively stable. The lack of
improvement, despite the constant attention and a significant expenditure
of federal dollars, has created a contentious environment and teacher
education has been at the centre of the controversy and criticism.

Teacher educators have found themselves with very little data available
to address these criticisms. The United States Government funded Report
of the National Reading Panel, Teaching Children to Read: an Evidence-
Based Assessment of the Scientific Research Literature on Reading and
its Implications for Reading Instruction (National Reading Panel, 1999)
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located only eleven experimental or quasi-experimental studies of pre-
service teacher education. While the eleven studies showed that pre-service
education changed teacher behaviour, none of the eleven studies followed
the pre-service teachers into teaching. Thus, there are no experimental or
quasi-experimental data that relate teacher preparation to children’s
reading achievement in the United States.

There are, however, numerous correlational and descriptive studies that
address this issue of the effectiveness of teacher preparation programmes.
Pearson (2001) summarised much of this data. He pointed out that
reviews since 1970 conclude that totally prepared and certified teachers
are better rated and more successful with students in terms of promoting
achievement than are teachers who either lack subject matter or teaching
knowledge. A number of specific studies of reading achievement (Gomez
and Grobe, 1990; Ferguson, 1991; LA County Office of Education, 1999,
all as cited in Pearson, 2001) show that students taught by fully certified
teachers have higher reading achievement scores. However, these studies
have been virtually ignored by reformers as they continue to berate teacher
educators and colleges of education.

The Commission research agenda

It was against this background that the International Reading Association
(the Association) formed the National Commission on Excellence in
Elementary Teacher Education for Reading Instruction (the Commission)
in January 1998. It was an unusual Commission for the Association
because its charge was to conduct research. The research was to describe
current teacher education for reading instruction and identify programme
factors that lead to excellent reading instruction and reading achievement.
The purpose of the undertaking was to provide support, guidance and,
hopefully, leverage for the redesign of reading teacher preparation
programmes.

To identify the research sites, the Commission published a call for appli-
cations in Reading Today (the Association Newspaper that reaches
approximately 90,000 reading educators). The application called for each
site to submit descriptions of their programmes; a descriptive vignette
describing actual reading instruction delivered by a programme graduate
who was a first-year teacher; commentaries on the vignette by the first-
year teacher, the teacher’s principal, a programme professor, and a current
pre-service student; and documentation of collaboration with public
school systems.

These applications were reviewed by a selection committee (John T.
Guthrie, University of Maryland; P. David Pearson, Michigan State
University, Dorothy Strickland, Rutgers University; and Carol Santa, then
president of the Association). In a first round of evaluation they identified
a group of excellent teacher education programmes. In a second round
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they selected a group of 8 institutions that represented a range of four-year,
undergraduate preparation programmes. Selection criteria included

• special attention to reading in the programme
• serves and focuses on minority populations
• history of research and development
• faculty active in teacher education research
• track record of success in preparing teachers
• commitment to field-based practices
• collaboration with schools.

No one programme was expected to meet all criteria and there was no
attempt to select the eight ‘best’ programmes. Rather the committee
selected excellent programmes that represented the diversity of four-year
teacher preparation programmes. The eight commission sites are:

• Florida International University, Miami – research 1 university (i.e.
research focused), serving diverse population

• Hunter College, New York – small state-owned college, serving diverse
population

• Indiana University, Bloomington and Indianapolis – large research 1
institution, serving homogeneous population in one site and diverse
population at another

• Norfolk State University, Norfolk, VA – state, historically black
university

• University of Texas, Austin – large research 1 institution
• University of Texas, San Antonio – smaller state institution serving

diverse population
• University of Nevada, Reno – state flagship university with strong

clinic programme
• University of Sioux Falls – small private Christian university with

1,000 students, graduating 30 students per year.

These sites are conducting a series of three research studies over the course
of four years. The three studies are: the Features of Excellence Study, the
Teacher Educator Survey and the Beginning Teacher Study. These studies
examine important relationships among teacher preparation programmes,
beginning teachers’ reading instruction, and children’s reading achieve-
ment. They are briefly summarised in the following subsections.

Features of Excellence

The Features of Excellence Study examines the common and the unique
features of teacher education programmes across the commission sites. The
purpose is to identify those programme features that lead to excellence in
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beginning teachers’ reading instruction. This is primarily a qualitative
study. Below we provide a brief summary of the findings. The eight
features of excellence are:

1 Programmes are based on clearly articulated institutional missions that
reflect a sense of who they are and who they want to become
(Mission).

2 Faculty has a clear vision of how the mission is instantiated in the
teacher education programmes (Vision).

3 Faculty members strive to maintain the integrity and quality of the
literacy programme while working within the limited resources and
constraints imposed by schools, the university and the state
(Autonomy).

4 Faculty and school personnel model the student centred learning they
expect their students to use in teaching children (Personalised
Teaching).

5 Carefully supervised apprenticeship experiences are a critical feature
of these teacher preparation programmes (Apprenticeship).

6 Programmes foster the professional identity of pre-service teachers and
teacher educators within and across a variety of communities
(Community).

7 Based upon current research and professional standards, programmes
deliver broad-based content to best meet the needs of diverse students
(Content).

8 A discriminating admissions/entry/exit continuum of procedures for
maintaining standards and academic accountability, both supportive
of diverse candidates and aimed at producing quality reading teachers,
ensures that teachers are knowledgeable, have the necessary skills, and
are able to teach reading effectively (Standards).

Teacher Educator Survey

The purpose of the Teacher Educator Survey was to determine the impor-
tance teacher educators place on an array of programme components and
also to rate their particular programmes for each of the components. The
commission identified a population of teacher educators in the area of
elementary reading. They developed a survey that consisted of three
sections: a demographic section which collected information about the
participants, a values section which asked teacher educators to rate the
importance of programme features to producing excellent beginning
reading teachers, and a section which asked teacher educators to rate their
own programmes on these same features. Below we summarise briefly nine
central findings of the Survey (Hoffman, Rolle, and National Commission
on Excellence in Elementary Teacher Preparation for Reading Instruction,
2001).
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1 Preparation programmes for teachers continue to expand in the area
of reading as compared to previous decades. Respondents reported
that all students are required to take approximately 6 hours per
semester of reading methods courses.

2 The variety of programme structures has increased. While 84 per cent
of the respondents reported having a 4-year undergraduate
programme, they also had a 5-year, master’s degrees and other alterna-
tive formats. Forty per cent of the respondents indicated that a
specialisation in reading was available at the undergraduate level.

3 Respondents reported finding the traditional course components of a
reading preparation programme both important and up to standard.
Courses in reading methods, language arts methods, and children’s
literature and clinical experiences were ranked very high in importance
and rated high in quality as well.

4 The relative importance ratings of courses in language structure,
testing and measurement, and technology were lower than other
courses, and respondents rated their programmes below standard in
language structure. This pattern is consistent with the external criti-
cisms and suggests that teacher educators are aware of some specific
programme weaknesses.

5 Faculty who teach in these preparation programmes were reported by
our respondents as appearing to be well qualified. The frequent stereo-
type of ill-prepared teacher educators who are professionally inactive
and have never taught in elementary classrooms is simply not reflected
in these data.

6 Respondents rated their programmes below standard in the areas of
class size and discretionary budget. This finding suggests that
programmes are underfunded. Large class sizes are a sign of institu-
tional unwillingness to provide more classes with smaller numbers of
students.

7 The emphasis on field-based experiences and the co-ordination of field
experiences appears to be growing in the amount of time afforded to
this level of supervision provided and articulation with coursework.

8 Our respondents, unlike many of the most vocal critics, rate their
programme quality high. Only 2 per cent of the respondents ranked
their programmes ‘poor,’ and nearly 86 per cent rated their
programmes ‘good’ or ‘outstanding.’ Ratings of reading specialisation
programmes were similarly high.

9 We have real concerns about the preparation of teachers of diverse
backgrounds. It appears that most diverse students are prepared in
large research institutions where respondents rate programme quality
lower than teaching institutions. In addition, on items addressing the
opportunities to work in diverse settings and on items addressing the
knowledge of diversity issues, the most diverse institutions’ impor-
tance and programme ratings are highest and those ratings at
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predominantly white institutions are lowest. Given the changing
demographics of student populations, this discovery is alarming.

In summary, the programmes described by our respondents have much to
recommend them, and there are notable increases in the number of reading
courses and the amount of clinical fieldwork in these preparation
programmes. While we cannot say from these data that the field as a
whole is making progress, we can say that there are many teacher prepara-
tion programmes around the country where pre-service teachers are
receiving excellent preparation for reading instruction. We must acknowl-
edge this excellence and look to these respondents and their programmes
as we attempt to improve the level of teacher preparation for reading
instruction.

Beginning Teacher Study

The purpose of the Beginning Teacher Study is to describe beginning
teachers graduated from commission programmes and to compare them to
beginning teachers from programmes that do not emphasise reading
instruction.

The Beginning Teacher Study follows graduates of the Commission
programmes into and through their first three years of teaching. In year
one, the beginning teachers and some comparison beginning teachers from
other programmes were interviewed at the beginning, middle and end of
the year. These interviews focused primarily on reading instruction and the
beginning teachers’ concerns and practices for teaching reading. In year
two, programme and comparison teachers were interviewed twice and
observed in their classrooms. The Commission will also conduct interviews
with the beginning teachers’ principals and a representative sample of their
students. In year three, we will observe and collect pre- and post-reading
achievement data in the classrooms of 60 beginning teachers (30
programme and 30 comparison). Also during this phase we will observe a
subsample of 16 teachers (eight programme and eight comparison system-
atically selected) for six full days evenly spaced through the academic year.

This study is in progress and will not be completed until 2003.
However, we have tentatively identified ten themes from the first-year
interviews. These should be viewed as tentative and the extent to which
they apply varies across sites.

1 Responsive Teaching – Programme teachers describe children’s reading
progress in detailed language and are clearly developing instruction to
meet a wide range of needs within their classrooms.

2 Hiring – Programme teachers mentioned that they were hired because
of their competence in reading.
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3 Community – Programme teachers participate in or build a learning
community.

4 Leadership – Programme teachers take leadership roles in reading
during their first year of teaching.

5 Negotiation – Programme teachers are more likely to negotiate with
principals and team members to include instruction that meets chil-
dren’s needs.

6 Reflection – Both programme and comparison teachers are reflective.
7 Confidence – Programme teachers are confident of their ability to

teach reading.
8 Attributions – Programme teachers attribute their teaching practices to

their preparation programme.
9 Concerns – Programme teachers’ concerns centre around the impact

their instruction is having on children’s learning.
10 Diversity – Programme teachers address diversity as it is present in

their classrooms.

Some speculations

While the Commission has completed two of its three studies and
published several articles, the real findings of the effort have yet to emerge.
The power of the Commission research goes beyond the individual studies
and it is the relationships among the studies that we hope will eventually
inform teacher education reform efforts. While it is premature to declare
these findings, after working with the participants, the programmes and
the data over the last three years, we have begun to speculate about some
of these important relationships. In this chapter we will write about three
we think will eventually emerge and have the potential to help teacher
education institutions leverage the resources they need to produce good
reading teachers: content knowledge, quality apprenticeship experiences
and autonomy.

Content knowledge

Content knowledge emerged as one of the strongest themes across all
programmes. We initially phrased this feature of excellence as: based upon
current research and professional standards, programmes deliver broad-
based content to best meet the needs of diverse students. The University of
Texas, San Antonio (UTSA) and Florida International University are
typical of the ways the eight sites approach issues related to content. At
San Antonio there is a reading specialisation that involves extended
coursework and experiences in reading. At Florida International University
the reading and TESOL (Teaching Reading as a Second or Other
Language) content is woven through a series of courses so that all students
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are certified to teach reading and English as a second language when they
complete their programmes.

To give a more concrete portrayal of content, we will first describe the
UTSA programme. Students seeking elementary certification at UTSA
major in Interdisciplinary Studies (IDS) and choose an academic specialisa-
tion within this major. Typically IDS majors choose one of four academic
specialisations – reading, early childhood, bilingual education, or special
education. The reading specialisation is selected by approximately 30 per
cent of all students seeking elementary certification.

Like all students in the IDS programme, reading specialisation students
begin their programme by enrolling in the required introductory reading
courses – Introduction to Developmental Reading and Introduction to
Elementary Content Reading. In addition to the required introductory
reading courses, reading specialisation students take an additional 18
semester hours of reading courses. The four required specialisation courses
are:

• Introduction to Reading Problems
• Reading Comprehension
• Relationships between Reading and Writing
• Children’s and Adolescent Literature.

Students select two electives from the following courses:

• Early Literacy Learning
• Assessment Practices in Reading
• Language, Literacy and Culture
• Oral Language and Reading
• Social Psychology of Literacy
• Reading and Studying as a Cognitive Process.

At each commission site there is regular evaluation of course content
against a variety of existing standards. The faculties regularly review
courses together as a faculty to determine that all-important content is
covered and that there is not unnecessary repetition. As an example of the
kinds of analysis programmes do, the next section shows how the UTSA
programme dealt with phonemic awareness.

Developing university student knowledge of phonemic awareness and
letter–sound relationships and their role in the reading and writing process
was one area that they had worked to strengthen in recent years. The
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) emphasise phonemic aware-
ness in grades K-2. In response, the Introduction to Developmental
Reading course that all education students take explains the research base
for phonemic awareness and illustrates how it is fostered in young chil-
dren. To ensure that pre-service teachers have both knowledge of
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phonemic awareness and skill in its assessment and instruction, each
student assesses a young child’s phonemic awareness. During class,
students examine scores of books provided by the professor and determine
which aspect of phonemic awareness the book reinforces. Students partici-
pate in role-play activities to teach segmentation and blending, as well as
create a collection of songs and chants to enhance phonemic awareness.
Students also plan and conduct a tutorial session designed to foster
phonemic awareness.

This knowledge base of phonemic awareness is strengthened and rein-
forced in the elective Oral Language and Reading and in a course called
Early Literacy Learning required for all students seeking elementary certi-
fication. As students progress through their programme and enrol in
Introduction to Reading Problems, they have opportunities to put into
practice their phonemic awareness knowledge during tutorials.

The Commission found that deeper knowledge of the content of reading
is reflected in the first year teacher interviews. Comparison teachers tended
to talk in generalities and about programme materials. Programme
teachers talked more specifically about their actions and decisions in
reading instruction being based on children’s development, progress and
needs. For example, comparison teachers made comments like the
following:

Some of the best experiences that I’ve had so far is just getting the kids
excited about books.

Our school got Accelerated Reader in February and it has been
absolutely fabulous. What I did the last six weeks was I made a chart
and I set up a points goal with the students and rather than them
having to choose their goals, I went ahead and set the same goals for
everyone.

The programme teachers’ comments focused more on children’s instruc-
tional needs and ways they were meeting them.

I do mini-lessons to address anything that I see. Either one or two
kids. And I’ll pull them aside and give a mini lesson on something they
need. If there’s more than that, then I might do a whole-class mini-
lesson. I try to go around the class and read individually, or listen to
them read to me, take notes about what I’m hearing and the different
strategies that they’re using for either (tape unintelligible) for sounding
out the words or context clues.

Me as a teacher, I take a running record every week on every child.
With their station work, I’m doing the guided reading stations, and
while they’re doing stations, that’s when I usually do my reading with
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my kids. I started out with guided reading groups, I kept track of that
and kept track of their strategies that they were using.

Quality apprenticeship experiences

Carefully supervised field experiences were identified in each of the eight
commission programmes as a critical feature of their teacher preparation
programmes. As we studied that feature in greater depth, we discovered
that it wasn’t simply the presence of school-based experiences in learning
and teaching that constituted excellence. The programmes exemplified
components of apprenticeship in their provision of authentic experiences
for pre-service teachers over extended periods of time in collaboration
with master teachers. Additionally, however, throughout the diverse mani-
festations of the apprenticeship model within the Commission
programmes, there were common characteristics that contributed to the
high quality and, thus, the impact of the experiences upon the pre-service
teachers’ learning, teaching, and thinking about themselves as teachers.

Hunter College QUEST programme is one example of a well-implemented
apprenticeship programme. They identify six factors as critical.

1 Pairing of coursework and field experiences: During its formation the
QUEST programme made a commitment to field experiences and
designed the three-credit methods and foundations courses to contain
two-credit didactic, theoretical portions with one-credit field experi-
ences. By requiring a full day each week in classrooms under the
supervision of the full-time professors of their methods and founda-
tions courses, QUEST students accumulate nearly 250 hours of
classroom experience prior to student teaching.

2 Sequential and purposeful instructional skills, strategies and tech-
niques to guide experiences: Not surprisingly this paired, didactic and
field experience approach to coursework facilitates having the didactic
portions of the QUEST courses use assignments and evaluations that
are classroom-based applications of the theories and research
addressed in the coursework. Thus, while QUEST students are
studying a particular methodology or theory, they are practising their
skills and fulfilling course requirements by applying their knowledge
in real world teaching assignments.

3 Diversity in field placements: QUEST students take advantage of the
full range of diversity that New York City schools have to offer in
terms of grade levels, school philosophies, student populations, and
teaching styles. A full-time Director of Clinical Field Placements co-
ordinates field experiences and student teaching sites with school
principals and co-operating teachers. College supervisors further diver-
sify the experiences by ensuring that QUEST students are placed in
classrooms that do not duplicate previous grade level assignments.
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Through this diversity in educational settings, the students are given
experience in translating their social learning experiences into effective
pedagogy.

4 Careful Supervision and Feedback: Providing weekly opportunities to
work in a diversity of classrooms is not, in itself, sufficient to produce
an excellent beginning teacher. Supervision by the professors of the
didactic courses is an essential component of the fieldwork. The
commitment of full-time faculty members to guiding the quality of the
field experience portion of the courses is an important dimension of
the QUEST programme. Professors observe students three times per
semester. Each observation is preceded and followed by a conference
and faculty members provide written feedback. QUEST students are
required to do written reflections on these observations. QUEST
students receive regular feedback from their professors and ample
opportunities to discuss their current teaching strengths and weak-
nesses.

5 Opportunity for reflection and dialogue: The reflective quality of field
experiences is also supported by professors through in-class discus-
sions, the use of field placement examples to illustrate theoretical
concepts, opportunities for student reflection in the creation of portfo-
lios or the use of journals, and on-going feedback provided during
multiple evaluations, written evaluations and post-observation confer-
ences. Reflection and dialogue is also built into coursework in the
form of discussions, journals, and reflective entries via on-line discus-
sions groups.

6 Collaboration with schools and co-operating teachers: Each semester
begins with an orientation for co-operating teachers in each of the site
schools and an orientation for field placements and student teaching at
Hunter College for QUEST students. Often, the co-operating teachers
are, themselves, graduates of Hunter College. District personnel, prin-
cipals and former co-operating teachers are frequently adjunct
teachers at Hunter College and/or hold administrative positions.
Collaboration then is second nature to all the players.

Once again the interviews with the first-year programme teachers identify
the apprenticeship experiences as an important feature in their training.
When they were asked about the value of their teacher preparation
programmes, programme teachers talked about their preparation and
particularly their apprenticeship experiences.

But to be honest with you the fieldwork did it a lot. Being in the class-
room. Because you can learn it, you can hear it, you can read it,
but if you aren’t experiencing it, it’s not gonna be the same. It’s a great
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reinforcement but you have to really be doing it to understand it and
to really get it.

Just the time to work with kids. As far as getting to do a lot. Every
class I had I was out in the schools doing stuff. That was very valuable
because then you can look back and say this worked with this kid,
maybe I could try it. I think that was very valuable. Just getting to
work with those kids all the time and realizing that there are lots and
lots of different kids out there who learn in lots of different ways.

Comparison teachers seem to attribute their effectiveness to factors other
than their teacher education programmes such as a good school team,
district in-service, luck, the kids’ hard work and watching what other
teachers did. They made comments like the following: ‘I feel it [teacher
preparation] didn’t have too much to do with me’, ‘If I didn’t have as good
a team as I have, I don’t think I would have done as well and the kids
wouldn’t have done as well’, ‘I just felt like no matter what I did, their
effort didn’t seem to reflect that they cared. But for my kids that tried hard
… they made strides.’

Autonomy

Another important feature that characterised faculty at commission sites
was autonomy. Teachers, in today’s classrooms, face a challenging task
when striving to be autonomous and informed decision-makers. External
mandates, accountability, standards and other such pressures often require
teachers to conform to particular decisions determined by those outside of
classroom practice. The decisions tend to be curricular (i.e. implementing a
particular programme for reading, math, science, etc.) or structural (i.e.
everyone participates in ‘reading’ at the same time). These actions do not
take into consideration the children in the classrooms or the teachers’ own
belief system and pedagogical practices. As teachers work under these
circumstances they become less autonomous and empowered to make deci-
sions that are based on the needs of their students. Teachers become more
like technicians and assembly line workers, where everyone is accom-
plishing the same thing at the same time.

Issues of autonomy impact not only teachers, but also those involved in
teacher education. What decisions do the programmes have that make a
difference in how pre-service teachers are prepared to teach reading at the
elementary level? And more importantly, in what ways do beginning
teachers from these programmes demonstrate their own autonomous
actions and behaviours. Responsive to the wide variety of limitations and
constraints (e.g. mandates from university, state legislatures, budgets,
school districts, licensing/credentialing departments, etc.), the eight identi-
fied programmes have extended beyond the university structures to
collaborate with local school and community organisations. Autonomy
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within the programmes to make informed decisions enables collaborations
and connections to grow, which in turn contributes to providing excellence
in preparing pre-service teachers to teach reading. The uniqueness of each
programme (i.e. programme requirements, structures, field experiences,
exit requirements, etc.) signifies how faculty members within the
programmes attend to the needs of the students and design programmes
that complement the context in which they exist. In the face of seemingly
unlimited obstacles, faculty members must persevere, be creative and be
willing to take autonomous actions in order to achieve their goals.

The autonomy in decision-making is communicated as an important
value and that same autonomy is reflected in some of the beginning
teacher interviews – particularly in teaching to meet the needs of children.
The eight research sites have in place a variety of structures that enable
pre-service teachers to have focused, intense, and meaningful interactions
with children and teachers prior to graduating from the programme. These
structures, whether it is the reading clinic, the cohort programme, or
having the student teaching assignment under the direction of the
reading/language department seem to make a difference in how the begin-
ning teachers respond to meeting the individual needs of children.

Programme teachers commented on their abilities to make informed
decisions which support autonomy and empowerment. One teacher from
Florida International mentioned that even though there is a prescribed
programme in place (Success for All), she is able to instruct through cross-
curricular literacy projects. Two teachers from Hunter College shared how
they were able to go ‘against the grain’ to provide more meaningful and
ultimately more effective teaching,

I must admit that I did some unorthodox [things]. For example: I was
told to model, model, model! However, I tended to reintroduce
content or skills if I felt they were not getting it. I did less modeling
and more student engagement and interactive activities and lessons.
This helped with their critical thinking skills. Stressing ‘accountable’
talk was time consuming, but I did it. I had to balance my instruc-
tional time carefully with subject areas like science and social studies,
but I still used it and my students did well. Even though I was told not
to do this, I did it anyway. [Note: teacher’s reference to accountable
talk refers to discussions in her classroom].

Basically we have to do Success For All. And I do alter it. Once my
door is closed I follow it but I add what I want to add. The last twenty
minutes is supposed to be oral language. Yes oral language is impor-
tant where they’re communicating and playing. And that is important
but I think skills are also very important too when it comes to reading.
Because throughout our lesson we’re talking and communicating and
having fun, so I take those twenty minutes to add my own stuff.
Trying to teach skills, concentrating more on writing because Success
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For All really doesn’t touch a lot on writing. I try to take extra time to
work on that stuff.

These two teachers exemplify how they have made decisions reflective of
their belief systems and that address the needs of their students. For these
teachers and others graduating from our programmes, the autonomous
actions we have put into place have contributed greatly to beginning
teachers feeling empowered to make informed decisions.

Conclusion

As we conclude our studies and our data analyses, we hope to be able to
make rigorous arguments for the relationships between features of strong
teacher preparation programmes and the abilities and teaching practices of
the beginning teachers who graduate from them. In addition to the more
qualitative data analyses evidenced here we will have some quantitative
estimates of the degree to which each of our eight sites reflects a particular
feature and also some quantitative estimates of the degree to which gradu-
ates from each site teach in ways consonant with those features. Because
there is variation across sites in the degree and the way features are instan-
tiated, we expect we will find correlational evidence of relationships. We
also hope to tie these analyses in with the second-year classroom observa-
tions and the third-year observations and measures of student
achievement. There is much left to do, but we hope this chapter has given
you a feel for what we are finding and what we may find. We think the
Commission will produce valuable findings that will make a strong contri-
bution to the improvement of reading teacher education.
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The need for reform in the teaching of literacy

Successive governments in England from the 1970s have been concerned
that standards in literacy were not sufficiently high. In comparison to
other countries there was ‘a long tail of underachievement’. In 1997 63 per
cent of children left primary school at 11 years of age with a level 4 and
above in English in the national test.1 Reports from the government’s
inspectors of schools questioned the focus and quality of teaching. These
indicated, for instance, that few schools used a balanced approach to the
teaching of reading which included the systematic teaching of phonics and
that the teaching of reading consisted of the teacher listening for variable
amounts of time to children reading individually. This they described as
monitoring rather than teaching in many instances (Ofsted, 1996). There
was also considered to be insufficient teaching of writing (Beard, 1999;
Literacy Task Force, 1997; also see Beard, this volume).

Launching a National Literacy Strategy

In 1997 a National Literacy Project was in its first year in primary schools
(ages 4–11) in 14 local education authorities (LEAs) considered to be in
greatest need. A project director and deputy director were running the
project with literacy consultants in each LEA supported by an English
inspector/advisor as local strategy manager. The consultants worked inten-
sively with a limited number of schools in their LEAs. A Framework of
teaching objectives, in draft form, was in use in the project schools and
teaching materials were being written to support the Framework. Teachers
were trained to teach a literacy hour comprising roughly 15 minutes of
shared text work (reading or writing); 15 minutes of phonics, spelling or
sentence level work, depending on the age of the children; 20 minutes with
a small group doing guided reading or writing while the rest of the class
worked independently of the teacher either individually, or in pairs or
groups; and, to close the lesson, a plenary session.

13 The implementation of the
National Literacy Strategy in
England, 1998–2001
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The incoming government in May 1997 embarked on a National
Literacy Strategy (NLS) to raise standards of literacy teaching in primary
schools so that 80 per cent of children would leave Key Stage 2 with the
skills required to achieve level 4 and above in the national tests in the year
2002; targets for individual LEAs ranged from 70 to 90 per cent. Schools
were also set targets aggregating to the LEA target. In order to achieve
these targets the government developed the administrative and pedagogic
structures of the embryonic National Literacy Project.

The infrastructure for implementation of the National Literacy Strategy
(NLS) was headed by the Standards and Effectiveness Unit within the
Department for Education and Employment (DfEE, later DfES) and
consisted of a team of regional directors, a strategy manager for each LEA
and over 300 consultants supported by a centrally based administrative
team. A National Numeracy Strategy evolved in the same way and both
were administered in parallel at government and local level. Both strategies
defined a progression of teaching objectives from the Reception year to Y6
and an optimum length of time for a lesson. The strategies are not statu-
tory, but there is a clear expectation that schools will adopt the
Frameworks for teaching and the designated literacy hour and mathe-
matics lessons unless they were confident that their schemes of work and
organisation were as good or better.

Schools were expected to audit their literacy provision in the school
and, by examining test results and samples of children’s work, to set quali-
tative targets for the school, each class and possibly for groups or
individual children. In almost every school and LEA, the level of writing
was pinpointed as an area for development. Schools were encouraged to
‘get below the surface’ to ascertain which elements of writing were letting
the children down and to concentrate teaching in those areas. Each school
identified a member of staff to take the role of literacy co-ordinator and
between them, the head teacher and literacy co-ordinator monitored the
literacy work in the school and took appropriate action to improve
teaching quality where necessary.

The Framework for teaching

The English National Curriculum statutory programmes of study for
reading and writing were the basis for the term-by-term progression of
objectives in the Framework for teaching. The Framework (DfEE, 1998a)
is designed to provide an outline scheme of work for the whole school and
to ensure coverage of the statutory requirements for teaching literacy, high
expectations appropriate to pupils’ ages, a detailed progression of objec-
tives across the primary years, the interrelationship of reading and writing
and a balance of work between reading and writing and between fiction,
poetry, plays and non-fiction. Specific objectives for the programme of study
on speaking and listening were not included, though the use and development
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of these skills were indicated throughout the Framework. It was expected
that most of the National Curriculum objectives for oral work would be
covered in the course of teaching the literacy objectives. The rationale for
the Framework was based on the assumption grounded in the National
Curriculum that literate primary pupils should:

• read and write with confidence, fluency and understanding;
• be able to orchestrate a full range of reading cues (phonic, graphic,

syntactic, contextual) to monitor and self-correct their own reading;
• understand the sound and spelling system and use this to read and

spell accurately;
• have fluent and legible handwriting;
• have an interest in words and word meanings, and a growing

vocabulary;
• know and understand a range of genres in fiction and poetry, and

understand and be familiar with some of the ways that narratives
are structured through basic literary ideas of setting, character and
plot;

• understand and be able to use a range of non-fiction texts;
• plan, draft, revise and edit their own writing;
• have a suitable technical vocabulary through which to understand

and discuss their reading and writing;
• be interested in books, read with enjoyment and evaluate and

justify preferences;
• through reading and writing, develop their powers of imagination,

inventiveness and critical awareness.
(DfEE, 1998a: 3)

In order to ‘read and write with confidence, fluency and understanding’
the Framework describes the knowledge and understanding of language,
and the skills which children need, at the level of word (phonics, word
recognition, graphic knowledge, spelling, vocabulary and handwriting);
sentence (grammatical awareness, sentence construction and punctuation);
and text (composition and comprehension: variety of text-types, purpose,
organisation, structure, style, cohesion and response). A progression of
objectives for each strand builds throughout the primary years; the rele-
vant word and sentence level objectives are included to support each text
level objective. For example, in Year 4 term 2, the text level objectives for
reading on the subject of ‘settings’ and expressive, descriptive and figura-
tive language are mirrored in the text level writing objectives:

pupils should be taught to develop use of settings in own writing,
making use of work on adjectives and figurative language to describe
settings effectively.
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This, in turn, relates to the sentence level objective:

pupils should be taught to revise and extend work on adjectives …
and link to work on expressive, figurative language in stories and
poetry: constructing adjectival phrases; examining comparative and
superlative adjectives; comparing adjectives on a scale of intensity …
relating them to suffixes … and adverbs which indicate degrees of
intensity.

The related word-level objectives include:

children should be taught to use alternative words and expressions
which are more accurate or interesting than the common choices e.g.
nice, good.

children should be taught a range of suffixes that can be added to
nouns and verbs to make adjectives.

(DfEE, 1998a: 40, 41)

Fiction and non-fiction objectives and suggested text range are included
each term. Many of the objectives were designed to be taught using non-
fiction texts from other curriculum areas such as history, geography and
science, or a novel which the teacher and children would be reading on a
daily basis. Some objectives require the use of extracts from a number of
texts in order to make comparisons or draw conclusions about common
usage.

Teachers are encouraged to plan on a half-termly basis, choosing the
text level objectives and appropriate texts for each week and then mapping
on the appropriate sentence and word-level objectives to support children’s
reading and writing development. Teachers are encouraged to construct
their class timetables to link the literacy work on non-fiction text-types
and the work in other curriculum areas in which the same text-types are
being read or written. Full integration of text and sentence level objectives
is intended so that children learn, for instance, about sentence construction
and word classes with the express intention of using that knowledge to
understand text and write effectively. It is not expected that systematic
work on phonics and learning of spelling conventions will be integrated
into work on text and sentence level but that in the process of reading and
writing, children will apply the skills and knowledge gained in this work
on word-level objectives.

On the whole the objectives in the Framework do not dictate a specific
pedagogy. They are intended to be statements of content, though in some
instances pedagogy is suggested in the verbs (e.g. ‘investigate’). The intro-
duction to the Framework, however, is quite clear about appropriate
pedagogy. To ensure that the objectives in the Framework are taught in a
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coherent manner, teachers are expected to designate a clear hour for
literacy teaching every day. In order to maximise the teacher’s time and
expertise, it is suggested that two-thirds of this time should be spent on
teaching the objectives using experiences shared by the whole class:
‘shared’ reading and writing, systematic teaching of phonics, spelling and
grammar and a plenary. The Framework describes successful teaching as:

• discursive – characterised by high quality oral work;
• interactive – pupils’ contributions are encouraged, expected, and

extended;
• well-paced – there is a sense of urgency, driven by the need to

make progress and succeed;
• confident – teachers have a clear understanding of the objectives;
• ambitious – there is optimism about and high expectations of

success.
(DfEE, 1998a: 8)

During the ‘whole class’ time there is opportunity for a number of teaching
strategies allowing for many levels and forms of learning:

• direction e.g. to ensure pupils know what they should be doing, to
draw attention to points, to develop key strategies in reading and
writing;

• demonstration e.g. to teach letter formation and join letters, how
to read punctuation using a shared text, how to use a dictionary;

• modelling e.g. discussing the features of written texts through
shared reading of books, extracts, etc.;

• scaffolding e.g. providing writing frames for shared composition
of non-fiction texts;

• explanation to clarify and discuss e.g. reasons in relation to the
events in a story, the need for grammatical agreement when proof-
reading, the way that different kinds of writing are used to serve
different purposes;

• questioning: to probe pupils’ understanding, to cause them to
reflect on and refine their work, and to extend their ideas;

• initiating and guiding exploration e.g. to develop phonological
awareness in the early stages, to explore relationships between
grammar, meaning and spelling with older pupils;

• investigating ideas: e.g. to understand, expand or generalise about
themes and structures in fiction and non-fiction;

• discussing and arguing: to put points of view, argue a case, justify
a preference, etc.;

• listening to and responding: e.g. to stimulate and extend pupils’
contributions, to discuss/evaluate their presentations.

(DfEE, 1998a: 8)
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Half an hour of this interactive whole-class teaching is followed by a
twenty-minute session in which the teacher works with a small group of
children of similar ability on a semi-independent task. This scaffolding is a
bridge between the modelling and semi-scaffolded work with the whole
class and the reduced scaffolding when working independently from the
teacher. While the teacher works with the small group, the rest of the chil-
dren in the class are expected to work collaboratively or individually on
reading or writing tasks with varying amounts of built-in scaffolding,
depending on the level of ability of the children or nature of the task. The
literacy hour is designed to end with a ten-minute plenary session in which
the children articulate their learning and understanding of the work they
have been engaged in during the hour. This model of teaching, from shared
– through guided – to independent, forms the basis of teaching reading and
writing.

Teaching reading

In the NLS, the teaching of reading is intended to take many forms: shared
reading using enlarged texts, guided reading in small groups using indi-
vidual copies of the same text, independent reading (individually or
collaboratively), reading aloud by the teacher, reading to other adults,
reading at home. This is supported in the early stages by the systematic
teaching of phonics.

The ‘interactive’ model adopted by the NLS for learning to read is
grounded in the National Curriculum and has its roots in the work of
Rumelhart (1977) and others and expanded and illustrated by Adams
(1990). This model, dubbed the ‘searchlight model’ (see Figure 13.1)
proposed that successful reading depends on learning to use a range of
strategies. The reader uses these as ‘cues’ to get to the meaning by recog-
nising or decoding the whole or part of a word, predicting from the
context or grammar, checking and cross-checking, identifying and
correcting errors. Children are shown how these strategies are brought to
bear on unfamiliar words during ‘shared reading’. They are encouraged to
‘orchestrate’ these strategies, to bring two or more into play at once.
Novice readers with limited knowledge of letter combinations may, for
instance, guess the word ‘bread’ by reading the initial letter and looking at
the picture. The teacher would encourage them to check by looking to see
if other sounds that they can hear in the word ‘bread’, such as /d/, appear
in the written word. If appropriate, the teacher could ask the class to
deduce what sound in the word ‘bread’ is represented by the letters ‘ea’. In
this way children are encouraged to supplement their systematic phonics
teaching with ‘self-teach’ (Share, 1995). In guided reading, with a small
group of children at a similar reading level, the teacher checks that chil-
dren can and do use all the strategies so that they can read books at an
appropriate level independently.
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Just as shared reading is an opportunity to model the use of rudimentary
strategies for beginning readers, so it can be used to demonstrate and
explain more sophisticated reading behaviours such as skimming and scan-
ning, the use of inference and deduction or the use of text marking to aid
access to complex texts. Shared reading is also intended as an opportunity
to deconstruct texts and examine textual features which children might
then go on to deploy in their own composition.

Teaching writing

The interdependence between reading and writing is one of the corner-
stones of the NLS. Nevertheless, after the first year of implementation,
national tests showed that while reading scores had improved, a high
proportion of children, particularly boys, left primary school with poor
writing ability. A number of initiatives were explored to address this issue,
the first of which was the publication of Grammar for Writing for KS2
teachers (DfEE, 2000a) and Developing Early Writing for Foundation
stage: Reception and KS1 teachers (DfEE, 2001a). The National
Curriculum supported by the NLS Framework emphasises the importance
of the writing process: plan, draft, revise (Graves, 1983) and for the need
for the writer to have a clear audience and purpose (DES, 1975). In addi-
tion, Grammar for Writing and Developing Early Writing outline a shared
writing teaching sequence in which the teacher plays an important role in
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articulating his or her thinking while demonstrating the various processes
in writing (Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1987). Teachers were encouraged to
spend longer in shared writing experiences before launching the children
into independent writing.

Further writing initiatives included a professional development day for
trainee teachers and their class teachers on the effective use of shared
writing, Web-based materials for teaching fiction and non-fiction genres
and the compilation of a set of targets for writing to be used for moni-
toring the writing progress within a school.

Teaching phonics, spelling and grammar

School inspection reports consistently criticised schools for lack of effective
phonics teaching (e.g. HMI, 1991, 1992; OFSTED, 1996). In England, as
in most other countries, debate around the teaching of phonics formed a
backcloth to the teaching of reading. The position taken in the National
Curriculum and the NLS Framework for Teaching, as outlined in the
‘searchlight model’ for reading, was that phonics was an important
element in the suite of strategies used in learning to read new words. The
importance of phonics in early spelling, which was highlighted in the
national writing project in England in the 1980s was also emphasised in
the Framework. The ‘word-level’ module in the distance learning pack
(DfEE, 1998b) for teachers included material to show the place of phonics
in reading and writing and a progression in the teaching and learning of
spelling. Progression in Phonics (DfEE, 1999a) and the Spelling Bank
(DfEE, 1999b) provide teachers with materials for the teaching of phonics
and spelling. LEA training and a training CD-ROM in phonics supported
teachers in using these materials. Progression in Phonics is an interactive
play-based approach to learning phonics which accelerates the pace of
learning so that it is expected that most children with a full year in
Reception would achieve the Y1 objectives.

The National Curriculum includes grammar within its programmes of
study and, like phonics, the teaching of grammar was a subject of debate.
The sentence level module in the distance learning materials (DfEE, 1998b)
concentrated heavily on the reasons for teaching grammar and the subse-
quent book Grammar for Writing (DfEE, 2000a) provides teachers with
materials for teaching. In addition, the glossary from the NLS Framework
was strengthened and put onto the Web (DfEE, 2000b) and professional
development was offered to teachers to support their grammatical know-
ledge.

Inclusion

The National Literacy Strategy was part of the government’s ‘inclusion’
agenda. The Framework contains guidance to teachers on planning and
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teaching literacy and additional guidance for adapting their teaching for
children learning English as an additional language and children with
special educational needs. Government provision for children learning
English as an additional language and traveller children was supported by
NLS training materials. Training materials were also published to enable
co-ordinators for children with special educational needs (SENCos) and
teachers to accommodate children with special educational needs within
the literacy hour and to support children working significantly below age-
related expectations.

Professional development and initial teacher training

The teaching approaches suggested in the Framework and the training
pack (DfEE, 1998b) were drawn from research and good practice in
England and other countries, particularly Australia, New Zealand and the
USA (Beard, 1999). However, for most schools some teaching approaches
were new. At the outset of the National Literacy Strategy, schools were
given the pack of distance learning materials and three designated days in
which to use the materials. The NLS was launched with a two-day confer-
ence for every head teacher, literacy governor and literacy co-ordinator in
which the principles underpinning the NLS approach to the teaching of
literacy were explained with the help of video material.

The distance learning pack contained six modules, each of which was
designed as a day’s professional development for the whole staff. They fell
neatly into three sections so could be undertaken alternatively as twilight
sessions. The first module explained how the literacy hour worked and
illustrated possible methods of planning. The other five modules covered
word level, sentence level, shared reading and writing and non-fiction. The
modules were based in research and ‘good practice’ giving teachers subject
knowledge; research-based rationales for the inclusion of certain elements
within the curriculum; approaches to pedagogy such as shared text work
(Holdaway, 1979), investigations in spelling (Peters, 1985, Ramsden,
1993) and a constructivist approach to learning (Wray and Lewis, 1997).

In the following two years, further training was cascaded to schools
through the LEA consultants’ network. This training included modules on
the management of literacy, teaching and learning, writing, phonics,
spelling and grammar. These modules were accompanied by teaching
materials: Progression in phonics, the Spelling bank, Grammar for writing,
and Developing early writing in the form of books, videos and CD.
Progression in phonics was also accompanied by an interacting training
CD-ROM and Grammar for Writing by interactive Web-based instruction
(DfEE 2000b).

The National Curriculum for Initial Teacher Training (TTA, 1998) out-
lined what new teachers needed to know and be able to do in order to
teach children the National Curriculum and hence, the NLS. During the
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implementation of the Strategy, initial teacher training courses were adapted
to incorporate all the pedagogic elements (shared and guided reading and
writing; interactive whole-class word and sentence level work; plenary)
and trainees were all given copies of the teaching materials.

Reception year

The Framework includes objectives for the Reception year but these are
not divided into terms as the pattern for receiving children into Reception
classes varies from one LEA to another. The guidance for Reception classes
expects children to be taught the various pedagogic elements of the literacy
hour (shared and guided reading and writing and phonics) although not
necessarily in a single unit of time until the end of the year. It expects that
children should be made aware of what they are learning and why, and
that they should have the opportunity to demonstrate and articulate this
learning.

Intervention programmes

The Additional Literacy Support (ALS) programme (DfEE, 1999c) was
introduced near the outset of the NLS to cater for the needs of children in
Y3 and Y4 who had low scores on the end of KS1 tests. The ALS
programme consists of three components: phonics, reading and writing
and is taught by a teaching assistant to children in small groups. There was
funding for an increase in teaching assistants to be trained and use the ALS
programme. The Early Literacy Support (ELS), which was piloted for a
year in a number of LEAs before being launched nationally, is intended for
small groups of children in Y1 who, despite the same amount of teaching
as their peers, are not ‘off the ground’ in reading and writing (DfEE
2001b). These programmes were informed by research and successful
practice in small-group teaching of literacy (Clay, 1985, 2001; Hatcher,
1994) and analysis of children’s responses in the national tests.

Teaching assistants

During the implementation of the NLS, the number of teaching assistants
rose through a government-funded initiative, which also provided training
for them. Their role was also enhanced by the introduction of the NLS.
They are integral to the intervention programmes (ALS and ELS) which
were devised specifically for them. The programmes, however, were
designed so that the class teacher has a cross-over role with the assistant
underlying the need for communication and co-operation between teachers
and their assistants. During the literacy hour, teaching assistants are
expected to fulfil an active teaching role, working in tandem with the
teacher.
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Evaluation

The NLS is subject to external evaluation by a team from the Ontario
Institute for Studies in Education (OISE) at the University of Toronto,
Canada and internal evaluation by the Ofsted primary and nursery division.
The object of the evaluations, which is reported annually, is to be forma-
tive as well as summative. Information on the level and nature of
implementation of the strategy in schools is gleaned from LEA reporting,
telephone surveys and professional organisations.

The impact of the National Literacy Strategy

Embarking on a strategy of this scale (20,000 schools, 190,000 teachers
and 3 million pupils) was considered ambitious by both those involved and
by observers. However, KS2 test results after two years showed a 10
percentage point increase in the number of children attaining level 4 and
above (see Table 13.1).

In their first annual report, the OISE team suggested ‘The NLNS2 are
among the most ambitious large-scale educational reform strategies in the
world and, without question, are among the most explicit and comprehen-
sive in their attention to what is required for successful implementation’
(OISE 2000: 1). The report lists the strengths of the policies to be ‘leader-
ship, policy alignment/coherence, support and pressure, communication,
resources, and responsiveness and adaptability’ (ibid.: 38). The team point
out that in order to sustain the early gains, teachers’ hard work will need
to continue to be rewarded, professional development will continue to be
central, particularly in the area of ‘assessment literacy’, and schools should
be seen as ‘professional learning communities’. They warn against ossifica-
tion and urge the Strategies to continue their ‘evolving’ approach through
which they are open to influence from varied agencies, organisations and
individuals. They link the international trend towards an increase in newly
qualified teachers and stress the need to invest in initial teacher training.

Ofsted’s two annual reports (Ofsted, 1999, 2000) trace the progress of
the initiative in classrooms. They report ‘enthusiastic’ adoption by the vast
majority of schools in the first year and in the second-year state ‘The NLS
continues to have a major impact on the teaching of English in primary
schools and on the content of initial teacher training courses’ (Ofsted
2000:1). In the first year they report that teachers are more confident in
the teaching of reading and that insufficient attention is paid to writing. By
the end of the second year they report a ‘transformation’ in the teaching of
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reading but serious concerns about the teaching of writing. They acknowl-
edge the steps that were taken to give teachers more support in teaching
writing, but point out that these measures had not taken effect when
evidence for the report was submitted.

The two independent telephone surveys of headteachers of over 500
schools in 1999 and 2000 showed a positive take up of the NLS (BMRB,
1999, 2000, commissioned by the Centre for British Teachers (CFBT)). In
both years over 95 per cent of the schools claimed to support the NLS, and
by the second survey the vast majority were using the teaching materials
(Progression in Phonics 95 per cent, Additional Literacy Support 94 per
cent and Grammar for Writing 97 per cent). In the first survey 60 per cent
of schools thought that the NLS would improve standards; by the second
year this figure had increased to 78 per cent. In the first year 67 per cent of
schools were seeing a positive effect of the NLS on the teaching of writing
and that figure increased in the second year to 77 per cent.

Formal and informal evidence on the effects of the NLS is extensive.
The network of regional directors, strategy managers, consultants and ITT
tutors is a rich source, as are the press and surveys from professional
organisations. There is a general consensus that children are reading more
than before the Strategy and meet a wider range of books. On the other
hand, there is some disquiet over the proliferation of published
programmes which use only extracts from books and concern that children
never get to read or have read to them entire novels. One of the myths
related to the implementation of the NLS is that reading a class novel is no
longer appropriate in teaching. However, it was stated quite clearly in the
distance learning pack (DfEE, 1998b: module 5) that any good novel could
be the vehicle for most text and sentence level objectives.

Over the period of the strategy many teachers admit to having raised
their own level of subject knowledge. Even for those KS1 teachers who
had always taught phonics, the Strategy presented a new approach based
on the last decade of research. Knowledge of text types and the language
forms and effects associated with each type were new to many. Those
teachers who now have the content secure are able to plan lessons in
which there is an integration of text and sentence level objectives, a conti-
nuity within and between literacy/language lessons and cross-fertilisation
between these and lessons in other curriculum areas where appropriate.
These teachers do not overlook the need for short bursts of pacy word-
level skills work which they often use to get the lesson off to a dynamic
start. Likewise their lessons are noteworthy for the manner in which they
encourage children to apply their word-level knowledge and skill in their
reading and writing.
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Notes
1 Level 4 is the level that all 11 year-olds are expected to achieve in the national

tests. Level 2 is the level that 7 year-olds are expected to achieve.
2 National Literacy and Numeracy Strategies.
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Introduction

In September 1998, as part of the UK government’s National Literacy
Strategy (NLS) for England, a literacy hour was introduced into class-
rooms for children aged five to eleven. The place of this dedicated hour of
literacy in the primary timetable is now established in the vast majority of
schools, along with the use of the ‘Framework for Teaching’ (DfEE, 1998)
which sets out, term by term, what is to be taught at word, sentence and
text level. The hour is structured around approximately fifteen minutes of
whole class, shared text work; fifteen minutes of whole class, word and
sentence level work; twenty minutes of independent or guided work; and
ten minute plenary (see Huxford, 2002 this volume).

The introduction of the NLS into primary schools was a radical move,
for it aimed to influence not only the content of the English curriculum but
also the way English is taught. As well as outlining the suggested timings
and groupings teachers should use, the NLS framework also suggests a
range of teaching methods (including shared and guided reading and
writing) and a range of teaching strategies (including, for example, direc-
tion, demonstration, modelling, scaffolding and questioning). In order to
plan for and effectively teach the varied objectives within the framework, a
high degree of English subject knowledge is needed by teachers. In both
content and teaching, the NLS contained much that was already familiar
to teachers but it also contained controversial (for some) and challenging
ideas such as teaching reading through shared class and group guided
reading rather than through individualised reading; a greater emphasis on
the systematic teaching and use of phonics; the increased use of whole
class teaching; the increased use of direct teaching and the need to plan to
explicit objectives. In this chapter we will briefly examine why it was
deemed necessary to change the way literacy was taught and how teachers
were (and are) being encouraged to change their practices. We will then go
on to examine the evidence we have of whether teachers’ practices and
beliefs have indeed changed, both at a surface and at a deeper level.

14 Examining teaching in
the literacy hour
Case studies from
English classrooms

Ros Fisher and Maureen Lewis



The background to perceived need for change

Arguments about standards of attainment have been the focus of attention
for the past decade. Central to this debate is discussion about which
teaching approaches are most effective in raising standards, whilst in
literacy there have been heated arguments about the most effective ways to
teach reading and writing. DfEE (1999) describes the research into effec-
tive teaching and the classroom practice on which the NLS is based. In its
promotion of certain organisational groupings and teaching strategies, the
NLS also draws on other research and on inspection evidence (see also
Beard, 2002, this volume).

The NLS gives the majority of time within the hour to interactive whole
class work (approximately 40 out of 60 minutes). The move to informal,
individualised and group teaching that was described in the 1960s by an
influential government report (Plowden Report, DES, 1967) was always
challenged by some for ignoring the positive role of the teacher for fear of
authoritarianism (Peters, 1969). Indeed, the picture of good practice
presented by Plowden was idealised; although much was written about
learning, there was little about teaching, with the teacher being seen more as
a facilitator. Research studies that looked closely at pupil progress and
teaching styles suggested that an individualised or group work approach
could be less effective in raising academic standards than whole class
teaching approaches. As early as 1976 Bennett was claiming that whole
class, direct teaching achieved better results than ‘informal’ teaching
(although he was later to rescind some of these claims in response to crit-
icism of his methods). Similar findings came from a longitudinal study of
pupils from 50 London junior schools. Mortimore et al. (1988: 228)
claimed that, ‘the amount of time the teacher spent interacting with the class
(rather than individuals or groups) had a significant positive relationship
with progress’. They also concluded that a larger proportion of sessions
spent on a single activity (for example, everybody working on language)
was related positively to pupils’ progress (ibid.). Both of these studies high-
lighted the importance of effective teacher interaction which used the kind
of teaching strategies now promoted by the NLS framework and training
materials such as questioning, explaining, demonstrating, and so on.

In response to the growing debate about the effectiveness of different
teaching approaches generated by such research and by the introduction of
a National Curriculum in 1988, the government commissioned a discus-
sion paper, Curriculum Organisation and Classroom Practice in Primary
Schools (Alexander et al., 1992), to ‘Review evidence … and make recom-
mendations about curriculum organisation teaching methods and
classroom practice’ (ibid.: para. 1). This paper concluded that a mix of
whole class, group and individual work was appropriate (ibid.: para. 101)
and that in many schools the benefits of whole class teaching had been
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insufficiently exploited (ibid.: para. 124). It recommended that the balance
of direct and indirect teaching needed to be reviewed (ibid.: para. 104)
with more attention given to direct teaching. Opportunities for teachers to
interact with pupils and use strategies such as questioning, explaining, and
so on (ibid.: para. 105) were also re-emphasised. In a follow-up report the
following year (Ofsted, 1993a) the same messages were again stressed.

With regard to the specific teaching of literacy, as early as 1981,
Southgate et al. reported that teachers of 8- and 9-year-old children spent
more time dealing with procedural matters than interacting with children
about their reading or writing. Bennett et al. (1984) also found teachers to
be spending time hearing individuals read while attending to other matters.
Tizard et al. (1988) found that, in the classes of teachers who spent most
time listening to individual children read, pupils themselves spent least
time engaged in reading.

In the 1990s, there were several inspection reports (Ofsted, 1993b, 1995,
1996) which drew attention to the individualised nature of the teaching of
reading. Ofsted (1995) criticised the management of the teaching of reading
and argued that teachers could manage time more effectively. Whilst
appropriate response and interaction with individuals is important, there
clearly were difficulties for primary teachers who were trying to teach a
full curriculum at the same time as working with each child individually.
One report (Ofsted, 1996) that had a particular impact contrasted the
characteristics of effective and ineffective practices in the teaching of
reading in forty-five schools. This report concluded that ‘effective direct
teaching’ of reading was an important feature of those schools where good
practice had been observed.

Other reports commented on the difficulties some teachers had in
finding a balance in the teaching of writing between ‘total freedom (unsup-
ported “emergent” writing) and total direction (remorseless copy writing)’
(e.g. Ofsted, 1993b: ch. 5 para. 41). In contrast, views of teachers differed.
Ofsted reported that

‘learning by doing’ was preferred to ‘teaching by telling’ … Sitting
pupils down and telling them things was sometimes seen as a
marginal, though necessary, strategy. Consequently, the amount and
quality of expository teaching received by the pupils, including giving
clear explanations, asking relevant questions and responding effec-
tively to their questions and answers was often too slight.

(Ofsted, 1993a: para. 8)

Thus, while the evidence base and conclusions of these reports were often
disputed, by the mid-1990s Ofsted had created a clear picture of what it
regarded as good practice in the teaching of literacy. We can see that in the
stress it places on the a balance between whole class and group work, on
the use of interactive direct teaching and on sharply focused explicit
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teaching of literacy, the Strategy can be seen to be, in part, the practical
outcome of the research and recommendations outlined above. Perhaps the
key change in teaching required by the NLS is the importance afforded to
direct instruction. The Framework for Teaching asserts,

The literacy hour offers a structure of classroom management,
designed to maximise the time teachers spend directly teaching their
class. It is intended to shift the balance of teaching from individualised
work, especially in the teaching of reading, towards more whole class
and group teaching.

(DfEE, 1998: 10)

We will now consider how a small group of teachers felt about the
proposed changes and the evidence showing the extent to which the way
they taught changed during the first two years of the NLS.

The research

The evidence is drawn from research that is following a small number of
teachers since the introduction of the NLS. In the first year this was part of
an externally funded project into the implementation of the literacy hour
in small rural schools (ESRC Grant R000 22 2608). This followed twenty
teachers over a year through monthly classroom observations, interviews
at the beginning and end of the year and collection of children’s work
samples (for further details, see Fisher, Lewis and Davis, 2000 and Fisher,
2002). This continued into a second and third year with a follow-up ques-
tionnaire, interview and further observation of the classroom literacy
teaching of twelve of the teachers. Although the teachers in the study
taught mixed-age classes, many of the findings are of direct relevance to all
teachers and reflect other studies in single age classes.

Increased focus on teaching

Before the NLS

As described above, there was some movement to more explicit and direct
teaching of literacy in England in the 1980s and 1990s. However, this was
set against a climate in which the whole language movement had had, at
least, a partial effect. The literacy teaching practices of the teachers in our
study ranged from what Donaldson (1989) describes as ‘the minimal
teaching movement’ to others who were already some way towards
including focused and direct teaching of literacy based objectives. The two
teachers described below represent two ends of a continuum on which the
practice of the teachers in our study lay. Before the start of the NLS in
writing, teachers were likely to give some sort of introduction about the
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content of the writing and then move around working with groups and
individuals while they wrote. Most reading was taught on an individual
basis with a child reading aloud to the teacher or another adult while other
children worked independently.

In July 1998 Mrs Freeman, with a class of 5–7-year-olds, would hear
children read individually two or three times a week and other adults
would also listen to individual children reading aloud regularly. She also
described working with groups of the youngest children to introduce
words and book characters and group reading with older children. She taught
phonics to the youngest children by means of a television programme once
a week and ‘loads of sheets and work books’. She described her teaching
of writing thus

TEACHER: Basically, we have a chat first and they all come in and they
settle down … Then I’ll do English or Maths in the morning and it
doesn’t matter which way around.

INTERVIEWER: Do you do very much whole class teaching?
TEACHER: I always introduce things. Topic-wise I always introduce and

we all talk together and we always come together at the end and tell
each other all the detail and that sort of thing. Not for too long as
they get fed up. But I suppose I do small amounts and sometimes I’ll
stop all of them and say, ‘Look come and look at the board and look
what we found out’. … So it tends to be in small amounts not a big
long session.

INTERVIEWER: What do you currently do about your planning for
English?

TEACHER: I find personally that because I have been teaching for so long
it happens … I think I’m probably more general in English and I tend
to use a bit of all sorts and set them off. … I want them to learn about
whatever today, or this week and then I set them off on various things
and go round, but I’m not so rigid that I’m going to work with them
(i.e. one particular group) today and I do pick up on things that
they’re confused about.

(Interview, July 1998)

Clearly a programme of pre-specified objectives with a large amount of
whole class, direct teaching was going to be very different for this teacher.

On the other hand, Mrs York, a teacher in a class of 9–11-year-olds,
already had a varied and effective programme of literacy teaching in which
she taught whole class, groups and individuals. In July 1998, she described
her practice in teaching reading as,

We have some things that run throughout the school. For example, the
children give a book presentation and talk about a book that they’ve
read. We have reading partners whereby the oldest children have a
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reading partner who is younger than them and they work together,
read books and share the books. But in terms of things we do in the
class, the group reading is quite a strong part of it. We also do reading
that is related to other work that we do and at the moment non-fiction
skills are being developed through other on-going work.

In writing, her practice was already very similar to that proposed by the
NLS – moving from reading into writing – but with less sharp focus than is
suggested by the NLS guidance.

We’d look at some piece of text first because it would have a focus; it
might be, say, if we were writing a story, it might be something about
a character and talk about them and I try to draw out from the chil-
dren what were the features of that piece of writing that – maybe gave
you a clear idea of what the character was like, what they looked like,
how they spoke, what their personality was like. Then talk about how
they were going to plan but other times devise their own plans or we
devise them together, and they would tend to maybe write a bit of it
on their own, and then we’d come back and look at it and say ‘What
do you like about this … ?’ and I would be very involved in, I suppose,
supporting those who would find it hard.

For this teacher, working with the whole class was unlikely to be anything
new and she welcomed the initiative saying she liked new things and it
largely reflected the way they worked already.

After a year of the NLS

In the interviews at the end of the first year of the NLS, nine of the twenty
teachers mentioned an increased amount of whole class teaching as a
feature of how their practice had changed. These interviews were semi-
structured with open questions. For instance teachers were asked how they
felt their teaching had changed rather than a specific question about the
amount of whole class teaching. Therefore, the fact that eleven teachers
did not mention whole class teaching does not mean that this had not
increased, just that it was not the main feature that came to mind.

Mrs York commented,

I think I’m doing certainly more class work than I would have done,
whole class teaching, yes, than I would have done given that … each
class has two year groups and we have a very wide ability range. I
mean that’s a really strong feature of the school. So there’s more class
teaching than there would have been.

Mrs Freeman really felt her teaching had changed from her practice a
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year earlier. In the interview at the end of the first year, in response to a
question as to whether she thought her teaching had changed, she said,

Yes. Yes I do. Just from the point of view of a whole class. It definitely
makes you think more about specific things. Certain parts of the
language, the grammar and the spelling. It really gets you down to the
nitty gritty. Whereas perhaps you might have only – if you’re around
the classroom – might have imparted that bit of information as neces-
sary, when perhaps they were reading to you, or when you were with a
group writing, or something like that. Whereas now you are doing it
all together.

After the first year of the NLS, thirteen teachers made some reference to
the way their teaching had become more focused and explicit and that
there was more direct teaching than before. Five of these teachers felt this
was a positive feature of the NLS. Mrs Harman explained how she used to
be ‘sort of knowing intuitively what I was going to do rather than thinking
about it in more detail’. Mr Leonard felt that during the year he had
learned ‘to simplify things by having less objectives each week so you can
really work at something’. However, seven teachers (including three who
had referred to the positive features of more direct teaching) expressed
some concern about how much was being taught without children having
the chance to really learn. The sort of comments that were made include:
‘too much to cover’, ‘trying to cram too much in’, and ‘a whistle-stop tour,
they’ve needed more input and support’.

After two years

Two years on, interviews with those teachers who were still in the same
post as the previous year showed that the problem of catering for indi-
vidual difference was perceived as less acute. Most of the twelve talked
about the way in which familiarity with the framework made them better
able to plan to meet the needs of their own particular group of children.
For some teachers, this gave less of a sense of cramming or ‘drilling the
phonics into them’. Most teachers seemed satisfied with the way their
teaching had developed and pleased with the results.

Mrs Harman, an experienced teacher of the youngest children, had been
very concerned before the start of the NLS by how she would be able to
plan from objectives rather than taking a book and following the way the
children’s interest took her. After two years she said she felt her teaching
was now more varied and focused. She described the way she felt she had
learned to ‘teach skills as opposed to knowledge’. By this she meant she
now felt she was teaching children how to use the skills she taught them.
These views are echoed by other teachers who also expressed the belief
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that their teaching was more focused and explicit than before the NLS.
However, one or two still were concerned about it being boring or mecha-
nistic. ‘I feel I am reading a script rather than getting involved with
language and the use of language’ (Ellis interview, July 2000). It is inter-
esting to reflect that Mr Ellis was a teacher who was very enthusiastic
about the NLS in the beginning saying, ‘What I like about it is that I feel I
am teaching children something all the time, all the time … I think it has
legitimised large group teaching’ (Ellis interview, September 1998).

Teaching two years on

Thus the teachers we followed reported that they had made key changes to
their teaching since the introduction of the NLS, in particular:

• an increase in explicit, direct teaching of reading and writing, much of
which was to the whole class

• a literacy curriculum with clearly focused literacy objectives.

Although the sample here is too small to draw conclusions there is some
evidence that changes in teachers’ teaching style may be more in their own
mind than in actual fact.

Mrs Quick is a teacher who initially had mixed feelings about the NLS.
Although, after one year in which life in her school was particularly pres-
surised she was very unhappy with the work children were doing, at the
end of the second year she was clearly much happier. She had said at the
end of the first year that she was very dissatisfied with the scrappy bits of
work children produced in the literacy hour. When asked to reflect on this
twelve months on, she explained that she had learned to be ‘far more
conscious of building a piece of work over a number of days’. Now she felt
that she was able to ensure children had both the skills and the time to
write a longer and more meaningful piece of written work than those they
were producing in the first year. She also felt she had changed her teaching
in some way by the much clearer expectations she set for writing and in
her use of focused objectives. She seemed pleased that the result was
improved standards in the national assessments. However, although she
emphasised how much more structured and focused her teaching had
become with her use of the framework of objectives, the observer notes

The lesson today reflected … teacher composed objectives. However, it
wasn’t clear in the lesson what she was getting at. She used closed
questions a lot to get children to come up with bits of information and
they did compare poems but teacher didn’t really explain why they
were doing that.

(Field notes, July 2000)
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Although there is insufficient evidence to draw any conclusions here, there
is a sense in which this teacher’s improvement in her teaching, as she sees
it, may be more in her own mind than in reality. Perhaps this gives some
insight into the way that although teachers may be given a framework to
work from, if they do not either understand or subscribe to that model of
teaching, the practice is unlikely to be effective.

Another example from a literacy hour with a class of children aged 5 to
7 years, observed after two years of implementation, shows how teachers,
although teaching a literacy hour in terms of the time division of the
lesson, may still not have changed their practice in any fundamental way.
Mrs Freeman, a description of whose practice is cited earlier, felt after two
years that her teaching was much more focused, but the example below
belies this impression. In the lesson observed here, Mrs Freeman was
addressing a text level objective ‘to discuss meanings of words and phrases
that create humour, and sound effects in poetry, e.g. nonsense poems,
tongue twisters’ (DfEE, 1998: Year 2 Term 3 Text 8).

The lesson started with the teacher showing a large picture of a sand-
wich; she discussed with children what was in the sandwich in the picture
and what sort of sandwiches they enjoyed. In this she was perfectly justifi-
ably linking the ‘text’ with children’s own experiences. Children joined in
enthusiastically sharing their likes and dislikes of sandwiches. However,
when the teacher then introduced a tongue twister about a sandwich, they
were engaged and interested in the contents of the sandwich rather than
the words the poet used to gain effect. The observer wrote

what actually happened was they heard several tongue twisters, joined
in a bit and talked about the definition of a tongue twister. The
teacher announced they were doing tongue twisters today but she
didn’t say what they were doing with them or why they were doing
them or what they were meant to be learning from the lesson.

(Mrs Freeman, follow-up visit June 2000, field notes)

Had this teacher linked more successfully her knowledge of gaining chil-
dren’s interest with an understanding of the language objective of the
lesson, more children may have gained an understanding of language than
was evident in the observed lesson.

Discussion

The NLS set out to increase the amount of direct teaching that teachers use
in their literacy teaching and to maximise the impact of this. This has
involved increasing considerably the amount of whole class and group
teaching and reducing the time teachers spend with individuals. From the
evidence of the schools in our project, this has certainly happened.
Teachers readily took on shared reading and increasingly used shared
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writing. The range of aspects of literacy that is taught seems to have
increased, as has the amount of subject specific vocabulary used. Contrary
to the expectations of some teachers, the children in this study enjoy the
literacy hour. They have found the increased range of texts interesting and
enjoyed the big books. The game-like approach to phonics proposed by
Progression in Phonics has been well received, as have some of the inves-
tigative techniques used in grammar and vocabulary work. Also contrary
to expectations, less able children seem to have benefited from the experi-
ence of ‘reading’ and ‘writing’ more challenging texts and being included
in whole class parts of the literacy hour.

Nearly all the teachers after one and two years of the NLS said they felt
their teaching had become more structured and focused. Certainly their
planning contained more specific objectives and covered a wider range of
aspects of literacy. However, we have tried to show that the way these
teachers went about teaching in the literacy hour varied. Either some
teachers’ enthusiasm for the text or their concern to involve all children
made them cover a whole range of ideas and thoughts. Although they felt
their teaching was focused, this focus was not always clear to the observer
or, maybe, the children. Other teachers tended to take the product as the
focus of the lesson as opposed to the learning. For example, the produc-
tion of a particular type of text rather than examining how different forms
of language affect the meaning or the impact of a text.

There are questions about the extent to which all teachers were able to
implement the recommended style of teaching, and, when they did,
whether there were still important elements of successful teaching that
were missing. The NLS describes a model of good teaching as ‘discursive –
characterised by high quality oral work’ and ‘interactive – pupils’ contri-
butions are encouraged, expected and extended’ (DfEE, 1998: 8). Such
teaching is difficult to achieve and there is evidence that some teachers
have not yet changed their practice to fit the NLS ideal. Mroz et al. (2000),
in an analysis of the classroom discourse of ten literacy hours, found that
both whole class and guided work sessions were essentially teacher-domi-
nated.

Because of the teachers’ claim to prior knowledge of the subject
content and right to control the pacing and sequencing of its transmis-
sion, pupils rarely managed to impose their own relevance outside the
teachers’ frame of reference. … In all 10 lessons the teacher was
predominantly seen to be retaining control over the direction and pace
of the lesson and the lines of knowledge which were to be pursued.

(Mroz et al., 2001: 82)

Similar concerns were raised by Moyles et al. (2000) in an early report of
the SPRINT project examining how primary teachers conceptualise and
utilise interactive teaching. Interviews with teachers showed that they were
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facing dilemmas in trying to implement interactive teaching strategies in a
way that reconciled their own theories of teaching and their practice
within the format of the NLS. The early findings from the SPRINT project
suggest that although some teachers seemed aware of the importance of a
focus on thinking and learning strategies, none explicitly described
teaching methods intended to enhance pupil thinking and learning or
achieve the NLS goal of the development of higher order thinking. The
teachers in our study used questioning effectively to engage different
children in the whole class sessions. They used questions to differentiate,
to monitor understanding and to ensure involvement. However, only a few
teachers used questions to challenge and extend children’s thinking. The
necessity of keeping a good pace and clear focus resulted in the interaction
being essentially controlling for some teachers. The teacher led and chil-
dren followed. In many classes this worked successfully and children
seemed involved and enthusiastic about this literacy work. Nevertheless, it
must be recognised that in the classrooms where teaching was not interac-
tive and high quality, this may have been to the detriment of creative or
divergent thinking. The issues of encouraging genuinely interactive
teaching and quality discourse in classrooms are not new; nor are they
confined to the literacy hour but our research, and that quoted above,
suggest that within the NLS further support still needs to be offered to
some teachers to enable them to continue to develop their interactive
teaching skills.

Conclusion

Our findings seem to show that over the first two years of this national
initiative to change the way teachers go about the teaching of reading and
writing, there have been changes to content and some changes to the style
of teaching. The teachers in this study felt their teaching had changed
and, on the whole, were pleased with these changes. However, some
changes may be less marked than teachers think and may even be counter-
productive where the style of teaching is not understood, resulting in less
satisfactory learning experiences for children. Leithwood et al. (1999)
point to the difficulty of controlling the individual teacher’s capacity to
change. Even where potentially effective procedures are in place, other
factors may get in the way of complete and effective change in pedagogy.
Over the next few years, it will be interesting to continue to track the
impact of the NLS on changes to teachers’ literacy teaching practices.
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Australian context

In Australia, the debate surrounding literacy has been similar to that
around the world. In 1991 the Australian government called for greater
proficiency in English literacy for all Australians (DEET, 1991). However,
the amount of funding allocated to early literacy was relatively small (de
Lemos and Harvey-Beavis, 1995). In 1993, The Literacy Challenge, a report
from the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment
(1993), recognised and emphasised again the importance of early literacy
intervention.

More recently, the National Schools English Literacy Survey of
Australian school students (Masters and Forster, 1997) was conducted
during 1996 and a subsequent report (Masters, 1997) identified the
increasing gap between Year 3 and Year 5 students, as well as pointing to
particular groups of students who had not achieved a satisfactory standard
in reading and writing. These groups included:

• students from language backgrounds other than English
• boys
• students from families categorised as low socio-economic
• indigenous students.

In response to these findings, the Australian government outlined the
National Literacy Plan (DEETYA, 1998), agreed to by all jurisdictions in
every state and territory. This document also emphasised the importance of
the early years of schooling, ‘It is in the first years of school that all chil-
dren can be helped to acquire the foundation skills that will set them on
the path to success in reading and writing’ (ibid.: 8).

The National Literacy Plan included a requirement that education
authorities throughout the country specify a plan for ensuring students
reach minimum acceptable literacy standards (ibid.: 9) and use assessment
data to monitor outcomes for the most disadvantaged students. Individual
states and territories and the different systems of schooling within these
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jurisdictions (Catholic, independent and government schools) responded to
this imperative in a variety of ways. This chapter describes the responses
made by the government school system in the State of Victoria.

The Victorian context

The State of Victoria is one of the smaller states in Australia geographi-
cally; however, it is approximately similar in size to England, Scotland and
Wales together, and has a population of some 4.8 million people. With
respect to education policy, the 1990s in Victoria was a period of
increasing flexibility for government schools in regard to their own
budgets. With devolution of decision-making, came the need for advice
rather than control from the centre. In particular, the need for expert
advice on the cost effectiveness of budgetary decisions in relation to
improved student outcomes was recognised.

In 1996, the Early Years Literacy Research Project (ELRP) was estab-
lished within this local context and the more global context of increasing
international recognition of the importance of the first three years of
schooling, especially in regard to the development of literacy skills. The
purpose of this three-year project, a joint venture of the Victorian
Department of Education, Employment and Training and the University of
Melbourne, was to identify, at a whole school level, the design elements that
would be critical for achieving improvement in student literacy standards.

Over 300 schools applied to be in the initial group of 25 trial schools,
selected from amongst the most disadvantaged in the state, and as the
project became established it generated increasing interest from other
schools. The Early Years Literacy Program (DEET:Vic, 1997, 1998, 1999)
was developed alongside the ELRP. The materials were designed to assist
all schools in making the type of whole school improvement required to
achieve the increase in student literacy levels demonstrated by the trial
schools. They drew heavily on the work of Crévola and Hill (1998) and
the experiences of the trial schools in the project. However, the programme
also drew on other research (Slavin et al., 1996), the experiences of other
systems (e.g. New Zealand), and those of the 100 schools that were asked
to trial the programme during its development stage. Broad consultation
took place for each component of the programme.

The interest generated by the ELRP meant that schools saw a real need
for training and materials that would assist them in participating in a
similar process to the trial schools, and the majority chose to access the
training and implement the programme as soon as they could. The trial
schools also benefited from the formalisation of the process as a written
programme and the fact that the materials evolved beyond what was origi-
nally presented to them.
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Whole school approach

The Early Years Literacy Program rests on the premise that effective
teaching and learning are strategies and processes that are clearly located
in classrooms where teachers and students transact the business of educa-
tion. However, these strategies and teaching approaches themselves are
outcomes of a hierarchy of beliefs and understandings embedded in
schooling and the systems within which classrooms are located. Classrooms
are not isolated sets of social and educational circumstances. They are
embedded in a network of policy and practice imperatives that more or
less overtly influence the quality of education experienced by individual
students. This network has been more sharply defined through the work of
school effectiveness theorists and researchers, including Slavin and
colleagues in the USA (1996), Hill in Australia (1995), Barber and Sebba
(1999) and Reynolds and colleagues (1994) in England, and Fullan (2000)
in Canada. These studies together identify nine general design features for
a whole school approach to student improvement and are summarised by
Hill and Crévola (1998). These are outlined below:

• Beliefs and understandings. There is a belief that all students can
succeed given sufficient time and support, and that teachers are a key
element in making a difference to student learning outcomes.

• Standards and targets. Realistic challenges are in place for all students
and there is a commitment at all stages to supporting those students
who are underachieving.

• Monitoring and assessment. Regular monitoring of student achieve-
ment and progress informs further teaching and creates records of
performance that are maintained for each student.

• Classroom teaching strategies. Teachers use a range of teaching
approaches adapted to meet the individual needs of students.

• Professional learning teams. Groups of teachers engage in learning
experiences designed to have a high impact on their classroom practices.

• School and class organisation. Effective teaching and learning is best
achieved through flexible use of time, resources, staff and additional
assistance.

• Intervention and special assistance. Early support for underachieving
students is an integral part of school provision.

• Home, school and community partnerships. Effective relationships are
built and maintained with parents, communities and pre-school
settings to support students’ learning.

• Leadership and co-ordination. Strong and committed leadership
supports the professional learning teams of teachers, working together
to achieve enhanced student outcomes.

These design elements strongly accord with those recommended by the
Snow Report (Snow et al., 1998).
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Early Years Literacy Program

The first stage of the Early Years Literacy Program (reading) was released
in mid-1997 and by 1998 over 1,000 of Victoria’s government schools
(approximately 1,300) had begun to implement the programme, including
some special schools. The developers of the programme had been prac-
tising teachers prior to engagement in writing the programme. The
development of subsequent parts of the programme has drawn directly on
the particular expertise of academics in collaboration with the programme
developers.

The programme formed part of a comprehensive strategy designed to
support schools through an effective change process. Schools were assisted
by the provision of training for school-based co-ordinators provided by
approximately 40 state-wide trainers trained centrally by the programme
developers, and on-going support from 9 region-based project officers,
appointed for this purpose. Initially, trainers were drawn from the ranks of
Reading Recovery tutors or curriculum consultants, but many school-
based trainers have now been recruited, and by early 2001 the state-wide
team of trainers had expanded to 186.

School-based co-ordinators were given the responsibility of training and
providing on-going support for their own teams of early years teachers.
Support included modelling and mentoring, but also, most importantly,
the development of a team approach within a climate of shared reflection
on practice and commitment to continuous improvement – the school-
based professional learning team.

One of the critical success factors of the Early Years Literacy Program
was that it and other components of the Early Years strategy were
provided on an ‘opt in’ basis . However, receipt of additional funding to
support implementation of the Early Years Literacy Program was made
dependent on the development of an individual School Early Literacy Plan
that detailed all the elements contained within the Hill and Crévola model
and committed to Statewide Minimum Standards developed from student
data obtained as part of the Hill and Crévola research. The funding tar-
geted specific elements, literacy co-ordination and one-to-one intervention
at Year 1, that were difficult to fund from existing budgets. Schools could
choose not to access this extra funding, but those that did – ultimately all
mainstream schools and most special settings – were required to partici-
pate in a statewide data collection process designed to monitor the
effectiveness of the funding strategy. In the year prior to the introduction
of funding, schools were asked to volunteer to be involved in establish-
ment of baseline data (and trial of the data collection process), and more
than half did so.

Through the development of the Early Years Literacy Program, and
the infrastructure that supported it, ‘the system’ has been seen by primary
school personnel to be responsive to their needs, as indicated by surveys.
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School personnel have, in turn, been responsive to system needs by being
overwhelmingly willing to participate in trialling and development of new
materials and supportive of statewide data collection. As well as the addi-
tional funding, schools were supported by increased teacher recognition,
training and ongoing support, conferences, the development of supplemen-
tary materials and systemic support for emphasising literacy (and
numeracy) within the curriculum.

Literacy teaching and learning

Approaches to the teaching of reading have been a focus for debate
throughout the twentieth century and possibly before (Huey, 1908). Top-
down approaches have been compared with bottom-up approaches and
each has attracted advocates, theorists and researchers. In reviewing the
literature, it is possible to detect a clear distinction between bottom-up, or
phonics-based approaches (Adams, 1990), and top-down or whole
language approaches (Weaver, 1990). However, observations of practice
reveal a more ‘balanced’ approach to the teaching of reading (Cato et al.,
1992; Raban et al., 1994). Crévola and Hill (1998) have indicated from
their review of the literature that these teaching approaches include the
following:

Oral language Modelled writing
Reading to children Shared writing
Language experience Interactive writing
Shared book reading Guided writing
Guided reading Independent writing
Independent reading Language experience (for writing)

Indeed, in the US report reviewing more recent studies, Snow, Burns and
Griffin (1998) strongly recommend attention in every early years class-
room to the full array of early reading strategies. This ‘balanced’ approach
is also recommended by Beard (1993) in the UK and by Freebody and
Luke (1990) in Australia, who argue that effective literacy teaching
involves teaching students how to break the code, develop the capacity to
understand meaning from text, use texts functionally and analyse texts
critically.

The Snow Report stresses that children at risk of school failure require
early intervention, and this also accords with Australian research (Ainley
and Fleming 2000). This is because waiting for children to fail reduces self-
esteem, rarely sees this group catching up to their age-related peers and
creates a strain on finite resources. In addition, this report strongly
suggests rich language and literacy environments in pre-school settings,
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and this recommendation is supported by the Australian work of Raban
(2000a).

Recommendations in the Snow Report include the critical importance
of teachers and their knowledge base, and that this is developed over time,
not only during the pre-service years. Language minority students are seen
as being particularly at risk. The report concludes that to be effective, schools
will need manageable class sizes during the early years of schooling,
generous student–teacher ratios, high quality instructional materials in
sufficient quantity, good school libraries, pleasant physical surroundings
and a well-designed classroom reading programme delivered by experi-
enced and competent teachers. The report adds that ‘achieving and
sustaining radical gains is often difficult’ (Snow et al.: 11) when changes
are made on a classroom-by-classroom basis. Changes for improvement
and effectiveness will need to be conducted on a whole school basis and
include parents and other relevant parties as indicated by Cairney and
colleagues (1995).

The two-hour literacy block

A key element of the Early Years Literacy Program is the implementation
of a daily uninterrupted, highly focused and structured two-hour literacy
block. The system support for this reversed the trend towards depleted
time for focused literacy teaching under the pressure of an increasing
variety of curricular demands on schools. Such had been this pressure
that the notion of the two-hour literacy block was greeted with initial
disbelief by the teachers involved in the research, but this gave way to
relief as they realised that they were being given systemic support to
focus on the core business of teaching literacy. The implementation of
the two-hour block required whole school support in terms of
timetabling, allocation of resources and smaller classes in the early years
classrooms, but this was supported by the recognition of the value of
receiving more literate students into middle years classes. Indeed the
implementation of the early years programme has been a key driver for
middle years reform.

The purpose of the literacy block is to enable teachers to meet the needs
of their students, school and the local community. The classroom
programme outline of the Early Years Literacy Program (displayed in
Figures 15.1, 15.2 and 15.3) adds the overlay of speaking and listening on
the approaches used for teaching reading and teaching writing. Within the
two-hour literacy block, students spend most of the time working in small
groups, either with their teacher or in learning centres.
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Figure 15.1 Early Years Literacy Program Literacy Block: teaching readers

Source: (DEET:Vic, 1997)

Teaching approaches used in the two-hour block

Whole class focus

Reading to

This approach provides an opportunity for teachers to demonstrate their
enjoyment in reading and allows students to see a purpose in learning to
read.

Shared reading

Whole class shared reading provides opportunities for the teacher and
students to work together using an enlarged text to gain meaning from text
and examine the reading process. Initially, the teacher may do much of the
reading. However, as students become more familiar with the text the
teacher gradually allows the students to assume more control and
contribute more to the reading process. The teacher’s role at this stage is to
provide support when necessary.



Modelled writing

Modelled writing involves the teacher writing on a large piece of paper,
whiteboard, overhead projector, or as displayed on a large computer
monitor, making explicit the considerations and thinking behind the piece
of text as well as articulating the process.
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Figure 15.2 Early Years Literacy Program Literacy Block: teaching writers

Source: (DEET:Vic, 1998)

Figure 15.3 Early Years Literacy Program Literacy Block: teaching speakers and 
listeners

Source: (DEET:Vic, 1999)



Shared writing

Shared writing involves the teacher (as scribe) and students collaboratively
composing a piece of writing. Meaning, topics, ideas and choices of words
are discussed, negotiated and decided by the teacher and students. This
approach enables the students to participate in writing experiences that
result in writing that is much richer than students would be able to write
for themselves. Students can focus on composing and thinking without
being encumbered by the complexities of the recording aspects of the
writing process.

Whole class share time

This is an opportunity for the whole class to come together to reflect on,
celebrate and share their learning. This process is facilitated by the teacher.

Small group focus

Language experience

The language experience approach helps students to develop and extend
their oral language competencies through experiences that lead to reading
and writing. The sequence is as follows: experience – spoken language –
written language – reading – rereading. Experiences that can be used include
common school experiences, classroom events, outings and visitors and
students’ personal experiences, or they may arise out of something the
students have drawn, painted or made. The teacher’s role is to model the
language that can be used to describe the experience and to provide a stimu-
lating and supportive environment in which the students are encouraged to
explore their own ideas and express these ideas in their own way. The student
talk elicited in this way is valued by accurate recording of what the students’
actually say. Texts can also be used as the stimulus for language experience.
Students can innovate on book language, retelling a story in a new form, or
by keeping the original structures but inserting new vocabulary.

Shared reading

Through hearing and joining in with texts, students become familiar with
the structure and form of written language, sometimes memorising repeti-
tive parts of the text. Through shared reading students extend their
understanding of how texts work and how print is used consistently to
convey a message. It provides a positive interactive environment for
students to read at their own level of expertise, joining in as the text
becomes more familiar. Shared reading enables the teacher to model fluent,
expressive reading and demonstrate the use and integration of all cue
sources.
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Guided reading

Guided reading helps students develop greater control over the reading
process by providing opportunities for them to interact with the teacher
and the text. Guided reading is an approach that assists students in devel-
oping appropriate strategies to construct meaning and allows them to
further explore the structures and features of language. It encourages
students to talk, read and think their way through a text while enabling
the teacher to observe how each student in the group recreates meaning
from text.

• During tuning in, the teacher initiates discussion in the tense of the
text.

• In the book introduction phase, the teacher shows the students how to
use the text to find answers to the questions posed.

• During independent reading, the teacher provides prompts that retain
the message of the text and encourages students.

Shared writing

This approach is described above as a whole class teaching approach.
When using this approach with a small group, teachers focus on the partic-
ular needs of the teaching group in relation to aspects of the writing
process.

Interactive writing

Interactive writing involves the teacher and small groups of students
jointly composing a large print text on a subject of interest to the students,
sharing responsibility for the recording at various points in the writing.
Teachers quickly record those words that students know how to write and
engage students in problem solving and recording those words to provide
challenges and opportunities for new learning.

Guided writing

Guided writing involves the teacher guiding a small group of students in
their attempts to create individual written texts, responding to students’
attempts and extending their thinking during the process. Teachers help
students to discover what they want to write and how to write it. Guided
writing happens after students have had many opportunities to see writing
demonstrated and the process articulated in shared contexts. The students
now incorporate aspects of the writing process that have been demon-
strated by the teacher.

The literacy block in Australian classrooms 225



Roving conference

During independent writing, students use the knowledge and skills gained
from demonstration and engagement in the writing process to write their
own texts. This includes adding to and revising pieces begun at an earlier
time. The student takes responsibility for problem solving the challenges
within the writing process. Teachers may support the writing task by
giving students quite specific direction at the conclusion of the whole class
focus on writing.

Teaching matched to student needs

A key component of the Early Years Literacy Program is flexible and fluid
grouping of students according to their learning needs. Developmental stages
are outlined and suggestions are made as to appropriate teaching strategies
to be used with students in each case. Within the reading block, the text
level at which a student can read for instructional purposes (90 to 95 per
cent accuracy), as determined by Running Records (Clay, 1993), is used as
an indicator of student learning need. Students are monitored to determine
the strategies that they use to problem-solve on text and these observations
also inform the grouping of students for instruction. Similarly, students’
writing abilities are monitored and these observations provide a basis for
formation of specific teaching groups within the writing block. In addition,
observations of students’ speaking and listening influence the formation of
teaching groups within both the reading and writing blocks.

Flexible groups are formed on a needs basis. The formation of the
groups changes as the needs of the students change. Formation of the
groups is also dependent on the particular aspects of the reading process or
writing process being addressed at the time. The teaching approaches are
designed to match the needs of the students in the group. As the teacher
works with the teaching group, other students are involved in working
independently at learning centres in the first three years of schooling and
at learning tasks during the fourth and fifth years of schooling.

Speaking and listening

Teaching speaking and listening in the Early Years Literacy Program does
not require time in addition to the two-hour block. This is because
teachers and students are speaking and listening throughout this time.
What this programme (DEET:Vic, 1999) specifies is that teachers deliber-
ately and intentionally use talk to support the teaching approaches
described above. The SAID framework, Stimulate, Articulate, Integrate
and Demonstrate, designed specifically for this programme by Raban
(2000b) gives talk a purpose that directly addresses the students’ learning
needs (see Figure 15.3, p. 223).
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Targets and outcomes

Through their School Early Literacy Plans, schools commit to Statewide
Minimum Standards in reading for the first two years of schooling.
Additional support procedures are put in place for schools that do not
reach these minimum standards. The standards were determined on the
basis of the Early Literacy Research Project and approximate the standards
achieved by the trial schools (some of Victoria’s most disadvantaged
schools) after three years in the project (Crévola and Hill, 1998). Students
who do not reach the minimum of Text Level 5 by the end of their second
year of schooling are considered to be ‘at risk’.

The minimum standard for the end of the first year of schooling is 80
per cent of students at Text Level 1. The remaining 20 per cent of students
generally receive daily one-to-one intervention in their second year. State-
wide, funding has been provided for 20 per cent of the cohort of students
in their second year at school to access Reading Recovery or other one-to-
one intervention programmes. The actual proportion of students who
accessed Reading Recovery in 2000 was 22.37 per cent as schools supple-
ment funding for this programme from within their own budgets. The
total proportion of students receiving daily one-to-one intervention during
this year (2001) would be higher still.

Schools also set school-based targets that in most cases are significantly
higher than the minimum standards. To assist them in setting appropriate
targets schools are provided with information about their performance in
relation to like schools. (There are nine groupings of schools for this
purpose based on factors relating to socio-economic and language back-
ground.)

The Statewide Minimum Standards for reading are:

• 80 per cent of students reading unseen texts with 90 per cent accuracy
at or above Text Level 1 by the end of their first year of schooling

• 100 per cent of students reading unseen texts with 90 per cent accu-
racy at or above Text Level 5 by the end of their second year of
schooling (Text Levels are based on Reading Recovery text levelling).

The reading ability of students has improved for each of the last two
years (1999 and 2000) for all three year levels (Prep, Year 1 and Year 2)
particularly at the higher Text Levels beyond the minimum; for example:

• the number of students at the end of their first year of schooling,
reading Text Level 5 with at least 90 per cent accuracy increased from
62.4 per cent in 1998 to 66.2 per cent in 1999, to 70.6 per cent in
2000 (a total increase of 8.2 percentage points);
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• the number of students at the end of their second year of schooling
reading Text Level 15 with at least 90 per cent accuracy increased
from 71 per cent in 1998 to 76.4 per cent in 1999, to 79.9 per cent in
2000 (a total increase of 8.9 percentage points);

• the number of students at the end of their third year of schooling
reading Text Level 20 with at least 90 per cent accuracy increased
from 85.5 per cent in 1998 to 90.3 per cent in 1999, to 92.9 per cent
in 2000 (a total increase of 7.4 percentage points);

• the number of students reading at less than 50 per cent accuracy at
these Text Levels has also shown a significant improvement (i.e. it has
declined) over the two years that data have been collected.

A crucial element of the success of the Early Years Literacy Program has
been the raising of the status of teachers as professionals. A comprehensive
central and regional conference programme in high quality venues has
been introduced using a mix of presenters: teachers, principals, academics
and consultants. First-time presenters are provided with advice and support.
At school level, the professional learning team is highly valued with time
set aside for planning, sharing and reviewing teaching practice.
Expectations of teachers are high and, in general, teachers have responded
to this with enthusiasm and commitment. Anecdotal evidence suggests that
the principal plays a crucial role as curriculum leader rather than just busi-
ness manager in the most successful schools. Similarly the Early Years
co-ordinator is an important member of the school leadership team. This
notion is reinforced at annual early years leadership conferences focusing
on curriculum leadership issues relating to early years literacy.

The shift towards statewide testing has been a fairly rapid cultural
change over the last few years but one that has been accepted by schools.
Extension of the scope of this assessment will be driven as much by
schools’ need for more information as by system accountability require-
ments. It will be important to balance demands at both system and school
level for more information with the need to minimise additional workload
and to ensure that the focus remains on teaching rather than measuring.

With the success of the Early Years initiative, attention has now moved
to the middle years of schooling. Whilst it is acknowledged that the issues
in the middle years of schooling are more complex, particularly in relation
to student well-being and engagement, similar structures can and are being
provided to support schools in addressing these issues. Programs aimed at
improving student literacy are being developed on the basis of collabora-
tive research. A ‘train-the-trainer’ model will be used to deliver these
programmes to schools, and school funding is dependent on the develop-
ment of a school-based action plan in which schools commit to specific
targets in relation to literacy and attendance and retention of ‘at risk’
students.
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Introduction

What is the relationship between economic and cultural globalisation and
everyday literacy practices for teachers and students in that most stolid of
twentieth-century institutions, the state primary school? What happens
when the very institution that was designed for the propagation of print
literacy, for the transmission of encyclopedic knowledge, for the inculca-
tion of industrial behaviours, for the development of the post-war citizen,
for the domestication of diversity into monocultural identity – the tech-
nology of the modern state par excellence – faces the borderless flows and
‘scapes’ of information and image, bodies and capital? And, no less impor-
tant, what might happen if we engage in a momentary suspension of belief
in current policy-driven preoccupations with pedagogical method, with
decoding and basic skills – and ask a larger curriculum question: within
the existing walls and wires, capillaries and conventions of the school, how
might we construct a literacy education that addresses new economic and
cultural formations?

From the prototypical work of economist Harold A. Innis in the 1940s
to the work of Marshall McLuhan and the educational psychology of
David R. Olson, the legacy of Canadian communications theory is an
undertaking that dominant modes of information – from speech to script
to print to digital image – have distinctive and identifiable ‘biases’. By this
Innis (1951) did not mean simple ‘prejudice’ or ‘predisposition’. He and
McLuhan, who joined the University of Toronto in the decade after Innis’s
death, both believed that communications media enabled blended and new
conventions and aesthetics of expression, and that communications media
powerfully influenced social organisation, spatial and demographic forma-
tion, intellectual practice and cognitive habits, and, importantly, the
exchange of economic and political power. In work that anticipated
current theories of global networks and scapes, Innis (1950) argued that
communications technologies had been the agents of ‘empire’: creating
what he called ‘knowledge monopolies’, reorganising space–time relations
between metropolis and hinterland through the use of technology, and
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thereby shaping and controlling the contours of social identity at the
margins in the interests of an imperial centre.

Half a century later, it is an axiom of the ‘new literacy studies’ (Barton,
Hamilton and Ivanic, 2000) that how literacy is shaped as a social practice
is linked to larger social structures. How those linkages are established is
in part an ethnographic and in part a discourse analytic question: pursued
through local analyses of the power relations, knowledges and identities
built through literacy education and everyday life. The oft-repeated lesson
from the history of literacy is that what people do with technologies of
writing and inscription – and, from an educational perspective, what we
normatively teach kids to do with these technologies – is shaped in relation
to the contexts of work, of consumption and leisure, of citizenship and
national ideology, and of varied projects of ‘selfhood’ and cultural identity.
As literacy educators, we can pursue these links between literacy and social
formation either by default, by a science that neglects or denies such links,
or through a broader understanding of literacy not just as ‘social practice’,
but literacy as curriculum practice.

For educationally acquired social practices with texts and discourses are
both ‘shaped’ by dominant and alternative economic and social relations,
and they are potentially ‘shaping’ of these relations. Following the work of
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1998), we believe that literacy education
involves:

• the teaching and learning of textual disposition – that is, the curricular
and pedagogic construction of the literate habitus of embodied skills,
knowledges and competences;

• the structural positioning by schools and teachers of the aspiring
literate in relation to social systems and structures – that is, the
production and reproduction of relationships to dominant modes of
information and means of production;

• the development of the capacities to use literate practice to position
take in the social and institutional fields of exchange that require
literacy – that is, the construction of habits of agency and a sense of
and capacity with the relative power of text and discourse in any
particular social field.1

Literacy – and by association literacy education – are both historically
constructed and historically constructive, normative enterprises. In current
conditions, they are about the shaping of patterns and practices of partici-
pation in text-based societies and semiotic economies.

These conditions raise alien issues for many teachers and teacher educa-
tors: How might literacy and literacy education respond to the challenges
of new world cultures and economies and, indeed, forms of governance
and citizenship? Without falling prey to the traps of taking globalisation as
either universal evil or civilising force – the ‘mother of all metanarratives’
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(C. Luke, 2001) – we wish to raise a series of open-ended questions about
how to reshape what Richard Hoggart (1956) termed ‘uses of literacy’
almost a half century ago. Our focus is not on narrowing debates over
literacy, basic skills and accountability – debates driven as much by the
policy imperatives of funding and restructuring a creaky post-war state
schooling infrastructure as by a ‘science’ of literacy education per se (Luke
and Luke, 2001). Instead our concern is with the potential of literacy educa-
tion as a curriculum practice for the generation of ‘student’ dispositions,
positions and position-takings for viable and powerful life pathways
through new cultures and economies, pathways that wind through glob-
alised and local, virtual and material social fields.

This is an introductory view for literacy educators and researchers of
these changes, their impact upon local communities and their potential for
the transformation of how we see and ‘do’ literacy education in what
remain relatively conventional classroom settings of state primary schools.
We use the metaphors of globalised ‘flows’ to explain the impact of new
media, new cultures and new economies on children’s identities and devel-
opments. We then describe the force of these flows on a regional, small
Australian township – Harlow (pop. 1,300) 2 – its school and teachers and
how they teach literacy. We document the experience of spatialised poverty
– the deleterious community-specific effects of economic flows on families’
and children’s life pathways. Our proposed response is an amended
curriculum agenda for critical literacy for these children: one that distin-
guishes a ‘glocal’, cosmopolitan focus from what we define as ‘parochial’
and ‘fantasy’ approaches to literacy education. Our aim, then, is to move
yet again away from limiting debates over basic skills and commodified
methods into a much broader debate about literacy education as a sustain-
able and powerful curriculum practice.

The industrial school meets new times

What we call it – ‘liquid’ modernity (Bauman, 1998), postfordist economy
and postmodern culture (Harvey, 1988; Cvetkovich and Kellner, 1997;
Burbules and Torres, 2000), ‘networked’ societies (Castells, 1996) – is for
those of us who work in classrooms and teacher training not very impor-
tant. What seems certain is that many of the patterns and practices of
everyday life are shifting and oscillating, albeit unevenly and at different
rates, in relation to powerful economic and technological forces that at the
least appear beyond immediate local control and, for many communities,
belief and comprehension. The effects and consequences of economic glob-
alisation are both spatialised, local and site-specific – with primary
resource and manufacturing economies sitting alongside infotech in some
communities, with emergent nation states supporting and sustaining
peasant economies alongside industrial parks. Any sense that we have
hit some kind of decisive millennial shift ignores the non-synchronous
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character of contemporary change. In most nations and regions, disparate
economies and lifeworlds sit in various states of emergence and decay, like
radioactive isotopes with persistent half-lives.

The common characteristic seems to be the speed and durability, flexi-
bility and mutability of networks and flows: as bodies and capital,
information and image move across increasingly permeable political
borders and geographic barriers. The result in the post-industrial West and
North is the creation and transformation of cultural and economic ‘scapes’
(Appadurai, 1996) in local communities. These are sites for the changes in
everyday experiences and uses of space and time, the emergence of new
practices of work, leisure and consumption, and the writing of blended,
hybridised forms of human expression, artefact and identity. Whether in
Bangkok or Brisbane, a particular new species and social class of ‘world
kids’ play and learn in shopping malls and basketball courts, on the
internet and in schools.

Societies of the North and West are based on complex and blended
economies – where means of production entail an increasing majority of
working people engaging directly with dominant modes of information –
concentrated in culture and creative industries, public and private sector,
service sector work, and those fast growth sectors involved in the manage-
ment and movement of imaginary capital, property and consumer goods.
Even in strongly resource-driven economies like Australia’s, the percentage
of workers engaged in the direct exploitation of the natural and biological
world through manual or industrial techniques is in slow but steady
decline. In these so-called knowledge economies, human beings’ disposi-
tions and position takings occur in those social fields constituted by and
regulating regional, national and multinational flows of ideas and informa-
tion, capital and bodies, material and discourse artefacts alike. One’s
capacities to sign and to engage in a universe of signs have principal
exchange value in these fields. The institutional and occupational fields
themselves shift quickly and, as the citizens of Harlow have discovered,
erode traditional life pathways, patterns of work, consumption and leisure.

The pattern of flows moves capital, information and bodies increasingly
towards the cosmopolitan centres of world cities, creating culture scapes
where the lifeworlds of Sydney and Brisbane are more likely to resemble
those of Los Angeles or London than those of their kin in rural and remote
communities – in some cases, indigenous and Anglo-Australian communi-
ties less than a hundred kilometres away in the bush. In this way, capital
and labour is deterritorialised away from rural and edge city communities3

– at the same time that new forms of information, image and representa-
tion are directed through electronic and digital networks to communities
at the margins. The irony is that while citizens in these new diaspora
increasingly lose their productive capacity and force in key aspects of
economic and semiotic production – they are repositioned as global,
generic consumers and ‘end-users’ of goods, government and social
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services. These same world kids, desiring subjects who form a growth
market for textual and material products created by Pokemon, Nike and
Virgin, may at the same time be distantiated from the metropolitan and
cosmopolitan sites of production of these and other culture industries.

Yet there are few uniform effects on these new diasporas: global flows
are mediated and refracted by local variation and response, constituting a
push–pull ‘glocalisation’ effect (Robertson, 1992). Local communities like
Harlow become the sites for the playing out of global and local forces,
between cosmopolitan heterogeneity and local homogeneity. Yet while
mobility, the global flow of bodies across borders – political refugees,
migrants, business migrants, guest workers, transnational knowledge
workers – is one of the key factors of glocalisation – many areas of poverty
are sites of increasing immobility. The underside of shifting capital and
employment is that many families are quite literally stuck in locations from
which they cannot shift. Others are caught up in a mythic transit between
edge cities looking for work and cheap housing.

While in some urban areas the industrial-era phenomena of inner city
poverty remains a persistent problem – in Australia, poverty has begun to
shift to the hinterlands. These include both traditional farming and rural
areas, and, increasingly, suburban edge cities characterised by inexpensive
land and housing, often lacking in significant social capital and infrastruc-
ture. This phenomenon of spatialised poverty is focused on regional
location, where inequality in incomes and local identity reflects a complex
interaction of cost of housing, local employment and jobs infrastructure,
and the available cultural capital of the population. In such situations,
there is little evidence that an educational system in and of itself – without
the co-ordination of the availability of other kinds of social, economic and
even ecological capital – can alter life pathways on a large scale.

But, as we will see – a key problem is the inability of the educational
system to provide the cognitive and textual tools and discourse resources to
explicate these changes for the citizens of communities like Harlow, who
remain positioned in the flows and fields of globalised economies without
capital, without mobility and, indeed, without an analysis. In fact, across
Australia, schools and state departments have been slow to make economic
and cultural globalisation a key problematic in curriculum and instruction.

To understand the significance of these shifts and the implications they
might have for our work as literacy educators, we need to reappraise the
genealogy of current approaches to schooling and our approaches to the
teaching of print literacy. Earlier generations grew up in an Australian
society arranged around an industrial, Fordist model of work, identity and
politics. In this society-past, the productive worker (predominantly white
and male) could depend on government to provide a basic level of social
and economic capital (here defined as equitable and ready availability of
non-discriminatory social infrastructure, institutions and networks),
including education, health care, psychic and physical protection, and a
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relatively secure and stable job market. The nation protected its citizens
and guaranteed a better future by warding off migration and diversity,
while protecting industries with high tariffs.

In exchange, citizen-workers demonstrated loyalty to both employer
and government, paying taxes, with a highly motivated will to capital and
maintaining levels of consumption. In the idealised social model underpin-
ning this economic order, males engaged in paid employment while females
reconciled themselves to acceptance of the role of child-bearing and
rearing and maintenance of the nuclear family home (Carrington, in press).
In such a lifeworld, transience was a kind of deficit, a risk to encased
concepts of community, family and neighbourhood and counterproductive
to the expansion of capital.

The industrial school, then, aimed to develop the dispositions to posi-
tion workers within a particular economy and lifeworld, streaming
students into a bifurcated pathway that led, variously, towards university-
based and vocational training. In this inter- and post-war schema, literacy
– neutral, secular and non-ideological, print-based skills available to all –
was defined in relation to the decoding of print-based text, and meaning
making around canonical texts that entailed moral and ethical models for
secular, industrial society. If, indeed, the education of empire had prepared
one to be a colonial subject, the modernist education system that we
presently work with prepares and constructs the dispositions of the indus-
trial subject: behaviourally skilled, ideologically and economically patient,
and motivated by a will to capital and the maintenance of stable commu-
nity and nuclear family. That vision is captured and frozen in the cultural
and social scapes of the modern basal reading series.

But the social facts of new times weigh heavily on this version of the
world. The Australian economic and employment landscape has undergone
significant upheaval in the course of one generation: gone is the ‘job-for-life’
and the promise of a state-funded retirement, gone is the certainty of
learning one set of job-related skills sufficient for a life-time’s employment;
gone is the security of a delineated, hierarchical work order; vanishing is
the job market for non-tertiary educated youth; vanished is the job market
for the under-qualified and the elderly (Carrington, in press). In their place
are new uncertainties, new flexibilities and new citizen-workers. Prognoses
suggest that job and mid-life career shift will increasingly become the
norm, rather than the exception.

At the same time, the shift out of a Fordist economy and social order
has made cultural and linguistic diversity a focal policy issue. In states like
Queensland that might have conceived of themselves and their systems as
stable and homogeneous, governments and education systems are conten-
ding with the realisation that almost one in five children is of indigenous
or migrant backgrounds. New capitalism has created the conditions for
the deployment of new and hybridised identities and the emergence of
new literate practices, even and perhaps especially in the new hinterlands
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of edge cities. The fragmentation of the normative model of identity,
community and nation that underpinned the older economic system has
placed on educators’ tables issues of identity, culture, sexuality or race –
whether through presence or absence. Many citizens of Harlow would tell
us that the problems they face are due to, variously, Asian migrants who
work too hard and cheaply, Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders who
don’t work hard and cheaply enough, urban women who should raise
families but choose to work, and, indeed, corrupt urban politicians who
aid and abet the capital drain on their communities.

Teachers working in ‘at risk’ communities face a surface set of problems
that appear amenable to longstanding approaches. According to the
teachers in Harlow, the problems include: an apparent decline in main-
stream cultural and linguistic resources required for school success among
school-aged children; increasing impatience with conventional pedagogy
and curricular approaches; increasing rates of ascertained ‘attention deficit
disorder’ and other symptomologies; and affiliated forms of ‘unruliness’
and behaviour management problems. In consultations undertaken on
behalf of the state government in Queensland in 2000, these phenomena
were attributed by teachers to: deficit parenting with a specific focus on
failure to read to children at home, absentee parents, overexposure to tele-
vision, deterioration of the family structure and increased transience, video
games and popular culture in all its forms, oral language deficit, and
behavioural disorders (Luke, Freebody and Land, 2000). In other words,
the response of many teachers is to see what might well be manifestations
of the impacts of new economies and cultures as signs of conventional
‘lack’ in those cultural and discourse resources that we took for granted in
monocultural, middle-class communities in the post-war print era.

There is some belated discussion of what these trends might mean for
education and schooling systems. The policy responses of Western and
Northern educational bureaucracies focus variously on:

• the consequences of information technology for classroom infrastruc-
ture and pedagogy, under the assumption somehow that digitalisation
will both update and revive pedagogical and curricular systems led by
an ageing teaching force;

• the further deployment of a range of compensatory ‘pull out’ program-
mes that attempt to address the ostensive needs of culturally
heterogeneous and increasingly mobile student populations (e.g. early
intervention, learning support, ESL specialist interventions);

• compensatory funding responses to educational exclusion and failure
in particular spatial ‘zones’ hit hardest by economic changes; and, in
some states;

• an early debate on the putative human capital demands of new
economies.
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From a sociological viewpoint, what has been interesting has been how
debates over literacy have focused on early intervention and basic skills,
especially in the US and UK, with the assumption that testing and account-
ability systems are the most effective response to the problems of populations
and communities displaced, variegated and replaced by new economies.
Policy debates over literacy frequently are steeped in deficit terminology,
and are struggling to speak to the phenomena of world kids, new family
configurations and the diasporic communities that have been adversely hit
by these economies. In the face of major economic shift, these debates
seem to be at once retro and nostalgic, and attempting to restore or main-
tain an educational equilibrium around traditionally transmitted and
measured print-skill levels among students and schools.

Roughly half of the Australian and North American teaching force is
over fifty. For a generation of teachers raised on debates over Cold War
ideologies in the curriculum, over deschooling and progressivism, still
caught up in the great debate over phonics and word recognition, the
issues we have raised here may seem at best medium to long term and, at
worst, an irrelevance to the everyday challenges of work intensification in
classrooms and staffrooms. Yet the irony is that such changes, and the
consequential effects on students’ dispositions and social positions, are
unlikely to go away, and are proving particularly resistant to the regimes
of treatment past (e.g. use of high stakes testing, expansion of specialised
early intervention programmes, the roping in of teacher behaviour through
standardised and commodified curricula, single-method instruction). And
they will continue to remain invisible to an explanatory schema that is still
searching out and naming educational problems and human subjects
which have morphed into new forms.

Literacy teaching and learning in the new white diaspora

Harlow is a edge-city community caught in the headlights of economic
globalisation. It straddles the semi-rural zone between two major high-
ways, each leading to the outermost western fringe of the state’s
southeastern corner. It sits at the edges of an urban area – about 75 kilo-
metres from the state capital. In its heyday over fifty years ago, it acted as
an intermediary service terminus between the city and its outlying grazier
and farming communities. But with the decade-long downturn in the
adjoining rural communities – exacerbated by drought and deregulation –
and with the improvement of direct transportation, communication and
just-in-time shipping links between the bush and city, its historical
moment, if it had one, has passed. It is caught in a nether world: it is
neither a traditional bush community with a longstanding sense of identity
and bloodlines, nor is it close enough to the urban centre to participate
viably in the service economy. Over the last two decades, Harlow’s popula-
tion has shifted from a long-term base to a significant annual turnover,
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with families and youth coming to the community for affordable housing,
at once finding themselves ‘locked in’ by mortgages yet compelled to
commute or leave in search of work. Harlow’s population is relatively
homogeneous, comprised of Anglo-Australian families with a few Asian
migrants. Harlow is a white diaspora at the edge of the global economy.

Levels of unemployment are high. The official government data puts the
unemployment rate around 16 per cent, double the state average, but the
actual level of unemployment, including adults not actively seeking work
and drop-outs not on the dole would be much higher. Many employed
adults work in service (e.g. retail) and trades work (e.g. construction) in
suburban communities an hour away. The real levels of unemployment
among youths aged 16–25 is set at 24 per cent but it probably hovers
around 50 per cent. The percentage of people on welfare is double the
state norm, with the few jobs in transport and construction unable to offer
the many who complete or leave high school sustainable employment.

Yet while several townspeople complained to us about unruly youth –
the actual social environment of the community is quite remarkable, with
high levels of community participation in sports, low levels of local crime,
a strong sense that Harlow is a safe and stable place to raise children, and,
in one of its prime attractions, affordable housing. Kids play on the streets
and in fields after school with negligible risk or fear. In the last state and
federal elections, it has supported right wing candidates who oppose immi-
gration, call for reimposition of protective tariff barriers, and oppose
formal reconciliation and treaty with Australian Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples.

We are university researchers and teacher educators. We work closely
both with the state educational bureaucracies on literacy policy and with
local teachers developing school and classroom level interventions. In the
last year, we were asked to assist Harlow primary school in developing a
‘whole school literacy plan’. The school had been working on its literacy
programme for several years, with a relatively stable teaching population.
Yet, despite its best efforts, Harlow state school’s scores on the statewide
year 3 and year 5 standardised reading achievement tests have stalled
slightly below the state norms for ‘like schools’ of similar socio-economic
and community profiles. A core of 25 per cent of the children struggled
with basic reading problems across the years. And while most could func-
tionally decode by the completion of their studies, there were persistent
reading comprehension problems, resistances to reading and struggles to
write in syntactically and intellectually complex ways.

Despite strong administrative commitment, focused remedial work,
parental support programmes, purchase and implementation of a popular
phonics-based curriculum package, teachers and students were unable to
raise reading outcomes. Those identified as ‘the usual suspects’ – working-
class white boys, children of the unemployed, mobile families whose
children had interrupted schooling – were continuing to perform relatively
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poorly according to standard measures of literacy. Reading Recovery
programmes and special education support generated some short- and
medium-term gains but had no visible effect on raising the overall perfor-
mance profile of the school. The teachers wanted to improve not just
baseline reading skills and performance but overall school achievement as
well. In their words, they wanted to know what they were doing ‘wrong’,
but they also wanted to know ‘what was wrong with these children’. Why
weren’t they responding to the remedial programmes? Why weren’t their
reading test scores improving proportionate to the effort of staff?

The teachers – all women ranging from mid-thirties through to retire-
ment age, along with two male staff: the principal and special education
teacher – are a stable and experienced staff. They are dedicated to their
work and, for the most part, seem to have avoided the industrial alienation
and culture of complaint that has become more common in Australian
schools. They would view themselves as progressives, as ‘child centred’
and behind the state system’s commitment of equity and social justice.
There is none of the high teacher turnover that characterises bush and
indigenous community schools. Though many have long histories at
Harlow, none of them live in the district, commuting from either of the
two larger suburbs 50–60 minutes away. The mismatch of teachers’ and
students’ cultural and economic locations and world views went unre-
marked in their comments to us.

The teachers’ comments reflected these differences in standpoint. We
were told that there are few community role models, that welfare parents
don’t provide supportive print environments, that families move about too
much, and that the students’ expectations of their futures seem either
wildly exaggerated or limited. Clearly, student transience is one of the key
difficulties – between Year 1 and 6 the school has a 60 per cent turnover of
students. This limits the effectiveness of blanket early intervention
programmes. Additionally, the teachers felt that this made its curriculum
‘integrity’ difficult: ‘one step forward and two backwards’. Additionally,
they stated, there was ‘apathy’ in parental commitment. A dedicated and
progressive staff, they were worried that kids would end up ‘stuck’ in the
area, on welfare and with limited futures. Over 30 per cent of the children
attending Harlow are from single parent families and even more are from
welfare families. Taken together, the teachers’ comments painted an over-
whelming picture of student ‘deficit’ and ‘lack’, set against a backdrop of
genuine concern, commitment and professionalism.

The other side of the coin emerged in our ‘audit’ of what the children of
Harlow were fluent with. While perhaps not matching the expectations of
the teachers, the children in this community have a number of strengths.
These include strong social networks in the community, in-depth local
knowledge about the geography, demography and culture of their own
community, knowledge and skill in handling their allowance and earned
money, interest in sports, knowing how to ‘make the best’ of difficult
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family and financial situations. When prompted, the teachers acknowl-
edged that the students had extensive knowledge of video movies and
cable television programmes, vast knowledge of popular music, fashion
and youth culture, and took readily to computer and video games, internet
surfing and the new technologies. Additionally, the teachers reported, these
children often carry more of the emotional work of their families than do
more affluent, middle-class kids and yet are extremely accepting of differ-
ence. They are generally well behaved and eager to learn. Reportedly, as a
whole the children appear to enjoy school, like their teachers and want to
do well.

We worked with the teachers for several days to audit and develop their
classroom strategies. Like many other Australian primary schools, Harlow
has instituted a ‘literacy block’ – one and a half hours each day dedicated
solely to literacy activities (see Raban and Essex, this volume). In this
session, basic skills development and consolidation are the focus. Across
the school, students engage in sound-letter recognition activities, the devel-
opment of dictionary and other research skills, decoding strategies, big
book reading and activities, cloze activities and some, albeit highly vari-
able, work with functional grammar. In this regard, there was nothing
particularly remarkable or unremarkable about the existing practices.
These core strategies are part and parcel of the Australian literacy teachers’
repertoire for dealing with print literacy. At the same time, the teachers
found that there had been poor communication about who was doing
what – particularly between lower primary and upper grades teachers –
and that they, as a school staff, lacked a shared descriptive metalanguage
for (a) describing their practice; and (b) talking about language.

After two days of working with the teachers, the pieces of the puzzle
began to fit together for them and for us. If we tracked the children’s
dispositions and trajectories through the school, across varying patterns of
participation and achievement, onto the local high school and out into the
world of work, a clear pattern began to emerge. The kids of Harlow were
relatively patient and willing to participate in their schooling through and
across primary school. This was established in no small part by the
school’s child-centred environment, the anti-bullying and behaviour
management programme and the visible emotional investment in the chil-
dren by the teachers. Yet that participation was momentary, almost stoic,
in the face of larger forces: by the time children hit high school, achieve-
ment plateaued or declined, behaviour problems increased, particularly
among the boys, and retention rates fell off. The local state high school
had one of the highest expulsion rates in the state. Many of the same
students who had been average achievers in secondary school, after leaving
school would commute to hang out at the shopping malls an hour away,
all the while maintaining strong personal commitments to popular culture
and Australian team sports.
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In our view, students were patiently ‘doing time’ in a primary literacy
programme which was:

• focused on delimited sets of skills and knowledge and was narrow in
its focus on now traditional approaches to decoding;

• squarely modernist, pre-digital and anti-popular culture in the form
and content of its approach to reading comprehension;

• escapist and irrelevant in its approach to teaching literature.

This programme more or less was ‘free-standing’ as part of the literacy
block study in the morning. When we asked when the kids were taught
about the changes in the communities around them – we were told that
this wasn’t part of the literacy programme but sat in the varied project
work and traditional key learning area studies that were part of the ‘inte-
grated studies’ kids undertook in the late morning and afternoon. Hence,
the literacy programme also tended to be:

• disconnected both temporally and thematically from any substantive
‘reading of the world’ based on specific discourse and field-specific
knowledges.

This offered us a possible explanation to the ‘rise and stall’ scenario of the
school’s test scores. Put simply, the baseline skills that teachers were
attempting to instil in their students were more or less being achieved
through a focused and delimited literacy programme, despite high student
turnover. Both teachers and students were pursuing this programme in
good faith and effectively. That programme had become disconnected and
decontextualised on at least three levels. The literacy programme was:

• temporally and programmatically partitioned from the rest of the
school curriculum;

• disconnected from the background knowledges, skills and life experi-
ences that the students brought to the classroom; and

• its traditional print format and discourse content were disconnected
from a broader analysis of community, of environment, of the experi-
ences and practices of glocalisation.

The biggest difficulty faced by the teachers of Harlow was not simply a
question of method. There is no doubt that their whole school plan will
focus and co-ordinate their pedagogic efforts, bring them together into a
stronger shared vocabulary, and add a few notches to their test scores and
affiliated league tables kept in central office. But the teachers and the
programme were in some ways caught in their own implicit assumptions
about what constitutes ‘literacy’ and how it should be taught in school.
For all their good intentions and hard work, they hadn’t hardwired what
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counted as ‘literacy’ in the school with the lives of the children and their
families – nor were they adept at anticipating and teaching to the kinds of
‘literate futures’ their students would face as adolescents and young adults.

Critical literacy as a technology for remediating
globalisation

We have here provided a shorthand account of how students and teachers
in one Australian edge community have experienced economic and cultural
scapes of New Times. Is there a simple and happy ending to Harlow’s
story? Perhaps that the teachers had found the ‘right’ pedagogy or method,
that test scores had risen, that this had set in place the foundations for
overall improvements in student achievement, that the communities’ and
students’ life trajectories had shifted as a result. These are the narrative
chains underlying current policy interventions in many OECD educational
systems. Yet there are competing claims that we need to consider: that
basic skills acquisition is necessary, but not sufficient, to turn around the
overall educational achievement of the most at-risk students, that higher
order thinking, depth of intellectual engagement (Newmann, King and
Ringdon, 1997), critical literacy and ‘connectedness to the world’ (Lingard
et al., 2001) have the best chance of ‘redesign[ing] social futures’ (New
London Group, 1996) and altering these kids’ dispositions, positions and
position-takings.

The story is unfinished. We are continuing to work with Harlow to
develop school literacy programmes that bring together a richer, more intel-
lectually demanding and ‘contemporary’ analysis of these kids’ identities
and competences, a more cogent understanding of the overlapping and
multiple communities that these children inhabit with a balanced focus on
code breaking, meaning making, using texts in everyday life and critical
literacy. In so doing, we are working within the parameters of a state
literacy policy that has an eye equally on basic skills of reading and, as
importantly, the emergent multiliteracies required in the cultural landscapes
and workplaces of new economies (Luke, Freebody and Land, 2000).

Harlow’s dilemma suggests some very different lessons for us: about the
inability of education systems and literacy education per se to change life
pathways without other kinds of flows of capital and culture across borders
and institutions; about the difficulties teachers, researchers and curriculum
developers face in understanding both the new knowledges, experiences and
skills kids bring to classrooms and the new knowledges, experiences and
skills they will need to ‘navigate’ and ‘surf’ emergent culture scapes. We
conclude with a barely modest proposal for what a critical literacy might
entail in conditions of ‘glocalisation’.

It was Marx and Engels’ contention that the dominant ideas of an age
were those that served the interests of particular forms of social organisation,
of production and manufacture, and, indeed, of social class. It was Kuhn’s
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contention that scientific paradigms reached crisis points where lifeworlds
presented and generated hosts of problems and anomalies that could not
be addressed by the redeployment of existing theories and methodologies.
Regardless of which of these or other analytic tacts we might take to
explain the new blends of literate practices, texts and discourses, skills and
developmental patterns at hand, virtually all social science analyses of
contemporary social and economic conditions lead us to a similar transit:
that education, literacy practices and childhood itself have reached an
historical juncture of transition and change, of residual discourses and text
forms coexisting and blending with the new, of persistent old inequalities
and new ones, of century-old educational practices sitting alongside of
ones that have never been seen in classrooms before.

We are of the opinion that while the new communications technologies
are a catalyst for economic change and potentially for pedagogic change,
they are neither the core problem nor the main answer for teachers and
students in what is increasingly resembling a transitional period in the
history of schooling. One of the first themes that arose in our discussions
with the teachers of Harlow was the assumption that if they just switched
to new technologies – that if they just brought in the wires and boxes and
went on line – that ‘empowerment’, engagement with the new economy
and so forth would magically occur. While we struggle empirically with the
question of which blends of print and virtual skills and knowledges might
‘count’ for the kids of Harlow, we are painfully aware that it is some time
away, perhaps years, before we will have answers about which blends of
communications technologies – oral and written, digital and visual,
performed and virtual – are optimal for accommodating and articulating
some of the new forms of social practice, representation and cognition.

In the meantime, a teaching force with an average age of 47 struggles
with a curious cocktail of effects from cultural and economic flows.
Answers are at hand. But how we deal with and reshape the kids’ use of
the old technology of print is as important, though not mutually exclusive,
from their engagement with the new. And in this context the explanatory
discourses from conferences, publishers and software peddlers, and profes-
sional development experts available to the teachers of Harlow have
tended to operate in binary opposition: high tech online facilities and
pedagogy will solve the problem and/or low tech, phonics-based
programmes will solve the problem. Neither is adequate.

A key lesson that we take away from this case study is that many of the
current debates over reading and literacy – the ‘available discourses’ for
talking about literacy education and schooling more generally in new times
– are developed and primed to deal with the entry and traverse of children
into another universe: a print-based, industrially and economically stable
community within which the achievement of rudimentary print literacy
was a necessary and, for many, sufficient condition to ‘becoming some-
body’. The teachers in Harlow were doing their mighty best to describe
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and contend with the manifestations of a new socio-economic milieu. Yet
at the same time they were struggling to recognise, understand and even
‘name’ it. While they might not have seen it in such terms, in practice they
were putting the weight of their efforts into trying to contain and amelio-
rate the effects of globalised culture and trying to counter the effects of
truncated and static life pathways. They were, in many ways, swimming
upstream against deteriorating community economic conditions.

Their professional vocabulary for dealing with this – that of ‘recovery’,
of skills versus whole language, of learning disability and oral language
deficit, of behaviour management and deficit parenting – led them down a
road to simplistic answers, answers that were more about the micro-
management of lessons and plans, to belief in packaged programmes and
commodities, rather than towards a re-envisioning of the curriculum, of
the students’ needs and life pathways, and, indeed, of the kinds of literate
dispositions that might effectively vie for position in the social fields of
globalised capital. Intervention was more rearguard or, to paraphrase
Marshall McLuhan (1966), ‘rear view mirror’ action. Our view is that
neither the available discourses around ‘methods’ for teaching reading, or
about cultural, linguistic and intellectual ‘deficits’ of children can begin to
address the complexity of problems faced by schools and teachers. And
while a floor of basic skills has been established, the question of ‘prepared-
ness’ for this particular construction of adolescence, for school-leaving, for
an environment of flight from and to structural unemployment across and
between edge communities was still moot.

What might be the shape of critical literacy as curriculum practice –
fitted for the analysis, critique and engagement with the lifeworlds of new,
globalised and ‘glocal’ economies and cultures? The points of disconnec-
tion between literacy and glocal ‘communitas’, between old literacy and
world cultures are the very nodal points where a rebuilding of the
curriculum could begin. We want to argue for a kind of critical literacy
that envisions literacy as a tool for remediating one’s relation to the global
flows of capital and information, bodies and images.

David Olson (1986) described the cognitive effects of the technology of
print as the construction of ‘possible worlds’. Following Innis, McLuhan
and Goody, he argued that the ‘bias’ of writing was its capacity to take
human subjects to other worlds, to traverse the constraints of place and
time. Whether in its highly amplified digital form or in its traditional static
form, one of the communicative effects of the technology of writing is its
capacity to represent in a portable and replicable format times and places
that are otherwise inaccessible to place-bound readers. It is this capacity of
reading – both traditional and digital – that can provide the basis of a
reconceptualisation of literacy as a technology for mediating one’s position
within globalised flows. As literature teachers have always known, literacy
pedagogy can displace and disrupt space, place and time, taking one out of
one’s immediate synchronicity – cutting across different spaces and times,
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and engaging, both virtually and psychically, with specific social fields and
markets that otherwise aren’t available to, in this case, the children of
Harlow. The simultaneous universe envisioned by McLuhan, and before
him Innis and Mumford, becomes accessible through one’s capacity to
read, whether online or off.

That capacity can equally be used – as it was in literature study in
Harlow – as a kind of sublimation from engagement with the texts and
contexts of glocalisation, a deliberate suspension of the local and pursuit
of texts and discourses ‘other’ to immediate experience. That is, literature
study can be enlisted to disengage readers from a ‘reading of the world’ of
globalised scapes and flows. In Table 16.1 we term this a fantasy literacy
that aims for a suspension of position in the social fields and scapes of
globalisation and a psychic disengagement with flows. While this might
have therapeutic purpose, it acts as a pedagogy of disengagement and
estrangement from the glocal.

At the same time, the teachers of Harlow used many archetypal strate-
gies, from language experience and ‘show and tell’, journal writing and
project work to make their teaching more ‘relevant’ to kids’ local experi-
ences. These ranged from studies of local wildlife to a regular discussion
focus on local sporting events and community activities. Teachers argued
that this focus on local texts and discourses increased levels of interest,
was important for raising student ‘self-esteem’. But it appeared that much
of this work did not seem to intellectually or textually ‘go anywhere’: there
was often limited articulation into a broader conversation about how local
contexts, experiences and issues ‘fit’ with the parallel worlds, cultural and
economic scapes outside of Harlow. In Table 16.1, we refer to this as
parochial literacy, local in scope and focus and reproductive of kids’ local
discourses, dispositions and positions.
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Table 16.1 Uses of literacy in globalised conditions

Mode Curriculum practice Positioning

Parochial literacy Engagement with local texts
and discourses, knowledges
and experiences

Material reproduction of
position through
valorisation of local
experience.

Fantasy literacy Disengagement by taking the
reader and writer out of
local place, space and time

De-positioning or
suspension of position;
introduction of ‘other’
discourses; disengagement
with flows.

Glocalised literacy Engagement with
relationship of local to other
textual possible worlds

Material repositioning;
critical analysis and
repositioning of flows;
reflexive analysis of other
and local texts.



Parochial literacy and fantasy literacy are two curriculum approaches
with long and distinguished pedigrees, both of which would purport to
address the alienation from schooling experienced by at-risk kids such as
those of the new white diaspora. These are, respectively: the argument
that ‘relevance’ of curriculum and activity will effectively suture the
home–school mismatch and transition problem and the argument that a
rich, imaginative literary focus will build self-esteem, expand psychological
horizons and world views, and create a ‘love of literature’.

Our argument here is that texts – both print and virtual, canonical and
popular – and engagement with reading and writing can form a kind of
‘trialectical’ moment (Soja, 1999) in each learner’s life that bridges the
‘push–pull’ effects of glocalisation. The focus here would be on a ‘reading
of the local’ that connects this with those of other possible worlds, a
curriculum approach that focuses students’ work with texts on the analysis
of the flows of effects between this time–space locality and others.

In Harlow, such an approach to critical literacy curriculum could take
multiple forms: using the internet to audit and analyse the global flows of
work, goods and discourse that are leading to changes in Harlow, whether
by studying the history and economics of the rural sector, the origin of
local environmental issues, or patterns of population movement between
communities like Harlow (Comber and Simpson, 2001). It could entail
using writing and online communication to participate with virtual
communities around ‘fandom’ and popular culture (Alvermann, Moon and
Hagood, 1999). Or it could involve reading multiple literary texts that
generate or engage intercultural and contrastive historical perspectives on
new times, those of economies, cultures and places past, present and
future. In these ways, the aim would be to engage children critically in the
borderless flows of data, information and image that characterise informa-
tion economies – using both digital and print media. It would entail
working intertextually across various cultural and historical texts and
discourses. What this kind of literacy might enable is the modelling of
‘position-takings’ that actively remediate one’s position – both in terms of
the capital flows that make forms of work possible and available, but as
well to manage the information flows of images, representation and texts
that constitute identity and ideology, and, finally, to engage with other
cultures and bodies across time and space.

Our aim in this discussion is to move forcefully not just beyond a great
debate over method – that should go without saying – but, as well, a
debate between approaches to content and method (from language experi-
ence to process writing) that focus on the local, the parochial, the ‘at
hand’, and those approaches that stress the ‘wonder’, the ‘mystery’ of
‘going elsewhere’ through the experience of literature. Both are powerful
tools, but, if we are looking for a refashioning of literacy as a normative
preparation for a critical engagement with glocalised economies, we would
need to begin talking about literacy as a means for building cosmopolitan
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world views and identity: of enhancing, in Bourdieu’s terms, historical
memories and contemporary understandings of how these economies of
flows actually structurally position (and perhaps exclude) one, how
differing dispositions will have different effects in the various fields of
flows, and how to actively engage with those fields in agentive and trans-
formative ways. As idealistic as such models might sound, there are viable
prototypes in the field drawn from the extensive literature on the teaching
of critical literacy and critical language awareness (e.g. Fairclough, 1992;
Muspratt, Luke and Freebody, 1997; Comber and Simpson, 2001; Knobel
and Healey, 1998). Such models do not discard basic knowledge of print
codes, syntactic metalanguage, enhanced automaticity of skill, or metalin-
guistic awareness, but they ensure that they are lodged within broader
curriculum contexts that are not anachronistic, disconnected, dated, or
simply intellectually infantile.

Will such approaches to literacy alleviate the patterns and consequences
for the children of Harlow and like communities across North America,
the UK, New Zealand and Australia? Not in and of themselves. The
picture of change and risk here shows that schools and education systems
can make a difference, but that that difference is contingent on the avail-
ability and flows of other kinds of capital and power as well. At the same
time, though, cases like Harlow tell us with some certainty that the answer
lies as much in re-envisioning literacy education as curriculum practice as
it does fetishising the teaching of basic print skills.

Notes
1 Describing human subjects’ traverse across social fields, Bourdieu explains that

one brings acquired cultural capital (a ‘habitus’ of embodied practices and
knowledges of all sorts) to particular social fields such as workplaces, schools
and families. Each social field, in turn, operates according to objective regulari-
ties and patterns that ‘position’ one in relative relations for the exchange of
capital. At the same time, each individual has the capacity to engage in agentive
‘position taking’ in relation to social fields. For a shorthand version of
Bourdieu on literate capital, see Carrington and Luke (1997).

2 Harlow is an anonymised composite of four schools in Queensland and
Tasmania that we have undertaken professional development with over the
past three years. We thank these teachers for sharing their work, problems and
strategies with us.

3 The term ‘edge city’ refers to the new suburban satellite cities that have arisen
in many post-industrial nations. Many of these are sites where the new
working- and under-classes can source low cost housing, often without the
social capital of community infrastructure, services and networks. The
prevailing assumption of inter- and post-war urban sociology was that poverty
tended to be centred in the urban core, with minorities radiating outwards
towards secure, affluent white suburbs. Australia is the site for the new
‘spatialisation’ of poverty (Soja, 1999).
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This section, indeed the whole book, reflects a commitment from all
concerned to ensure the highest possible literacy standards for all children.
A key factor in any move to raise literacy standards must be the teacher.
How teachers are prepared for their work in the classroom and how they
are helped in the development of their practice over the time of their career
must be central concerns. The research described in the first section
provides clear indications of what we know about how children learn to
read and write. However, the shift from research monograph to teacher
manual is a tricky one. Classrooms are messy places full of individuals
with different beliefs, experiences, worries and enthusiasms. The task of
the policy maker, whether at national, local or school level, is to ensure the
best of our understandings from research are used effectively in the class-
room.

The authors in this section examine initiatives in the USA, England and
Australia to raise standards of literacy. All involve, to a greater or smaller
extent, changes to the way teachers teach. Questions are raised as to how
possible it is to mandate teaching programmes that are relevant to every
context and every teacher. Yet research must be able to help teachers, who
may teach for 30 to 40 years after their initial training, to gain new under-
standing and learn new strategies. More than this, policy makers and
teachers must be sensitive to the current, if not future, needs of literacy
learners. It is not enough to fine-tune the teaching of those skills that were
sufficient thirty years ago. We need teachers who have the vision and
knowledge to prepare their pupils for life in the twenty-first century.

It is clear that the two descriptions of ambitious large-scale initiatives to
achieve this arise from teachers’ experience and are grounded in research
evidence. It is unarguable that those who describe their content are enthu-
siastic and believe in their success. However, it is equally clear that such
initiatives can only be part of the solution. Elfrieda Hiebert, as Greg
Brooks earlier in this volume, reminds us that literacy attainment is also
dependent on economic factors. Allan Luke and Victoria Carrington argue
strongly that literacy teaching needs to engage the needs and interests of
today’s children rather than appearing to hark back to a different era.

Discussion
Developing practice

Ros Fisher



The lack of centralisation and greater autonomy within and between
school districts in the USA results in there being many approaches to
raising literacy standards there. Hiebert contends that these are not based
on untainted research evidence and argues that there should be a co-
ordinated approach to gathering evidence about their efficacy. It is
particularly important that programmes work with those groups of chil-
dren who are not achieving high standards already. However, she also
reminds us that it is not only the content and delivery of the teaching that
counts but social and economic factors have a part to play. She also argues
that ‘what was sufficient for previous generations is not sufficient for the
citizens of the digital age’ (p. 167). She fears that reform efforts widely
used in USA lack clarity both about the underlying literacy processes and
about how to achieve higher levels of literacy. Like Luke and Carrington,
she accuses reformers of harking back to previous standards and previous
methods that were barely sufficient with different children leading
different lives.

The report from the National Commission on Excellence in Elementary
Teacher Preparation for Reading Instruction (NCEETPRI) reviews how the
best teacher preparation programmes in the USA give students more
courses about reading instruction and more opportunities to try out their
teaching in the classroom. The commission has found that first-year
teachers trained on these programmes are much better equipped to relate
the programmes used in their schools to the needs of the children, and
have more confidence in recognising those needs and in adapting
approaches. Here the key seems to be ensuring beginning teachers have
enough subject and pedagogical knowledge and experience to deliver the
programmes, but also the confidence and autonomy to translate a
blueprint into something that fits the beliefs of the teachers and the needs
of the children. The commission found that where beginning teachers had
graduated from programmes that encouraged autonomy, they felt empow-
ered to make informed decisions rather than becoming ‘more like
technicians and assembly line workers, where everyone is accomplishing
the same thing at the same time’ (p. 186).

The different approaches adopted in schools and teacher education
programmes in the USA are in contrast to the large-scale initiatives
described in the three chapters following. The National Literacy Strategy
(NLS) in England and the Early Years Literacy Program (EYLP) in
Victoria, Australia are large-scale initiatives to improve the teaching of
literacy and thereby raise standards. In these programmes, the content and
format of the literacy programme are prescribed and have been taken on
by the vast majority of schools. Both are based on research into literacy
and early test results show evidence of some success. In both the United
Kingdom and Australia, the impact of these initiatives has gone beyond
England and Victoria and they are being adopted in largely similar forms
in other parts of these countries.
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The NLS has aroused considerable interest worldwide with its ambi-
tious aim to ‘change for the better teaching approaches across the entire
education service’ (DfEE, 1997: para 27). Laura Huxford outlines how the
NLS has gone about achieving this aim through an impressive array of
training and support materials for teachers. Her enthusiasm and commit-
ment are obvious and she claims formal and informal evidence of its
success. Teachers report that the framework has helped them (as well as
children) to increase their subject knowledge and the range of texts they
use with children. Huxford also raises the worrying outcome that some
teachers resort to reliance on published materials that use only extracts
from books, resulting in children never getting to enjoy the whole novel or
a text for the pleasure of the text.

My and Maureen Lewis’s research which followed twenty teachers over
the first two years of the NLS show the reality of large-scale reform in an
individual context. We found that there had certainly been changes in the
content and organisation of literacy teaching. Particularly, we found that
the amount of whole class teaching and the range of literacy covered had
increased. However, we also raise questions about the extent to which
teachers are able to make fundamental changes to their teaching when
their beliefs and understandings vary. The use of focused objectives in
teaching is an aspect that most of the teachers in the study thought had
changed how they went about literacy lessons. However, transcripts and
observations of lessons show that not all teachers were able to implement
this teaching as clearly as intended.

NCEETPRI’s concern about teachers being like technicians or assembly
line workers comes to mind here. In the first year of their study, Fisher and
Lewis found that some teachers were worried that their teaching had
become ‘boring or mechanistic’. Others were concerned that the array of
objectives meant that they were trying to cram too much in or were on a
‘whistle stop tour’. However, after two years most teachers had begun to
be able to adapt the objectives and the literacy hour to the needs of their
particular classes.

These two chapters seem to point to the NLS having considerable success
in raising test scores, particularly for reading, although, as the external eval-
uation team point out (Earl et al., 2000), it is too soon to tell whether the
trend of rising scores will continue. Indeed, 2001 national test results show
no further increase in the number of 11-year-olds gaining level 4 in English.
Similar positive trends are evidenced by the Early Years Literacy Program in
Victoria, which shares many similarities with the NLS. It draws on a similar
‘balanced’ approach involving teaching children how to ‘break the code, to
develop the capacity to understand meaning from text, to use texts function-
ally, and to analyse texts critically’. It also adopts a similar system of
pressure and support to ensure schools implement the programme. Bridie
Raban and Gillian Essex describe what the literacy block entails and how
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this has been implemented. They report that Victorian teachers have
responded mostly with enthusiasm and commitment and welcome the
increased amount of time afforded to literacy teaching after a period where
other curriculum areas had taken time away from this.

The main differences between the two approaches seem to be in the
greater amount of time allocated to literacy in the Victorian programme
and also the more overt recognition of the importance of speaking and
listening in EYLP. Raban and Essex report a similar pattern of raised test
scores for reading. Although, the teaching of writing occupies half of the
two-hour literacy block, no results are given for improvement in writing.
As Brooks (this volume) points out, writing is a neglected area in literacy
research. Evidence from national tests in England show that the increases
in scores for English reported by Huxford conceals the fact that scores for
writing have been slower to change.

Alongside their enthusiasm, Raban and Essex warn of the dangers of
the focus on targets and raising test scores. They argue that it is important
that demands at both school and system level are manageable in order to
‘ensure that the focus remains on teaching rather than measuring’.
Huxford reflects this concern in her reference from the external evaluation
report to ‘assessment literacy’ (Earl et al., 2000). They argue that the
public and teachers need to become more assessment literate to be able to
understand the numerical data used to describe the impact of educational
reform. They conclude that teachers need to ‘become less susceptible to
naive conclusions based on numbers and more likely to use sound data as
a basis for improvement planning’ (ibid.: 40).

Notwithstanding the successes claimed by Raban and Essex, and by
Huxford, Luke and Carrington question responses to the need to raise
literacy standards that seem to do little more than provide more literacy
and more training. They argue that what can be described as a ‘focused
and delimited literacy programme’ enables students to achieve baseline
skills, but that such programmes can become disconnected and decontex-
tualised from the rest of the curriculum, from children’s lives and from the
literacy demands of the twenty-first century. Their concerns that teachers
in Harlow had become beguiled by simplistic answers which were more
about management and reliance on pre-packaged materials reflect
concerns raised in other chapters here. They argue that teachers and policy
makers should be thinking more about ‘a re-envisioning of the curriculum,
of students’ needs and life pathways and, indeed, of the kinds of literate
dispositions that might effectively vie for position in the social fields of
globalised capital’ (p. 245). Like Hiebert, they call for a literacy
curriculum that meets the different demands of young people today. They
go beyond Hiebert’s call for support for the ‘acquisition of sophisticated
interpretations’ to a ‘curriculum approach that focuses students’ work
with texts on the analysis of the flows of effects between this time–space
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locality and others’. They argue that literacy should be taught as a means
of building cosmopolitan worldviews and identities (p. 247).

Raising standards of literacy raises all kinds of questions about how
literacy is envisioned, how it is taught and how it is assessed. All of these
questions are essentially interrelated. This section has examined specifically
how teachers teach reading and writing and how research findings and
policy can influence – indeed, dictate – what is taught and how it is taught.
Those involved in the implementation of policy believe strongly in the effi-
cacy of what they are doing. Initial results seem to support these beliefs.
However, the message from this section seems to be a warning that we
should not be satisfied with simple solutions – this includes both those
teachers or schools who rely naively on prepackaged materials or
programmes, and those policy makers who are prepared to implement
programmes without any valid evidence that they will make a difference
with their children in their schools. Teachers clearly need the knowledge,
the support, the resources to teach effectively, but there also seems to be
another dimension to teaching that cannot be scripted. Studies of school
and teacher effectiveness are described by Willinsky (1990: 162) as a ‘peda-
gogy of proficiency’. In fact, classrooms and teachers do not always operate
proficiently – not because of any clear deficiency in themselves but because
of the nature of the task itself. The more control we exert on the content
and format of literacy teaching, the more danger there is that teachers will
rely on simple solutions and lose the ability that those beginning teachers in
excellent programmes described in the NCEETPRI report had to adapt to
meet the needs of the individual children in individual schools.

Having said this, we must also be alert to another form of simple solu-
tion: that of blaming someone else. Luke and Carrington describe how
Harlow teachers were inclined to blame the children, the parents and
indeed themselves for their pupils’ lack of achievement. Programmes such
as the NLS demand high expectations. They do not accept excuses that
children cannot achieve high standards and they have found success
through this. Let us also have high expectations of teachers that, given the
knowledge, the support and the resources, they can have the autonomy to
exercise their professional skill in the choices they make.
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