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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This is the final report for The Making the Links: Integrating Spelling, Vocabulary Development and 

Reading Comprehension project.  The project was designed around a two years and three months 

collaborative learning initiative aimed at helping learning area teachers (Years 7 to 9) incorporate the 

teaching of literacy into their disciplines.  The purpose of the project was to lead instructional 

improvement and bring about change in the ways that literacy across the curriculum is perceived and 

taught in the middle years.  Teachers from a range of learning areas were encouraged to participate 

and, as a result, a cross-section of disciplines was represented by teachers of English, Mathematics, 

Science, Society and Environment, Religious Education, Art/Design/Technology, Drama, Physical 

Education and Media. 

This program combined theory about spelling, vocabulary and reading comprehension development; 

demonstration of how to support spelling, vocabulary and reading comprehension across the 

curriculum; and opportunities to practise with students within their school context.  The project 

approached professional learning as developmental, drawing on the work of Guskey, who suggests 

that “change is primarily an experientially based learning process for teachers” (2002a, p. 384).  It also 

drew heavily from Hattie (2009) and Darling-Hammond & Young (2002) and Darling-Hammond & 

Richardson (2009).  This resulted in a professional learning approach that identified a six step process 

whereby teacher participants were encouraged to engage in a sustained and substantial conversation 

over a considerable length of time.  These steps included: collection and analysis of baseline and 

diagnostic data; identifying areas that required targeted support; challenging teacher assumptions in 

relation to literacy and literacy teaching across the learning areas; extending teacher knowledge 

around literacy and instructional literacy strategies linked to different learning areas; implementing 

structures to extend good literacy learning and practices, and exploring ways of sustaining the change 

process for meaningful and effective pedagogical renewal.  A change that occurred in the 2011 phase 

of the project was the introduction of the mentor teacher role for each participating school.  The 

purpose of this role was to enhance the sustainability of the initiative. 

Assessment data were collected using the Progressive Achievement Tests in Reading – Revised (PAT-

R) (ACER, 2008).  This included pre- and post-test data which were analysed to determine student 

achievement across the 2011 phase of the project.  The overall impression gained from the data was 

that students’ comprehension skills and vocabulary knowledge had improved; however, spelling, 

although slightly improved, continues to provide challenges for both students and teachers.  

The outcomes for the 2011 phase of the Making the Links project highlights a number of ongoing 

challenges, especially in light of the Australian Curriculum, where literacy is recognised as a ‘general 

capability’ across the curriculum (ACARA, 2011a).  Other challenges include continuing to build 

teacher pedagogical knowledge of spelling, vocabulary development and reading comprehension, and 

maintaining the momentum necessary when building a sustainable initiative that supports student 

literacy across the middle years of schooling. 
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1 MAKING THE LINKS FINAL REPORT 

 

In 2009, the Australian Government implemented the Smarter Schools National Partnerships initiative 

as part of a new funding approach that engaged all school systems, including the non-government 

sector, in partnerships to improve educational outcomes for all students, and targeted support to 

students who need it most.  The Australian Government entered into these National Partnerships 

with the Australian states and territories with the goal of addressing disadvantage, improving teacher 

quality, and raising literacy and numeracy outcomes.   

As part of the National Partnerships Literacy Project, the Catholic Education Office of Western 

Australia participated in an action learning project with the University of Western Australia to target 

literacy in the middle years of school.  While the main focus of this project was to help teachers 

explore ways of integrating literacy teaching and learning with content (learning area) teaching in the 

middle years, it also considered ways of engaging teachers in professional learning that involved a 

range of collaborative, practical and professional processes.  A final consideration was the ways in 

which the skills and understandings resulting from participation in the project might be transferred to 

other teachers, thus ensuring the sustainability of transformational processes.  The Making the Links 

project focused on building teacher capacity to support adolescent literacies across the secondary 

school curriculum. 

In order to support the ongoing literacy development of students in secondary classes there is a need 

to review the adolescent literacy reform agenda.  It is often stated that “literacy is the cornerstone of 

student achievement” (Wise, 2009, p.373), suggesting that few things could be more important than 

developing those reading and writing skills that will help students succeed, not only in school, but in 

the wider community.  This message is reinforced through the writing of a number of key researchers 

into adolescent literacy (Fisher & Frey, 2008; Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2002, 2009b; Fisher & Ivey, 2006; 

Heller & Greenleaf, 2007; Kamil, 2003; Moje, 2008; O'Brien, Stewart, & Moje, 1995; Shanahan & 

Shanahan, 2008; Vacca, Vacca, & Mraz, 2011).  An integral component of the Making the Links project 

was to emphasise that when students enter the secondary classroom it is not too late to support 

spelling, vocabulary development and comprehension through carefully planned teaching and 

learning, and that all of these dimensions of literacy are developmental.  Indeed, it should not and 

cannot be expected that students entering secondary school have sufficient knowledge and mastery 

of literacy to support their learning across the curriculum for the rest of their time at school; literacy is 

developmental and literacy learning should continue throughout adolescence and into adulthood.  

 

There are many things that schools and teachers can do to help students of all ages become more 

successful at accessing and representing knowledge across the disciplines.  The ability to read, write 

and think critically is becoming a minimum requirement for everyday life (Heller & Greenleaf, 2007).  
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The Making the Links project was an opportunity for participating schools to begin exploring these 

issues. 

 

IMPACT OF THE AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM ON LEARNING AREA LITERACY 

 

Teachers in Australia, in 2011, found themselves being expected to adopt changes to curriculum at a 

national level (ACARA, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c, 2011d). Inherent in these changes is the idea that 

literacy should be embedded throughout the curriculum, by all teachers, resulting in a need for 

considerable pedagogical change for some teachers. 

Compared to the Western Australian Curriculum Framework (Curriculum Council of Western 

Australia, 1998), the Australian Curriculum appears to demand much more of student learning.  

Certainly, there is a rich variety of content listed for each learning area, but it should be 

acknowledged that the content is not an end in itself. To some extent, the content can be seen as 

accommodating the ideas students might explore in order to develop particular capabilities in English, 

Mathematics, Science and History (ACARA, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c, 2011d).   

 

Following are just some of the capabilities that a group of teachers identified, in the rationales of the 

first four Phase One learning areas to be developed for the Australian Curriculum, as being important: 

 

confident communicators; imaginative thinkers; increasingly sophisticated and refined 

mathematical understanding; fluency, logical reasoning, analytical thought and problem-solving 

skills; critical and creative thinking skills; use scientific methods; critically analyse and interpret 

sources; consider context; respect and explain different perspectives; develop and substantiate 

interpretations. 

 

Not only do the rationales offer some indication of the capabilities that students will develop as a 

result of their engagement with English, Mathematics, Science and History, they also clearly tell us 

that ‘knowledge’ in the Australian Curriculum is not perceived as a set of stable and fixed details, and 

nor is ‘learning’ just about the memorisation of that set of details.  Rather, a very different idea of 

both ‘knowledge’ and ‘learning’ is suggested. 

 

In the Australian Curriculum, ‘knowledge’ can be seen as something that might change.  We are not 

absolutely certain about what we think we know, because what we know grows, develops and is 

adjusted as we experience more of the world.  Such ideas about knowledge are reflected in the words 

of the rationales, such as ‘developing’, ‘refined’, ‘establishing’, ‘change’, ‘transferable’, ‘different’ and 

‘expansion of ideas’.  Such ideas about knowledge also suggest that one thing students must learn is 

how to learn.  Ideas about learning underpinning the Australian Curriculum include the suggestion 
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that learning is a social activity and involves questioning, reflecting, talking and applying.  We see this 

in the rationales through language such as ‘build relationships with others and with the world’, 

‘invention’, ‘create’, ‘making predictions’ and ‘exploration’. 

How do these ideas about knowledge and learning relate to literacy? The Australian Curriculum 

states: “Literacy is central to all learning in school and the ways that students demonstrate their 

learning. Students need to draw on increasingly complex and sophisticated literacy knowledge and 

skills to understand and engage with content across the curriculum” (ACARA, 2011a).  It goes on to 

suggest that literacy knowledge and skills involve developing students’ capacities to access, organise 

and evaluate information - most often involving reading, viewing and listening - and developing their 

abilities to present and communicate information - most often through writing and speaking and, 

increasingly, through the construction of multi-modal texts. Put simply, it is no longer valid to reduce 

a definition of literacy to reading and writing.  

When we refer to literacy we should be thinking about that set of key learning skills that give students 

the capacity to access, process, apply and communicate understandings about concepts in each 

learning area. Even in subjects where learning is necessarily sequential and which have a component 

of learnt information that must be remembered and applied, there are particular skills that can make 

this process of learning, practising, remembering and applying more effective. These are the skills of 

literacy, which relate language learning to content learning and the development of thinking.   

 

The focus of the Making the Links project has been on asking teachers from all learning areas to 

consider a range of literacy instructional strategies that will support the development of meaning-

making skills in the reading and writing of texts specific to their subject. In all areas, the importance of 

strategies to develop students’ control of the learning area discourse was identified as crucial, 

alongside strategies that encourage students to ask questions, make meaning and express ideas about 

the things they read in any subject.  

 

In 2009, five schools participated in the project with the focus being on the provision of workshops, in 

which teachers were presented with information on the importance of developing students’ 

vocabulary knowledge and spelling skills and the impact these literacy dimensions have on learning 

areas.  In 2010, four original schools continued and four new schools joined the project.  During this 

phase, the focus broadened to include not only spelling and vocabulary development, but also 

reading comprehension.  In 2011, eight schools continued, with the emphasis on finding ways to build 

sustainability for the initiative, and this involved the establishment of the mentor teacher role.  By the 

end of 2011, there were six mentor teachers who actively supported teacher participants in the 

project schools.  The mentor teachers were responsible for building capacity in teachers through 

encouraging them to ‘have a go’ at embedding literacy instructional strategies into learning area 

teaching; liaising with university partners, school administrators and teachers; establishing policies 
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within schools that were focused on literacy across the curriculum; and engaging in discussions that 

were occurring at each of the schools on how learning area teachers could engage with the notion of 

literacy as a ‘general capability’, as stated in the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2011a). 

What emerged from ongoing discussion with teachers throughout the two year project was an 

agreement that, regardless of the subject, reading must be seen as a process that involves students in 

predicting, activating background knowledge, clarifying vocabulary, asking questions and adjusting 

understandings, making connections and using new information in different ways. These target skills 

were seen to be essential for students' effective engagement with the body of knowledge that defines 

a learning area.  By identifying these, we were then able to select and discuss strategies that the 

teachers were able to implement to encourage the development of these skills in their students.  

THE NEED TO FOCUS ON LEARNING AREA LITERACY 

 

 “A foundation doesn’t make a house, and basic skills don’t make for high-level competence” (Heller & 

Greenleaf, 2007, p.2). This statement suggests that presuming the ‘basic skills’ acquired in the primary 

years are adequate when working with more complex disciplinary knowledge and texts can be 

problematic.  Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) suggest that, as students move through their school 

years, there is an increasing specialisation in the area of literacy development.  In fact, they argue that 

as students move through the higher levels of secondary school, the literacies become far more 

discipline specific.  This is illustrated in Figure 1.  Shanahan and Shanahan use a pyramid structure to 

represent the increasing specialisation of literacy skills, which could also accurately illustrate the 

declining amount of instructional support for literacy offered as students move through these years of 

schooling (2008, p.46).  Learning area literacy is a critical element of adolescent literacy development 

(Faulkner, 2005).   
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Figure 1: Model of Literacy Progression 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Usually, by upper primary through to lower secondary (Years 6-9), students begin to add more 

sophisticated routines and responses to their reading and writing repertoires (Shanahan & Shanahan, 

2008).    Often these routines and responses are somewhat generic rather than subject specific. Even 

so, research suggests that the teaching of these generic strategies has merit (Fisher et al., 2002) and 

that they can impact on student success (Heller & Greenleaf, 2007).  These strategies are inclusive of 

pre-reading activities such as reviewing vocabulary (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2008; 

Templeton, Bear, Invernizzi, & Johnston, 2010), making predictions (Oczkus, 2003), or identifying text 

features (Fisher et al., 2009b).  These are followed by those activities conducted during reading, for 

example, visualising, notetaking, or completing a graphic organiser (Fisher et al., 2002, 2009b).  

Finally, activities after reading, such as summarising, comparing notes or responding to a set of 

questions, need to be carried out.  Given the complexity of reading material presented to students in 

their first year of secondary school (Year 7/8), it is important that teachers from all learning areas are 

conversant with such strategies.  The Making the Links project ensured that all participant teachers, 

including mentor teachers, were familiar with a range of generic literacy strategies. However, it 

became evident through the life of the project that not all literacy skills were easily transferable.  

Teacher participants found that there was a need to adapt and alter the strategies to fit their specific 

requirements: “[A]dapting strategies has been necessary” (Mentor teacher, School 4).  They 

suggested that, during the project, there was a heightened awareness about the impact of the 

strategies and this effected the way they planned for teaching and learning - “Using them to the 

extent that my whole thinking changed as a result of the exposure to the project discussions…no, I do 

Basic Literacy:  Literacy skills such as decoding and knowledge of high-frequency words that underlie virtually all reading 

tasks. 

Intermediate Literacy:  Literacy skills common to many tasks, including generic comprehension strategies, common word 

meanings, and basic fluency. 

Disciplinary Literacy:  Literacy skills specialized to history, science, mathematics, literature, or other subject matter. 

 

(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008) 

 

Disciplinary 

Literacy 

Intermediate 

Literacy 

Basic Literacy 
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not use the strategies as such but I am much more aware of how I can embed those literacy skills in 

my teaching” (Teacher participant, School 6). It also became evident that it was necessary to alter 

pedagogy - “The process of implementing the strategies required a considerable shift in pedagogy” 

(Mentor teacher, School 4).  Teachers became sensitive to the fact that there was more to learning 

area literacy than a selection of carefully chosen strategies.  In fact, teachers found they had to “sort 

of unravel some of them [literacy strategies], in particular Think Alouds and Reciprocal Teaching” 

(Mentor teacher, School 2).  Unfortunately, in order to ‘unravel’ the above mentioned strategies it is 

necessary for teachers to understand the complexity of the structuring of the instructional processes.  

Focusing on the strategies themselves provided both teachers and students with a task process.  

Unfortunately, instructional frameworks that follow a linear process, often teacher directed, tend to 

suggest to students that learning is a linear process, where in fact through the use of instructional 

strategies that support student inquiry, and those that organise thinking, provides both teachers and 

students with a range of “mental structures or models to support their thinking and learning” (Conley, 

2008, p.90).   

 

Research highlights the need to focus on a combination of word-orientated strategies, as well as 

comprehension-orientated strategies, both of which support comprehension (Pressley, 2006; 

Pressley, Wharton-McDonald, Hampson, & Echevarria, 1998), together with pedagogies that 

encourage active student participation in knowledge building.  Word-orientated strategies include 

building vocabulary through sight word knowledge, morphemic awareness through word building and 

focusing on developing spelling skills; comprehension-orientated strategies are those that activate 

prior knowledge, use prediction, generate questions, encourage clarifying, develop skills in visualising 

as well as summarising complex text to demonstrate understanding. 

 

 

ALTERING PEDAGOGIES TO ACCOMMODATE LITERACY:  THE CHALLENGE 
 

Although the literacy instructional strategies developed through the project seemed to fit well with 

the goals of the National Partnership initiative they were often reluctantly considered, or rejected, by 

teachers from various disciplines because they appeared to represent a competing pedagogy (O'Brien 

et al., 1995).  The literacy instructional focus, for example Think Alouds (Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2009a) 

and Reciprocal Teaching (Oczkus, 2003; Palincsar, 1984, 1986), tend to represent competing 

pedagogies outside the “mainstream of well-established subject disciplines” (O'Brien et al., 1995, p. 

449).  As a result, learning area literacy, which is intended to be embedded across the curriculum, 

competes with all other curriculum, hence the ongoing lament – “No Time!” Learning area literacy 

may continue to be unpopular among some teachers because it tends to blur learning area divisions 

that are deeply embedded in current curriculum approaches (O'Brien et al., 1995). 
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The pedagogic choices made by teachers are often heavily influenced by the context within which 

they plan and teach.  For example, when large amounts of content in restricted amounts of time need 

to be shared, pedagogy is often reduced to ‘telling’ and ‘control’.  Often, the pedagogy of ‘telling’ 

results in a predominance of lecture and recitation to cover content (Vacca et al., 2011), both of 

which ensure that classrooms are run efficiently and productively, albeit in a way that is not always 

conducive to student ‘talk’ and ‘active’ learning.  A recent report by Universities Australia found that, 

in relation to the teaching of Mathematics and Science, it is often done in “an out-dated and 

impractical manner” where “it’s more the teacher talking at you” (Hartmann, 2011) than hands-on 

scientific discovery.  The literacy strategies espoused throughout this project encouraged a greater 

focus on student involvement than is evident in the above mentioned pedagogies (O'Brien et al., 

1995).   

 

Despite the research that foregrounds the importance of learning area literacy, the “teaching 

strategies designed to enhance middle and high school students’ literacy development often go 

unused or under-used in content area classrooms” (Sturtevant & Linek, 2003, p.74).  The question 

remains, why are teachers resistant?  Also, what are the influences that impact on pedagogic choices 

in secondary classrooms?  A number of these influences have been highlighted, and are listed below 

(Bean, 2000; Kaasila & Lauriala, 2010; Moje, 2008; O'Brien et al., 1995; Sturtevant & Linek, 2003): 

• The sociocultural context of the school – what are the challenges presented at the school 

and classroom level that impact on instructional approaches? 

• Teacher belief systems – do they see literacy as important, or something they need to be 

responsible for? 

• Teacher decision making processes – what teachers espouse as good teaching (Sturtevant & 

Linek, 2003) may not be reflected in their classroom instruction (Bean, 2000). 

Alongside these influences are a number of “dilemmas” (Sturtevant & Linek, 2003, p.75) that interfere 

with attempts to increase the use of learning area literacy in secondary classrooms.  These are: 

• Time constraints 

• Rigid curriculum 

• Inflexible assessment regimes, including high stakes testing (National Assessment Program – 

Literacy and Numeracy [NAPLAN], Western Australian Certificate of Education [WACE]) 

• The potential clash between literacy instructional approaches and traditional learning area 

approaches. 

The goals and approaches to learning area literacy instruction through pre-service and in-service 

professional learning  are “paradoxical” (O'Brien et al., 1995, p. 450).  On the one hand there is 

encouragement to embrace a range of literacy strategies, infusing these into existing pedagogy and 

curriculum, without jeopardising curriculum coverage.  In fact, this requires teachers to adjust the 

way they work within the narrow focus of their disciplinary knowledge, albeit a knowledge that is 

highly classified and strongly framed (Bernstein, 1996).  Highly classified curriculum is where the 
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boundaries between subjects are strongly maintained and where certain approaches to knowledge 

building are established.  Weakly classified curriculum would be where integration between learning 

areas occurs and this could be evident where a selection of generic literacy strategies are used across 

the curriculum.  Pedagogic choices that are strongly framed suggest that the teacher is in control of 

the selection, transmission, organisation, pacing and timing of what is to be learnt.  In a secondary 

classroom learning area knowledge is specialised and mandated (highly classified, subject 

specialisations); pedagogic choices are characterised as something that is ‘done’ to learners (Love, 

2011; O'Brien et al., 1995; van Manen, 1990) and controlled by teachers (strongly framed) (Bernstein, 

1996).  This is often referred to as Pedagogical Content Knowledge (Darling-Hammond, 2006; 

Shulman, 1986) and, in the case of secondary teachers, this knowledge is highly specialised (Conley, 

2008; Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).   

 

On the other hand, there is an equally compelling argument that suggests content area literacy should 

not only be about a range of well researched literacy strategies, but that these strategies need to be 

presented in conjunction with a number of alternative teaching methods, such as cooperative 

learning (O'Brien et al., 1995), group discussion through Reciprocal Teaching (Oczkus, 2003; Palincsar, 

1984, 1986), developing thinking skills through the Think Aloud (Fisher et al., 2009b).  In fact, this 

alludes to the need to develop Literacy Pedagogical Content Knowledge (LPCK) (Love, 2011) in 

conjunction with curricular specialisation as a way of supporting adolescent learners; LPCK highlights 

the importance of scaffolding academic learning through knowledge about language, both spoken and 

written. 

 

Infusing content area literacy instruction into learning area curriculum and pedagogy has continued to 

meet with resistance in secondary classrooms regardless of a number of compelling arguments in 

support of such an initiative (O'Brien et al., 1995).  One such argument for reshaping content area 

instruction is focused on the need to improve literacy, or more specifically reading proficiency, 

amongst young adolescents: “Between PISA 2000 and PISA 2009, reading performance improved in 

13 countries, declined in 4 and was unchanged in 21.  Among the countries that performed above 

OECD average in 2000, Korea’s reading scores improved, while those of Australia, Ireland and Sweden 

declined” (OECD, 2009, p. 32).  Despite the growing need for students to be able to access 

information from a range of ‘texts’
i
, assessment data suggest that adolescents today read no better, 

and perhaps marginally worse, than a decade ago (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).  Despite Australia’s 

position (9
th

 out of OECD countries), and being well above the OECD average (OECD, 2009), a large 

number of students in their middle years either struggle with reading generally or do not have 

sufficient control over the subject specific literacies they need if they are to succeed.  As a result, both 

nationally and internationally, there have been calls for teachers to address the literacy demands that 

are “specific to their content areas” (Heller & Greenleaf, 2007, p.8). 
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2 BUILDING A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY  

The past decade has seen the introduction of various educational reforms around the world that have 

encouraged the view that professional development or professional learning for teachers is highly 

important in effecting change in student outcomes (UNESCO, 2002).  This view is reflected in a 

growing realisation, underpinned by research, that of all the variables at the school level that can be 

manipulated to produce increased student growth in learning, the teacher is the most important 

(Brophy & Good, 1986; Darling-Hammond & Young, 2002; Hattie, 2009).  Nevertheless, there is some 

debate as to the effectiveness of professional development for practising teachers (Cohen & Hill, 

2000; Leu et al., 2011; Timperley, 2008; UNESCO, 2002).  

As Hattie (2009) has pointed out in examining the effectiveness of professional development, the 

outcomes of interest in research studies have varied as to whether they focus on the teacher or the 

students.  Outcomes of professional development programs have been classified in terms of: teacher 

reaction to the program in terms of their feelings; teacher learning from the program; teacher change 

in behaviour as a result of the program; and student outcomes (Wade, 1985).  Hattie (2009) found 

that professional development is most likely to change teacher learning, with somewhat less effect (in 

descending order) on teachers’ behaviour, teachers’ reactions (feelings), and student outcomes.  

These findings most likely reflect the fact that effective professional development is a complex and 

lengthy process that takes place over time and includes a number of highly important variables, all of 

which may interact in different ways in different contexts.   

 

Guskey (2002a) has also studied the professional development process in terms of teacher change, 

which is gradual and difficult to achieve. His view is that teacher change was traditionally thought to 

be the result of the introduction of innovations, such as teaching strategies or new curriculum by 

professional development leaders.  Accordingly, any ensuing change in teachers’ attitudes and beliefs 

would result in changes in their classroom behaviours and practices, which would in turn result in 

improved student outcomes.  The work of Guskey (2002a), Hattie (2009) and Darling-Hammond and 

Young (2002) has been instrumental in providing the structure for the Making the Links project.  The 

structuring of the professional learning process has considered the following variables when 

developing an approach to professional learning focused on literacy across the curriculum: 

1. Professional learning should occur over an extended time period 

2. University colleagues and other external experts should work in collaboration with 

teachers in schools 

3. Time must be spent deepening teacher knowledge about literacy 

4. Teachers need to see an impact of the initiative on student learning  

5. Prevailing assumptions need to be challenged 

6. A professional community of practice needs to evolve over the life of the project – PLC’s 
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7. The school leadership needs to support the work of the project 

8. Teacher participants need funded release time to engage with the initiative.  (Hattie, 

2009) 

In 2011, mentor teachers became an additional aspect of the Professional Learning Communities 

(PLCs). This group met regularly for the purposes of learning, planning, and problem solving with a 

specific focus on building the evidence base of what works to improve literacy outcomes within their 

schools. Each meeting of the PLC offered time for reflection, inquiry into best practice and learning by 

doing.  

REFLECTION 

 

Members of the PLC were encouraged to share their reflections about the activities undertaken to 

improve their students’ performance in literacy. The PLCs offered a forum in which they were able to 

share articles, strategies and resources. Often, as a result of these reflections, the team members 

were able to: determine areas in which additional learning (for themselves) would be helpful; invite 

consultants to assist them in acquiring necessary knowledge or skills, or to work with them to up-skill 

others in their schools;  and initiate literacy related conversations with Principals/Heads of Learning.  

INQUIRY INTO EFFECTIVE PRACTICE 

 

The group’s commitment to the literacy learning of all students was strengthened through 

conversations to clarify what skills/understandings students must be given the opportunity to 

develop and how these might be addressed within the context of the secondary classroom and across 

different learning areas, in ways that were  seen to complement learning area content rather than 

‘compete’ with it. 

 

Analysis of data gathered from baseline testing in all project schools (completed at the beginning of 

the year) allowed participants to create a school profile based on current levels of student 

achievement. They asked vital questions around the data in order to identify new skills and 

capabilities students needed to learn. They discussed how the data, “[M]ade us question some of the 

assumptions we had made about the students”, and how, “[A]s a result of the data that we gathered 

from the diagnostic spelling test, we decided on one strategy that would help those students 

performing at the lower stanine”. 

 

The participants became involved in conversations around the ways in which the inconsistent style of 

language operating in society is magnified in the secondary classroom, how spelling seems to be less 

important in the minds of students and, possibly, even teachers, as well as how students in the 

secondary context do not seem to have a great curiosity about language.  Conversations also formed 
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around the focus given to ‘content’ in many learning areas, which means that those skills of literacy 

that engage students in thinking, talking and creating are sometimes overlooked in the urgency to ‘get 

through’ the curriculum.  As explained by one mentor: 

The focus for first term was to embed strategies into the Year 8 program. In the 

program we’ve got time allocated for working on vocabulary, intervention strategies for 

spelling and explicit grammar. The intention was that these strategies would, ideally, be 

tied into what is happening in the rest of the curriculum, but it’s probably more realistic 

to say that teachers get to these strategies once a week and probably in ways that do 

not contextualise the learning for students.  Mentor teacher, School 5 

Working together to build shared knowledge about the goals of literacy learning in the secondary 

context, to identify the problems associated with establishing ways of achieving these goals, and by 

sharing research-based strategies being used to achieve goals and meet the needs of students, 

became an established way for this team to work and learn together. 

LEARNING BY DOING AND TALKING 

 

Underpinning this part of the meetings of the PLC was the understanding that, if a school is to 

become more effective in helping all students learn, the teachers in the school must also be 

continually learning.  Therefore, time at each PLC was dedicated to focusing on new researched-

based literacy strategies.  The aim was not simply to introduce the strategy but to actively engage 

participants in experimenting with it, discussing possible applications within the secondary classroom 

and/or within specific learning areas.  The approach was consistently action orientated as well as 

assessment based.  Those participants who decided to use a particular strategy as the basis of a mini 

action learning project before the next meeting knew the importance of establishing ways of 

collecting tangible data to suggest how the strategy might contribute to purposeful improvement for 

student learning.  Mentor teachers were encouraged to film the literacy strategies being used in 

different classrooms and this footage became the catalyst for further discussion of and inquiry into 

the strengths and weaknesses of particular approaches. 

 

Like all PLCs, this one was fuelled by a commitment to explore better ways to achieve particular goals.  

The mentor teachers who made up the learning community gathered evidence of current levels of 

student learning, shared ideas and developed strategies to build on areas of need in the literacy 

learning of secondary students, implemented strategies and were engaged in analysing the impact of 

these strategies to discover what was effective and what was not.  As a corollary of this, the 

participants also began to examine the results to discover strengths and weaknesses in their 

individual teaching, and, as a community, were willing to share this with others.  
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3 A MIXED METHOD INVESTIGATION  

AIM 

The purpose of the Making the Links project has been to investigate the impact content area literacy 

strategies has on cross curricula teaching and learning.  This study has evolved over two years and 

three months and went through the following phases: 

1. Phase 1 - 2009/Term 4 

Pilot Project focused on spelling assessment and instruction. 

2. Phase 2 - 2010 

Engaging classroom teachers in the effective implementation of a range of well-researched 

literacy instructional practices to support spelling, vocabulary development and reading 

comprehension. 

3. Phase 3 - 2011 

Development of the mentor teacher role in each of the participating schools, plus ongoing 

support for participating classroom teachers in the application and evaluation of a range of 

literacy instructional practices to support spelling, vocabulary development and reading 

comprehension. 

 

Phase 3 (2011) of the project was designed to build a capacity within school communities to sustain 

the changes to both curriculum design and pedagogy focused on literacy across the curriculum and it 

is this aspect that is the focus of this final report.  All phases of the project were designed to take 

account of research-based practice in the areas of both literacy teaching and professional 

development for teachers.  The impetus for the third phase was, once again, the availability of 

partnership funding from the Federal government, linked to the desire to support a small number of 

secondary schools in improving literacy outcomes for middle years students. Phase 3 continued the 

collaborative learning initiative involving researchers from the Graduate School of Education at the 

University of Western Australia, a consultant from the Catholic Education Office, as well as eight 

mentor teachers and a range of teacher participants from each of the nominated Catholic secondary 

schools across the Perth metropolitan area.  The number of teacher participants for each school 

ranged from School 4 where all teachers were involved, to School 3, where all teachers of Years 8 and 

9 were participating through to School 6 where three teachers were engaging with the initiative. The 

very nature of secondary school literacy instruction, as highlighted by the Making the Links project, is 

that there are multiple ways of engaging with the initiative; no single approach is appropriate for all 

schools. 
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METHODOLOGY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In describing the present study, we borrowed from the Formative Experimental methodology 

(Reinking & Bradley, 2008; Reinking, Malloy, A., & Robbins, 2007; Reinking & Watkins, 2000); a 

methodology designed to improve interventions/innovations (Faulkner et al., 2010; Oakley, 2003; 

Patton, 1990; Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  This methodology encourages a kind of developmental or 

action research where researchers and practitioners, particularly teachers, collaborate in the design, 

implementation, and analysis of changes in practice (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  In this case, the 

innovations and interventions were aimed at improving the teaching of spelling, the building of 

vocabulary knowledge and the explicit use of reading comprehension strategies with selected Year 7 

and 8 students.  The framework used by the Making the Links project was inclusive of a number of 

components of designing, conducting, and reporting, which were influenced by the work of Reinking 

and Watkins (2000, p.388).  These components included: 

1. Identifying a pedagogical goal and offering a theoretical justification for its value 

2.  Determining the instructional interventions that have the potential to meet the pedagogical 

goal 

3. Identifying factors that inhibit or advance the effectiveness of the interventions towards 

meeting the pedagogical goal 

4. Modifying the interventions and implementations to more efficiently address the 

pedagogical goal 

5. Recording changes in the instructional environment resulting from the interventions 

6. Recognising unanticipated positive and negative effects of the interventions – factors that 

constrain or support the initiatives. 

A key aspect of this methodology is that participants use information from the field to improve 

practice and this was evident when conducting interviews with teachers who participated throughout 

Phase 3 in 2011.  The methodology allowed for a combination of qualitative and quantitative data. 

This data included both an analysis of teacher discussion and open-ended questionnaire responses 

about teaching interventions linked to spelling, vocabulary and reading comprehension, as well as 

transcriptions of teacher presentations outlining how their involvement in the project impacted on 

their pedagogy within their learning areas.  The quantitative data included the pre- and post-testing of 

spelling, vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension that provided statistical information 

focused on student achievement and growth over time. 
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RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

PEDAGOGICAL GOAL AND SIGNIFICANCE 

 

The present study addressed the following pedagogical goal: The need to improve literacy standards in 

lower secondary school classrooms through embedding literacy instructional strategies into learning 

area teaching.  The significance of this goal is linked to improved student outcomes and 

improved/altered teaching practices. 

 

A number of guiding questions were developed to help explore the pedagogical goal and responses to 

these are found in Section 5 of this report.   

1. What happens when a mentor-based professional learning program is put into place to 

encourage and support literacy across the middle school curriculum? 

2. How might ‘student growth’ in spelling, vocabulary and reading comprehension be affected 

when such a program is put into place? 

3. How do participating teachers and mentors perceive the professional learning program and 

pedagogical renewal associated with it? 

 

PARTICIPANTS 

It was considered important to involve schools from a wide range of contexts in order to observe the 

transferability of the processes undertaken by the participants.  Accordingly, when choosing schools 

to approach, the project team considered student demographics (single sex or co-educational), socio-

economic status (Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage [ICSEA]) of schools, number of 

students enrolled, and the curriculum being implemented (International Baccalaureate [IB] or the 

current Western Australian Curriculum Framework).  Table 1 provides details of each of the school 

participants.  Case studies have been developed for Schools 1-6 and included in this final report. 

 

Table 1: Participant Schools 

Participant Schools Students Total enrolment Location Curriculum being implemented 

School 1 Co-ed 1200 Metropolitan IB 

School 2 Co-ed 977 Outer-Metropolitan CF 

School 3 Co-ed 1280 Outer-Metropolitan CF 

School 4 Co-ed 150 Metropolitan CF 

School 5 Co-ed 960 Metropolitan CF 

School 6 Single sex 1257 Metropolitan IB 

School 7 Co-ed 1356 Metropolitan CF 

School 8 Co-ed 794 Metropolitan CF 

Note: CF = Curriculum Framework; IB = International Baccalaureate 
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THE INSTRUCTIONAL INTERVENTION 

The interventions investigated in the Making the Links project were a range of word-orientated and 

comprehension-orientated instructional strategies.  Word-orientated strategies included a focus on 

spelling and vocabulary (Bear et al., 2008; Templeton et al., 2010); comprehension-orientated 

strategies were those that focused on prior knowledge, prediction, questioning, clarifying, visualising 

and summarizing focusing on Think Alouds (Fisher et al., 2009a) and Reciprocal Teaching (Oczkus, 

2003; Palincsar, 1984, 1986).   

 

PHASES OF PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 

 

Researchers followed a six phase model of implementation and review.  

 

Figure 2:  Model of Professional Learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 illustrates the professional learning model implemented by the researchers and links well 

with the theoretical framework that is representative of the Formative Experimental methodology.  

The model, which draws from the work of Guskey (2002), Hattie (2009) and Darling-Hammond and 

Young (2002), comprised a six step process, attending to the eight key variables necessary for 

successful professional development of teachers.  Teacher participants were encouraged to engage in 

sustained professional learning.  

• 2009 – 3 months  (5 schools) 

• 2010 – 11 months (4 existing schools plus 4 new schools) 

• 2011 – 11 months (8 continuing schools) 

During the third stage of the researching process (2011) the six step phases of investigation were 

repeated; however, a great deal of effort was expended helping schools to develop a structure that 

would sustain the change process in each school.   

DATA GATHERING METHODS 

 

A number of qualitative and quantitative data gathering methods were employed in this project. 

Qualitative Data 

1. Pre-project Questionnaire administered to both mentor teachers and teacher participants 

from each of the schools 

Step 1: 

Collecting data: 

analysing data. 

Step 3: 

Challenging 

teachers’ 

assumptions. 

Step 4: 

Extending teacher 

knowledge 

around literacy 

and literacy 

instructional 

strategies. 

Step 5: 

Implementing 

structures to 

extend good 

literacy learning 

practices. 

Step 6 : 

Sustaining 

the change 

process for 

pedagogical 

renewal. 

Step 2: 

Feedback 

and critical 

discussion. 



 

19 | P a g e  

 

2. Ongoing data collection (notes made of mentors’ questions and responses) during meetings 

3. Individual Interviews – mentor teachers plus teacher participants 

4. Focus Group Interviews – Some mentor teachers, teacher participants or school 

administration 

5. Classroom Observations: 

a. University researcher observes teaching practice. 

b. Creation of video clips to show teaching practice. 

Quantitative Data 

1. Pre- and Post- assessment data focused on Spelling, Vocabulary and Reading 

Comprehension.  The project used The Progressive Achievement Tests in Reading (PAT-R): 

Comprehension, Vocabulary and Spelling (ACER, 2008). 

The Making the Links project conducted pre- and post-testing in the participating schools during 

March/April and November/December 2011, in order to gather information about the students’ 

achievement at the beginning of the professional development program and at the end of the school 

year. PAT-R – Spelling, Vocabulary and Comprehension (ACER, 2008) were used for this purpose, as 

they are widely used in Australia and are valid and reliable. The results of the testing are reported 

using stanines, which are derived from percentile ranks. The percentile ranks are divided into nine 

sub-divisions which are called stanines and these are represented by the digits 1 to 9. Schools find 

stanines particularly useful as they are easily interpreted and provide information that is helpful for 

grouping students. The following table provides descriptions of students’ performance for each 

stanine group. 

 

Stanine category and description Stanine 

9 Very high 

8 High 

7 Above average 

6 High average 

5 Average 

4 Low average 

3 Below average 

2 Low 

1 Very low 

 

Table 2:  Stanine Category and Description (ACER, 2008, p. 83) 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 

The quantitative approach employed standard statistical methods with student assessment data in 

using the standardised literacy assessment  PAT-R (ACER, 2008).  The qualitative data was taken from 

teacher interviews, questionnaire responses and lesson observation both actual and virtual (video 

clips). 
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Quantitative Data Analysis 

 

The initial assessment data was gathered at the beginning of Term 1, 2011.  The final assessment data 

was gathered in Term 4 of 2011.  Accordingly, there was a period of eight to nine months between 

pre- and post-assessment, a relatively short time-frame that needs to be taken into consideration 

when interpreting the results.  In the following reporting of the students’ achievement at the two 

points in time, their stanine results are shown in the form of bar graphs for whole year data.  At the 

whole year level data, the analysis involved examining the shift in distribution from the pre-test to 

post-test against the expected distribution.  Whilst all stanine groupings are shown, the data are 

interpreted in the text mostly in terms of three groups of students: those at stanines 1 to 4 (expected 

proportion at each year level 40%); those at stanines 5 to 6 (expected proportion at each year level 

37%); and those in stanines 7 to 9 (expected proportion at each year level 23%).  The reason for 

reporting on these groupings is that they are generally indicative of the varying student literacy needs 

within a middle school classroom.  Those at the lowest 4 levels (1-4), who are described as ‘very low’ 

to ‘low average’ will have difficulty in working with all but the most basic classroom texts and will 

need very targeted instruction and practice in comprehension, vocabulary and spelling to help them 

access and create content area texts at their year level.  Those at the next two levels (5-6), ‘average’ 

to ‘high average’, should generally be able to work with basic content area texts but will also benefit 

from targeted instruction and practice to raise the level of their understanding and skills.  Those at the 

highest three levels (7-9), ‘above average’ to ‘very high’ will need extension that consolidates their 

existing understanding and skills and provides further challenge.  The reporting of student 

achievement is found in Section 4 of this report (Case Studies). 

Qualitative Data Analysis 

 

The qualitative data was analysed using constant comparative analysis (Miles & Hubermann, 1984) for 

data reduction and the development of descriptive categories.  For example, in response to questions 

found on page 17 of this report the following categories emerged. 

 

Research Questions Category Descriptors 

What happens when a mentor-based 

professional learning program is put 

into place to encourage and support 

literacy across the middle school 

curriculum? 

Impact of mentor role. Mentor as linchpin. 

Mentor as team builder. 

Mentor as Literacy Leader. 

Mentor as outsider. 

How might ‘student growth’ in spelling, 

vocabulary and reading comprehension 

be affected when such a program is put 

into place? 

Impact on student 

literacy growth. 

Assessment data provides 

evidence. 

Targeted teaching is time well 

spent. 
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Literacy supports content 

learning. 

Literacy as an add-on. 

How do participating teachers and 

mentors perceive the professional 

learning program and pedagogical 

renewal associated with it? 

Teacher perceptions of 

Learning Area Literacy 

Factors that constrain. 

Factors that support. 
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4 CASE STUDIES 

 

Throughout 2010 the objective of the project was to provide classroom teachers from across learning 

areas with a selection of well researched strategies that support spelling, vocabulary development 

and reading comprehension.  In order to achieve this and to measure the success of the project and 

the recommended strategies, the PAT-R Vocabulary, Spelling and Comprehension tests were 

administered to the classes of participating teachers at the beginning of the year and again at the end 

of the year.  During the year the teachers participated in eight half day workshops.  Again, these 

focused on building teacher understanding of, and confidence in using, a range of strategies to 

enhance their students’ literacy skills.  It should be noted that, at the end of the year, two of the 

schools did not participate in the end of year testing due to lack of time in their timetable. 

 

In 2011, the eight schools that had participated in 2010 continued.  However, two of the schools did 

not participate fully, one did not carry out any testing in the year and participated in professional 

learning to a very limited extent, and the other did not conduct end of year testing and, again, 

participated in very little of the professional learning opportunities provided as part of the project.  It 

needs to be noted, however, that university researchers visited both schools on a number of 

occasions to meet with school administrators and classroom teachers and to provide informal 

professional learning.   

 

2011 saw a shift in focus and a change in the delivery of the professional learning.  Rather than 

providing professional learning workshops for all participating teachers, a mentor teacher role was 

created at each school and it was these mentor teachers who engaged in professional learning 

through participating in five half day workshops.  They then worked within their schools to build a 

team who would help to develop a school specific strategy to support their students’ literacy learning.   

 

In the following pages there are six Case Studies.  A brief overview of the project in each of the 

schools in 2010 is given followed by more detailed accounts of each of the schools’ participation in 

the project in 2011.  In addition, mentor teachers were asked to plot their school’s progression along 

the professional learning model continuum presented in 

Section 3 of this report.  The professional learning model 

that informed the project was drawn from the work of key 

researchers in the field of professional development for 

teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Darling-Hammond & 

Richardson, 2009; Darling-Hammond & Young, 2002; 

Guskey, 2000; 2002a, 2002b; Hattie, 2009; Mayer & Lloyd, 

2011).  Figure 3 illustrates the way this information is 

presented at the beginning of each case study.   

                                                                               

Figure 3: Progression along the 

Professional Learning Model         
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SCHOOL 1 

School Profile: 

The school was established 27 years ago. It is co-educational, caters 

for students from Years 7 to 12, and has an annual Year 7 intake of 

200.  There is a focus on providing for the academic and spiritual 

growth of the students.  This is supported through a range of 

academic and pastoral programs and specialist facilities including: 

the Education Support Centre; the Learning Centre, which provides 

Intensive Literacy and Numeracy Program; the Enrichment and 

Extension Program, and the International Baccalaureate Middle 

Years Program (IBMYP).  In 2009, the school established a Middle 

School 1:1 laptop program to further support student learning.  The 

school also provides a wide range of extra-curricular activities. 

 

The Project at the School: 

The school has been involved in the Making the Links project since 

term 4, 2009.  In 2009, the main focus was spelling.  This smaller 

pilot project was the precursor for the larger undertaking in 2010 

and 2011. In 2009 two key teachers were involved and both were 

working with Year 7 and 8 students.  They decided to administer 

the diagnostic spelling assessment, which was being trialled in this 

phase to one group of Year 7 students rather than across the whole 

Year 8 cohort.  Both teachers used the pilot project to become 

familiar with the assessment and teaching of spelling before 

embarking on a larger process involving vocabulary development 

and reading comprehension. 

 

In 2010 two teachers of English participated in a number of 

professional development sessions, one of these participants was 

involved in 2009.  Forty eight Year 8 students were tested at the 

beginning of 2010: however, the end of year testing was not 

conducted and so it was not possible to draw any conclusions about 

improvement in the students’ literacy skills.   

 

In early 2011, two Year 8 classes were tested using the PAT-R 

Reading test materials.  These students plus 340 additional Year 8 

students were also tested in October.  The larger number of 

Number of Students Enrolled: 

1200 

Curriculum: International 

Baccalaureate 

Years on Project: 2.3 Years 

Number of Teachers 

Participating: 18 

Number of Students Tested: 60 

Number of PDs Conducted:  

2009 – 4 

2010 – 8 

2011 – 3 

Mentor teacher Sessions 

Attended: 3 

Progression Along the 

Professional Learning Model: 

 

 

4: Extending teacher 

knowledge around 

literacy and literacy 

instructional strategies 
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students being tested in October was as a result of a renewed energy and focus on the literacy needs 

of the students.  At the same time, 18 teachers were involved in a whole day PD to provide them with 

strategies that could be used in supporting the students’ literacy skills development.  This resulted in 

teachers from across the curriculum engaging in the development of materials and lesson plans that 

were designed to increase students’ awareness of and engagement with literacy. 

 

2011 Data: 

The data for the school falls into three categories - Year 7 students who sat one test in October 2011, 

Year 8 students who sat one test in October 2011, and Year 8 students who were tested in February 

and October 2011.  Although there is no comparative data showing growth over the year for the first 

two groups of students, this test data can be used for comparison if the school undertakes testing at 

the end of 2012 as they have indicated they will do.  Further, it is informative to compare the 

students’ level of achievement at the end of the year against the national standard (expected levels of 

achievement), and this is clearly illustrated on the graphs presented below. 

 

Year 7s with only one test 

 

 

Comprehension 

It can be seen in the first graph that towards the end of the school year (Term 4, 2011), in terms of 

reading comprehension, the majority (67%) of the Year 7 students achieved scores at stanines 4 to 6, 

that is in the low average to high average range, and is much higher than the national average (54%). 

A further 22% of students achieved scores at stanines 7 to 9 (expected proportion 23%).  These test 

results indicate that there has been a focus on teaching reading comprehension in a considered and 

deliberate way - “We have focused on reading skills, a whole unit … everyone really likes reciprocal 
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teaching – a huge success” (Mentor teacher).  

 

Vocabulary 

It can be seen in the second graph that towards the end of the school year (Term 4, 2011), in terms of 

vocabulary development, the majority (76%) of the Year 7 students achieved scores at stanine 4-7, 

that is in the low average to above average range, and is much higher than the national average 

(63%).  These test results indicate that vocabulary development has been given a high priority through 

planning and teaching when working with a range of texts. 

 

Spelling 

The third graph indicates that towards the end of the school year (Term 4, 2011), in terms of spelling, 

the majority (63%) of the Year 7 students achieved scores at stanines 5-7, that is in the average to 

above average range.  Considering spelling is the one area that has been the most difficult in which to 

influence change this is an extremely impressive achievement. 

 

Year 8s with only one test 

In this case the October 2011 test data for comprehension, vocabulary and spelling will be compared 

with the national standards. 

 

 

Comprehension 

The comprehension graph for the Year 8 cohort indicates that overall the students were achieving at 

or better than the national average.  This is particularly evident between stanine 6 to 9 (51%) where 

half achieved in the range from high average to very high – national average is 40%.  Teachers have 
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“actively changed their teaching, for example, when I ask students to take notes I actually say – today 

we are going to do the four door strategy, or the INSERT (Annandale, Bindon, Handley, Johnston, & 

Lockett, 2004) strategy for our note-taking. I do not let them choose or decide, I am more specific” 

(Participant teacher). 

 

Vocabulary 

The vocabulary results shown in the second graph indicate that 78% of the students in the Year 8 

cohort tested in October 2011 were achieving in the range of stanines 5-9 - from average to very high.  

There was a small number of students performing at stanines 2-4 (22%), indicating the continuing 

need for vocabulary development to be supported through explicit teaching and careful planning.   

 

Spelling 

The spelling results highlighted in the third graph suggest that there is a cohort of students in the Year 

8 group tested that require targeted support.  A small number (23%) were found performing at 

stanines 1-4.  Although better than the national average (39%), those students who are performing at 

these lower stanines are a cause for concern.  On the other hand, there was a substantial number of 

students performing in the range of stanines 5-9 (68%), with the majority achieving at stanine 7 

(above average). 

 

Year 8s who sat two tests 
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Comprehension 

The pre- and post- data illustrated in the first graph indicates that there has been growth in 

comprehension skills.  This is particulary obvious at stanines 5 and 6.  Initially, the majority of the 

students were achieving at stanine 5 (38%).  The post-test results saw 24% achieving at stanines 5 and 

27% achieving at stanine 6.  The post-test results show a gradual movement towards the higher 

stanines (5-9).   

 

Vocabulary 

The second graph represents the growth that occurred across the academic year (March-October) in 

vocabulary knowledge. The pre-test results placed students in the range of stanines 3-5; the post-test 

data placed the students in the range of stanines 4-8.   

 

Spelling 

The graph representing the spelling achievement of one of the Year 8 classes highlights a number of 

significant issues.  The first being the percentage of students at the lower stanines (1-4) at the 

beginning of the year – 54% were operating at very low levels.  A second concern highlighted through 

the pre-test data was the absence of students operating at stanines 8 and 9.  This would suggest that 

spelling continues to be given minimal focus in teaching and learning plans across the learning areas, 

although it is acknowledged that improvement in spelling can take a long time to develop. 

 

Reflections on the Project: 

Although the school has been involved since 2009, staff considered that the project was really just 

starting in term 3 of 2011.  There was a great deal of enthusiasm and excitement around the renewed 

engagement with a focus on literacy in the school and a number of teachers (18) from across the 

curriculum.  Within this, there is an understanding of the importance of integrating literacy strategies 

across the curriculum.  One reason for this increased interest is the implementation of the Australian 

Curriculum as there is a stated literacy component across all subjects and it can no longer be ignored.  

Another reason given for the change in attitude to literacy at the school is the NAPLAN and the fact 

that this makes the school accountable for their students’ literacy results.  Also, it is believed that a 

strong focus on literacy will fit well with the International Baccalaureate curriculum structure which is 

used in the school.  It should be noted that both the Year 7 and Year 9 2010 NAPLAN literacy results 

for the school indicated that the students performed slightly above both the state and national mean. 

 

There is now a recognition in the school that supporting the development of the students’ literacy 

skills is not just the responsibility of the Making the Links mentor teacher or of the English teachers, 

though for much of the year this was the view of many of the teachers and administrative staff.  This 

understanding needs to be backed up by a shift in approaches and actions by all staff in the school 
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and although this is an ongoing challenge there has been some progress in this regard.  For some staff 

this recognition has been followed by a realisation that they themselves were not taught the requisite 

skills (for example, good note-taking skills – the underlying structure of good notes).  Participation in 

the Making the Links project has not only benefited the students but has also allowed teachers to 

develop their own literacy skills and they now have a greater awareness of their students’ needs.   

 

There is still some resistance, however, from a number of teachers who are not enthusiastic about 

participating in ongoing professional learning and do not feel that the development of literacy skills is 

their responsibility.  It will take time to change the culture in the schools and this links with 

developing a whole school approach to ensure that the students perceive that all teachers have a 

focus on literacy and that they receive support from all of their teachers.  Another challenge was that 

the teachers at this school viewed literacy support as being additional to, and not part of, the 

curriculum content that they are required to deliver.   

 

One senior member of staff suggested that the Making the Links project had been a blessing as it was 

a catalyst for the whole school becoming involved.  This individual commented that “Literacy is a 

great catalyst because it is common to all learning areas” (Participant teacher), and highlighted the 

importance of getting all the staff involved and for there to be more sharing of strategies and ideas 

among staff members.   

 

It is felt that with the newly formed literacy team, this will be possible and there is a great sense of 

enthusiasm and possibilities going into 2012.  It has been recognised that there needs to be a strong 

focus on literacy from the beginning of the year and that it is an important part of the conversation in 

any planning that takes place.  The school is now keen to take ownership of this and, although they 

appreciate the support provided by the Making the Links team, they recognise that they need to take 

control and develop a plan and a range of strategies that work for their student cohort. 

 

Although the formalised whole school focus on literacy did not occur until later in the year, it was 

evident from the data that there were individual pockets of careful and deliberate teaching paying 

attention to comprehension in particular and vocabulary and spelling to a lesser extent.  In addition to 

these individual endeavours, and following a professional learning day involving 18 teachers that was 

conducted in term 3 of 2011, a number of teachers began using a range of suggested strategies 

including graphic organisers, the four door strategy, think alouds and reciprocal teaching.  One 

teacher reported that through using these strategies her teaching became much more focused and 

targeted and that the students quickly assimilated these strategies.  On this, she commented, “Kids 

take notes all the time but in fact they do not know how to structure their notes. They need 

scaffolding”.  The teacher had observed an improvement in the quality of the students’ work, but 

noted, “We have not got to the point where we are getting the students to use the strategies 
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independent of instruction yet” (Participant teacher).  One innovation that emerged as a result of the 

focus on reading comprehension was the development of a ‘Reading Booklet’ by the Making the Links 

mentor teacher.  The booklet provided a number of generic reading strategies that could be applied 

to specific texts.  This was a response to the fact that many existing materials are text specific or 

designed for teachers rather than students. 

 

Concluding statement 

The Making the Links mentor teacher at School 1 liked the fact that she was expected to develop the 

role in a way that best suited the school but that, when needed, there was always support available 

from the Making the Links team.  On this, she commented: “I know exactly what I want to do and how 

this role should evolve”.  Despite this, she was at times unsure about how to proceed but did not 

always ask for help, and this perhaps resulted in the project stalling at times.  During the course of the 

year, she helped teachers through arranging professional learning workshops and time for discussions 

about literacy.  She also supported other teachers through the provision and development of 

materials such as the Reading Booklet.  In addition, she observed some lessons in order to provide 

constructive feedback on further ways to support the students’ literacy skills development. 
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SCHOOL 2 

School Profile: 

School 2 was established just over twenty years ago.  The impetus for the 

creation of the school came from the local Catholic community who wanted 

a Catholic Secondary school in the area.  The school has almost 1000 

students from Years 7 to 12 and is co-educational.  The Western Australian 

Curriculum Framework is followed and the school has a very strong focus on 

incorporating technology into the teaching and learning with a 1:1 Laptop 

Program in the Middle School.  This focus was reflected in specific 

professional learning requested by the school, which focused on the use of 

iPads and the challenges presented by the specific literacy skills required to 

successfully make the most of the internet.  Literacy and numeracy are a 

focus of the school strategic plan, which highlights the importance of 

supporting the “Full, systematic and coordinated integration of literacy and 

numeracy across all nine Learning Areas”. 

 
The Project at the School: 

The school has been involved in the project since 2010, when four teachers 

directly participated in all professional learning sessions. Two of the 

teachers were from the English Learning Area, one was from Society and 

Environment and one was a Year 7 teacher.  One Year 7 and three Year 8 

classes were tested in 2010.  

 

As a result of participation in the Making the Links project, the school 

developed a range of digital materials that drew on the strategies presented 

at the professional learning sessions, thus combining the foci on literacy 

development and use of digital technology in teaching and learning. 

 

2011 saw an almost complete change in teachers at the school who were 

participating in the project.  This led to a lack of follow-through on a number 

of strategies which had previously been suggested.  In 2011, three Year 8 

classes were tested at the beginning and end of the year.  Their combined 

results are shown in the graphs below. 

 

 

 

Number of Students Enrolled: 977 

Curriculum: Western Australian 

Curriculum Framework 

Years on Project: 2 

Number of Teachers 

Participating: 6 

Number of Students Tested: 60 

Number of PDs Conducted:  

2010 – 8 

2011 - 4 

Mentor teacher Sessions 

Attended: 5 

Progression Along the 

Professional Learning Model: 

 

4: Extending 

teacher knowledge 

around literacy and 

literacy 

instructional 

strategies 
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2011 Data 

 

 

Comprehension 

It can be seen in the first graph that at the beginning of 2011, in terms of reading comprehension, the 

majority (72%) of the students achieved scores at stanines 1 to 5, that is in the very low to average 

range, and is much higher than what is expected as far the national standard is concerned (60%).  

However, there was evidence of improvement at the post-testing stage and this is represented by the 

increasing number of students who were achieving at year level average or above (stanines 5-8).  Of 

concern was the number of students who achieved scores at stanine 1, all of whom require careful, 

ongoing support as far as comprehension skills are concerned.  This ongoing development was seen as 

important by teachers at School 2: “Reading comprehension of print text is incredibly important … two 

of the strategies I have been exposed to through the project were think alouds and reciprocal teaching 

… the kids have been receptive to them and I have seen positive results … the other teachers have 

applied them as well” (Mentor teacher). 

 

Vocabulary 

The second graph illustrates the vocabulary pre- and post- test results matched to the national 

standard.  Initiatally, School 2 had 10% of their Year 8 cohort achieving at stanine 1 (very low). At the 

post-test this percentage dropped by half (5%), which was still just above the national standard.  At 

the pre-test, the majority of Year 8 students were found to be at stanine 4 (low average) and 5 

(average); in contrast, at the post-test, the results were spread more evenly with more students 

operating above the average or above (stanine 5-9).  The obvious improvement in vocabulary 
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knowledge could be attributed to the 2011 whole school vocabulary strategy.  To support this, each 

student was given a ‘Vocabulary Booklet’ (with a digital version available for Years 7 to 9).  The 

booklet required students to go beyond recording the word and writing a definition; it provided scope 

for notes on word type, etymology, usage, affixes, synonyms and a visual image. 

 

Spelling 

Like all participant schools, School 2 had obvious issues with spelling. The third graph clearly indicates 

that pre-test data found 14% of the Year 8 cohort tested operated at stanine 1 – very low.  Also, 12 % 

of students were achieving at stanine 2. This means that at least a quarter of the Year 8 cohort tested 

were requiring targeted support in spelling. The post-test data, however, shows there was 

improvement, especially at the lower end of the continuum.  An increase in students achieving at 

stanines 3, 5, 6 and 7 was evident.  However, it is obvious through discussion that spelling continues 

to be marginalised when it comes to planning and teaching across the curriculum. 

 

Reflections on the Project by the Staff at the School: 

A decision by teachers who participated in the project in 2010 not to be involved in 2011 was in 

response to the extra work it was perceived to entail.  This was despite a general recognition of the 

importance of literacy and the value of the support provided by the project team.  In general, the 

teachers appreciated the importance of literacy skills across the curriculum and that it was important 

to deliberately target the building of those skills.  Although only three teachers actively participated in 

the project in 2011, there was a wider understanding of the importance of good literacy skills across 

all subject areas and recognition that strategies to support these skills were not just the provenance 

of the English teachers but that they should be regularly and systematically embedded into all lessons.  

On this, one teacher commented: “The progressive development of literacy knowledge and skills is 

essential for success in all learning areas and is the responsibility of all teachers.  It is important that 

teachers across all years of schooling and learning areas develop student understanding of the specific 

language and literacy demands of their various learning areas”. 

 

The chief challenge at the school in 2011 was the complete change in the teachers involved in the 

project.  This resulted in lack of follow through on recommendations identified by those who 

participated in 2010, and the mentor teacher had to support the new teachers.  It was also considered 

that the fact that teachers from only two learning areas were participating in the project reduced the 

effectiveness of what those involved were trying to achieve.  It was felt that the lack of willingness to 

participate in the project was the result of teachers fearing the extent of the commitment required as 

they already have a significant range of responsibilities, including extra-curricular activities.   

 



 

33 | P a g e  

 

Time was seen as a constraining factor resulting in limited opportunities for teachers to engage in 

discussions on how to incorporate the strategies into their teaching.  This impacted on collaborative 

planning and led to teachers simply trying to incorporate the strategies in their own classes rather 

than planning as a learning area.  It was reported that some of the less experienced teachers found 

this additional responsibility somewhat daunting.  Most teachers, however, did attend a weekly 

meeting at which learning outcomes were discussed.  At the same time, some experienced teachers 

did not think that the strategies suggested differed greatly from those presented in past programs 

and, as a result, were unwilling to commit time to the project or modify their teaching styles.  It was 

felt that many of these teachers were already using some of the strategies in their teaching and that 

they did not see anything new in them.  Those involved in the project recognised that they were not 

intended to be new but that the aim was for teachers to recognise that these strategies work and are 

easy to incorporate into teaching without any major changes or shifts.  

 

A positive outcome of the project in the school was the changed focus on planning and programming 

which has led to a phased introduction of the Australian Curriculum.  It was clear to the teachers that 

the rationale of the Australian Curriculum provides a strong impetus for all teachers to take 

responsibility for the teaching of literacy.  A further positive outcome was the way the students 

engaged with the strategies and the resulting improvement that teachers saw in the quality of their 

work.  Within the English faculty a further aim was to focus on the seven ‘cognitive strategies’ 

(Conley, 2008; Fisher et al., 2002) that are used by highly effective critical readers and to incorporate 

the think aloud strategy (Fisher et al., 2009a) and reciprocal teaching (Oczkus, 2003; Palincsar, 1984, 

1986) processes into Middle School classes.  The aim was to incorporate specific strategies supporting 

spelling, vocabulary and reading comprehension at a later date.  It was considered that the strategies 

suggested and modelled as part of the professional learning provided by the Making the Links team 

were greatly valued and that these strategies were helpful tools which could be employed in the 

future. 

 

To date, strategies utilised by those teachers participating in the project included those which develop 

the students’ knowledge of how words are constructed, the etymology of words and their reading 

comprehension skills.  The teachers have found the think alouds and reciprocal teaching particularly 

useful strategies in achieving this and have found that the students have responded very positively to 

these strategies.  As a result, there has been an observable improvement in the quality of the 

students’ work.  The Science teacher has focused on vocabulary activities, in particular technical 

words that are unique to Science in the lower school, and has also been using think alouds.  One 

teacher suggested that there was a need to use the strategies in a more sustained way; that the 

strategies should be used as part of the curriculum rather than in “A lesson here and there”.  

According to teachers at School 2, the real strength of the project was the professional learning 

provided by the Making the Links team.  It was felt that this was, “Invaluable in up-skilling our staff”.  
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Important aspects of the professional learning included the fact that only a few strategies were 

required in each subject area, that the strategies presented were considered to be “Straight forward 

and simple”, and did not require “massive shifts to deliver your course … it does not interfere with 

content”.  The mentor teacher particularly liked the fact that just one new strategy was introduced at 

each meeting and felt that learning more of these strategies would be beneficial.  More specifically, in 

response to the convergence between the Making the Links project and the ‘Language’ and ‘Literacy’ 

strands of the Australian English Curriculum, the Year 8 English program was reviewed.  The revised 

program specifically targets skills related to spelling, grammar and reading comprehension.  To this 

end a ‘Year 8 Language Skills’ wiki with a comprehensive range of downloadable resources and 

website links was developed.  For example, as part of the Term 1 spelling focus, students were taught 

the differences between short vowels and long vowels and any important spelling rules associated 

with each, and were encouraged to consolidate and test their knowledge on the 

‘www.spellingcity.com’ website.  

 

In 2012, the teachers involved in the project aim to emphasise that the Australian Curriculum makes 

the direct teaching of literacy skills the responsibility of all teachers.  A concerted focus on embedding 

a range of spelling, vocabulary and comprehension strategies into teaching across the curriculum is 

planned. This will be supported through the provision of a range of professional learning 

opportunities for the teachers.  

 

Concluding statement 

The mentor teacher at School 2 took on the role in 2011, having already participated in the project in 

2010.  At this school the role was found to be quite challenging for a number of reasons.  First of all, 

the newly participating teachers in 2011 needed a lot of support when the mentor was also still 

coming to grips with the strategies: “I did not have a good handle on all the strategies, I was on the 

same level as them”.  This was time consuming and, unlike the situation in some of the participating 

schools, there was no specific allocation of time for the role, and this in itself created a degree of 

pressure.  The mentor teacher suggested that more momentum would have been achieved if some of 

the 2010 participants had carried on with the project.  It was also felt that the lack of direct 

participation in the project by teachers in the school arose from a fear that this would be a major and 

time consuming commitment.   

 

Although the project finished at the end of 2011, the mentor teacher at School 2 noted that his role in 

driving a focus on literacy would continue into 2012.   
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SCHOOL 3 

 

School Profile: 

School 3 is a co-educational school which follows the Western 

Australian Curriculum Framework.  The school caters for 1280 

students from K–12, with the school being comprised of Primary, 

Middle and Senior Schools.  There is a strong focus on language 

competency and literacy skills at the school in order to ensure that 

the students have the best chance of success in their studies.  The 

school, in partnership with the Making the Links team, developed a 

whole school approach to literacy over 2010 and 2011 with a focus 

on developing a strategic plan for literacy which provides practical 

ways of developing the teaching and learning within the school to 

build the students’ spelling, comprehension and vocabulary skills.  

The school is in the process of becoming a laptop school from Years 

5 to 10 and, as such, developing key digital literacies across the 

curriculum is a current focus. 

 

The Project at the School: 

The school has been involved in the Making the Links project since 

2010.  Poor NAPLAN results and issues related to students’ literacy 

levels, particularly a drop in achievement by Years 7 and 8 students, 

prompted the decision to directly tackle the problem.  This 

coincided with a realisation that many students were coming to the 

school with poor literacy skills and that there was a need to 

improve pedagogy in order to respond appropriately.  The English 

teachers regularly faced questions such as “What are you doing 

about this?” and it was felt that a targeted and strategic response 

to the situation was called for.  Research into whole school literacy 

plans was conducted and the potential of the National Partnership 

Program to support such a strategy was recognised.   

 

There was a determination that there would be a genuine cross-

curricula approach and, as a result, from the outset the Literacy 

Committee was comprised of five individuals from a variety of 

learning areas (Mathematics, Science, Society and Environment and 

English).  Teacher participants from these learning areas attended 

Number of Students Enrolled: 

1280 

Curriculum: Western Australian 

Curriculum Framework  

Years on Project: 2 

Number of Teachers 

Participating: 4 (2010); majority 

of middle school staff + mentor 

teacher (2011) 

Number of Students Tested: 256 

Number of PDs Conducted:  

2010 - 8 

201 -  4 

Mentor teacher Sessions 

Attended: 5 

Progression Along the 

Professional Learning Model: 

 

5: Implementing 

structures to 

extend good 

literacy learning 

practices 
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the professional learning sessions provided by the Making the Links team and then discussed how the 

recommended strategies could be used within the different faculties. 

 

 At the beginning of the first year (2010) of involvement in the project, four teachers, one each from 

English, Society and Environment and Learning Resources, attended all professional learning events.  

Throughout that year many more teachers participated in additional professional learning workshops 

that were conducted by researchers from the university on the school site.  An outcome of this 

engagement by staff was the establishment of a ‘Literacy Committee’.  This team collaborated to 

create the whole school literacy plan which focused on 7 key strategies.  The literacy committee was 

also instrumental in encouraging the head of Middle School and the Principal to support the program.  

The outcome of this was that one member of staff was allocated time to work on the whole school 

literacy plan. Initially, this key teacher decided to focus on working with teachers who were 

enthusiastic about the project in order to gain momentum as quickly as possible.  From this starting 

point, interest spread through the different learning areas and, for the first time, conversations were 

held in the staffroom about literacy in subjects other than English. 

 

Two Year 8 classes were tested at the beginning and end of 2010.  Their test results indicated that 

through making adjustments to pedagogic choices to incorporate literacy strategies, as well as 

altering planning to ensure that literacy is seen as an integral part of learning area teaching, student 

outcomes improved.  In 2011, the intention was to build on the previous progress made in each 

curriculum area.  One step towards this involved the expansion of the literacy committee to include 

representatives from all curriculum areas.  The Committee met twice a term to discuss developments 

across the curriculum and share ideas and resources.  This raised awareness of how each learning 

area adopted and adapted approaches to literacy to best suit their needs.  For example, the Physical 

Education and Technology and Design faculties embedded vocabulary and comprehension exercises 

into their handbooks and worksheets while the Science faculty created a literacy supplement to their 

Year 8 program aimed at developing reading comprehension and understanding of vocabulary in a 

Science context.  The Mathematics faculty, on the other hand, focused on providing online resources 

for spelling and vocabulary development and the Society and Environment faculty developed reading 

comprehension, vocabulary and digital literacy through their assessments and programs.  The 

Religious Education team also focused on developing spelling, vocabulary and functional literacy 

through their assessments.  Unsurprisingly, the English faculty adopted a wide range of strategies.  

Alongside these subject specific approaches to literacy development, all learning areas also integrated 

seven specified literacy strategies into their programs of work and assessment.  Teachers were 

actively encouraged to use these strategies as frequently as possible in their day-to-day practice.  

These strategies included: Structured note taking, reciprocal teaching, read aloud/think aloud, 

vocabulary development, writing to learn, graphic organisers and K-W-L (know, want to know, learnt) 



 

37 | P a g e  

 

charts.  This supports the school’s goal of developing the students’ independent learning to enable 

them to reach their full potential.    

 

In 2011, the school also began to communicate with its feeder primary schools to better understand 

the needs of the students, the variety of approaches required to develop essential learning skills, and 

to ensure a continuation of support of the students’ learning needs. In addition, a program was 

established to help develop the students’ literacy skills before they leave their primary schools. 

 

In 2011, all eight Year 8 classes were tested at the beginning and end of the year. The following 

graphs highlight the results. 

 

 

 

Comprehension 

The first graph indicates the comprehension achievement for the whole Year 8 cohort tested in March 

and October of 2011.  Initially, at the pre-test stage, a large percentage of students were operating 

between stanines 1 and 4 (48%) – very low to low average.  Students who achieved results at these 

levels required explicit teaching with a focus on comprehension strategies; the pre-test results found 

that many of the Year 8 students struggled with the necessary skills that would support their reading 

of challenging cross-curricula texts.  The post-test data shows that improved outcomes were achieved 

by those who were operating at the lower stanine.  Data from the post-tests also indicates that there 

was an increased number of students operating at stanines 6-9 – high average to very high.  The 

mentor teacher suggested that, “We have issues in reading and comprehension … having the PAT-R 
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data at the beginning of the year allowed us to differentiate our curriculum and teaching”, and as a 

result, student engagement improved.  The number of students operating at the very low levels 

required teachers to differentiate both the curriculum and their pedagogies and this was achieved 

through adjustments to assessment, regrouping students according to ability and up-skilling 

classroom teachers. 

 

Vocabulary 

The graph illustrating vocabulary growth presented a confusing picture.  Overall, the results were 

positive; however, the post-test data suggested an increase in students who achieved scores at 

stanine 1 – from 7% to 18%.  On the other hand, the same data indicates an improved number of 

students who achieved scores at stanines 7-9 – above average to very high.  Nevertheless, ongoing 

support is required for this dimension of literacy. 

 

Spelling 

The spelling achievement across the academic year has been impressive.  “Within the English faculty 

with the creation of the spelling program in Year 8 teachers have been able to get their teeth into it. 

Having an allocated time for spelling, taking one of the English classes and focussing on spelling, has 

been powerful.  Teachers have gone out and found wonderful resources; the spelling journal has been 

widely used” (Mentor teacher).  The pre-test data indicated that 18% of the Year 8 cohort were 

achieving at stanine 1 and this became the catalyst for change – the decision was made to use one of 

their timetabled English lessons and focus only on spelling.  This was trialled for a term (Term 4).  In 

addition, the students were assessed using the Words Their Way spelling inventories (Bear et al., 

2008; Templeton et al., 2010) to gain even more fine-grained data to help with differentiation.  The 

spelling groups were drawn from the diagnostic data.  The post-test data showed improved student 

outcomes where only 9% of students were at stanine 1 and a greater number were at the higher 

levels – stanine 5-9.   

 

Reflections on the Project by the Staff at the School: 

Along with establishing the Literacy Committee, the school has taken a number of other steps to 

improve the focus on literacy across all learning areas.  Initially, the teachers were all surveyed to 

gauge how important they considered literacy to be.  The parents were also surveyed by the school to 

discover what their views on literacy were, whether they encouraged reading at home and which 

literacies they considered to be important. Both the teachers and the parents agreed that literacy was 

important and this then made literacy the responsibility of all the teachers.  Most of the teachers 

engaged in the literacy focus willingly and a great deal of work has been done with the Year 8 and 

Year 9 students in particular.   
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Involvement in the Making the Links project and the implementation of the Australian Curriculum 

both contributed to increased discussion of literacy across the curriculum.  In this, teachers at the 

school view themselves as being at an advantage as they believe they already have a reasonable grasp 

of the requirements of the ‘literacy’ strand of the National Curriculum.  Previously, many teachers 

assumed that literacy was the responsibility of the English teachers; however, they became 

increasingly aware that it is the responsibility of all teachers.  They have realised they will all be 

expected to support their students’ literacy skills development in their learning areas and that this will 

need to be incorporated into their programs.  Although some have suggested that they have always 

done this, they are now more aware of it and of making what they are doing clear to the students and 

in their programs. 

 

An important factor at School 3 was the support of the administration, including the Principal, Deputy, 

Heads of Department (HODs) and Literacy Committee.  Without the support of these people, the 

initiative would not have had the same level of success.  As a result of this support, the mentor 

teacher at the school was able to provide professional learning opportunities for teachers from all 

learning areas throughout the year.  At these workshops teachers learnt about different strategies 

they could use, and then discussed how these strategies could be used in their learning areas and 

integrated into their programs.  The Heads of Departments attended the workshops and this 

emphasised the importance of the issue.  It was recognised, however, that staffing changes could 

have a significant impact on the ongoing success of the program.  The mentor teacher commented 

that with a change in Principal or HOD, “It can go from everyone being prepared to be involved to 

people withdrawing in a very short space of time”.  This occurred at one point in the program when a 

change of HOD resulted in some teachers thinking that the literacy strategy was no longer relevant. 

 

The school has been proactive in finding strategies beyond those recommended by the Making the 

Links team.  One key initiative at the school was the introduction of ‘Learning Passports’.  These 

allowed both the students and the teachers to track the use of various strategies across learning 

areas, thus enhancing their awareness of the importance of literacy. In addition, the internet spelling 

resource www.spellingcity.com was found to be particularly useful as it provides a range of activities, 

some of which can be completed by groups of students working collaboratively.  The teachers 

reported that students found these activities engaging and that they enjoyed the opportunity to 

discuss vocabulary meanings with their peers.  The teachers recommended this website and 

suggested that teachers at other schools would also find it to be a valuable resource.  More 

specifically, the Science teachers used crosswords to develop their students’ vocabulary for a unit on 

energy.  Students were encouraged to collaborate with each other and were very engaged in the task.  

One problem that was highlighted with this kind of activity was that crosswords only focus on 

meanings, rather than developing morphemic knowledge through word building.  
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Through teaching reading and writing strategies such as concept maps, think alouds, reciprocal 

teaching and the four door strategy, the teachers became far more aware of the importance of 

explicitly teaching and modelling the necessary skills.  Once the teachers had a focus on these skills, 

they became aware of the fact that many of their students were struggling.  The teachers also realised 

that many of these strategies were helpful in breaking the learning into smaller steps and making the 

content more accessible to the students; the explicitness helped the students to learn in a more 

structured and enjoyable manner.  Furthermore, they became aware that it was important that these 

strategies and activities be linked to the teaching and learning within the lesson, and that they should 

be embedded in the lesson. 

 

Most of the learning areas at School 3 have either created or adapted materials to support the focus 

on literacy in their subject.  For example, the English teachers have developed a range of word sorts, 

the Society and Environment teachers have developed a number of electronic resources as have the 

Health teachers, and the Science teachers have incorporated literacy into their homework book.  In 

addition, other resources were developed to complement the programming.  This has seen the 

creation of many resources from word sorts for the entire Middle School to posters, to electronic 

games including vocabulary games such as ‘Who Wants to be a Millionaire’.  This has proven to be 

time consuming; however, these are materials that can be reused and modified in the future and are 

contributing to a central body of resources at the school.  Further, wipe-off whiteboards were used 

extensively; these enable students to practise the structuring of sentences and to explore the 

structure of words.  One teacher commented, “The kids loved using them.  This is a form of oral 

rehearsal before committing the text to being written in workbooks”.  This strategy has been 

promoted throughout the project to encourage discussion and debate amongst the students.   

 

The teachers identified a number of benefits of participating in the Making the Links project.  The first 

was that it initiated conversations about the students’ literacy skills and how best to support them.  

This led to a more structured differentiation of learning than had previously occurred.  There was also 

a heightened awareness of students’ literacy levels resulting in a more fine-tuned differentiated 

approach to the teaching of English in particular.  A facilitating factor in this was the PAT-R data.  The 

mentor teacher noted: “Having that data at the start of the year and then being able to launch into 

the differentiated assessment and support the kids through the different programs – that was very 

useful”.  Differentiated teaching has enabled teachers to support those students who were struggling 

and extend those who were, perhaps, “Disengaging because they were bored ... pushing them beyond 

their comfort zones”.  The differentiated teaching and use of a variety of strategies resulted in an 

observable improvement in the students’ skills in both 2010 and 2011.  In particular, teachers 

commented that they noticed a significant improvement in the quality of their students’ writing.  On 

this, one teacher suggested: “Analysis of results on standardised tests must be coupled with what you 

know about the children, this knowledge can explain why certain phenomena occur”. 
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One of the real strengths of the project is that almost all the teachers want to be involved and are 

doing some very inspiring work with their students.  The one learning area that remains somewhat 

unconvinced is Mathematics.  One senior staff member commented that this was, “Very disappointing 

because it is one department that needs to focus on [literacy] ... the issue with maths is often [that 

students] do not understand the wording or the meaning of the question”.  This is reflected in the 

school’s poor NAPLAN results in maths.   

 

Concluding Statement 

The mentor teacher was provided with time to successfully devise and implement the program.  She 

worked to ensure that the strategies do not require major changes in teaching, that they could be 

quickly and easily embedded with minimal preparation and not a lot of resources, and that they be 

used regularly.  Although teachers were already using aspects of the strategies, it was considered that 

they needed to use them systematically in order to improve the students’ learning outcomes. 

 

The mentor teacher left the school at the end of 2011 and felt some anxiety about the future of the 

program.  Although she recognised that there were a number of structures in the school to support 

the focus on literacy and that many of the teachers were supportive and engaged in the program, she 

also acknowledged that, to a certain extent, the program relied on her expertise and that there would 

need to be a continuation of the other literacy committee members to keep the momentum of the 

project going.  She also recognised the importance of having new people involved in the project and 

that the teachers who had left the literacy committee at the end of 2010 were still enthusiastic and 

encouraging others within their learning areas to become involved in the program.  The mentor 

teacher considered one important facilitating factor in maintaining the momentum is that the new 

Principal has a strong focus on literacy and has: “An expectation that teachers will engage with the 

strategy”.  It is not voluntary.  In addition, in 2011, the Head of Middle School asked teachers to invite 

her to their lessons to observe how they were implementing the strategies and 25 teachers complied; 

in 2012, she is telling teachers that she is coming to observe literacy support in action in their lessons; 

again, it is no longer optional.  The mentor teacher recognised this leadership by management as 

being critical to the ongoing success of the program. 

 

The mentor teacher also saw strength in the approach that faculties and teachers had towards 

actively finding additional ways of supporting different dimensions of literacy where they identified 

which strategies worked best for their learning area.  For example, Society and Environment focused 

on structured note-taking as it supported their research emphasis and Science used graphic 

organisers and think alouds to support their students’ learning.  In this way staff were able to find 

strategies that worked best for them and their subject area and the students were exposed to a range 

of strategies across the curriculum.   
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One challenge in the future will be ensuring that the professional development continues.  This will be 

crucial for new staff as they join the school and will need to be part of their induction.  It is also 

important to ensure that ongoing teaching staff continue to build their confidence and knowledge 

about literacy.  In order to support this, the mentor teacher developed a number of DVDs 

demonstrating how to use different strategies and these will be used to support professional learning 

activities in 2012.  A further challenge which will also require the provision of professional learning 

opportunities for the teachers will be supporting the development of the students’ digital literacy 

skills across the curriculum. 

 

In reflecting on the previous two years, the mentor teacher commented, “We have thought on our 

feet a bit, tried many new things, experimented, I am not sure if they have all necessarily worked but 

we are working out what has worked.  [It is] a long term process, not a short term process – skill levels 

need to be built with teachers and then the students need to have their skills scaffolded …. The hardest 

part is the building of teacher skills”.  She went on to acknowledge that this had been facilitated 

through having members of staff from all learning areas involved in the literacy committee and staff 

from across the school actively supporting the project.  This is illustrated through a situation which 

occurred at the end of 2011 when the mentor teacher asked for volunteers to take part in a 

documentary documenting the project at the school.  There were four teachers who were keen to 

participate in the making of the documentary and the result was that the footage included interviews 

with the Principal, Vice-principal, Head of Middle School, plus the mentor talking about what had 

been done.  A final comment made by the mentor was, “It got everybody going again and talking 

about it.  It was wonderful and it was a great opportunity to showcase the wonderful work of the 

school”. 
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SCHOOL 4 

School Profile: 

School 4 is a relatively new co-educational school.  It currently 

caters for students in Years 7, 8 and 9 and, in time, will encompass 

Years 7 to 12.  The students are drawn from a number of primary 

schools, with quite a few being from non-English speaking 

backgrounds and a significant number with at least one parent 

engaged in ‘fly-in fly-out’ employment with mining companies in 

the north-west of Western Australia.  As a laptop school, one area 

of focus has been on the integration of ICT across all learning areas.  

The school follows the Western Australian Curriculum Framework.  

In the middle school years, there is an emphasis on the 

development of literacy skills with students who require greater 

skill development in this area being given the opportunity to 

participate in a Literacy Enrichment programme. 

 

The Project at the School: 

The school has been involved in the Making the Links project since 

2010. 

From 2010, School 4 operated as an individual case where the 

Making the Links team visited the school to deliver professional 

learning, and selected staff attended sessions with the larger group 

of participating schools.  This unique arrangement was linked to the 

fact that the Principal was the main driver for this initiative and, as 

a result, the whole school was involved.  The Making the Links team 

presented two professional learning events per term for twelve 

months and visited the school between these events to observe 

teaching and to discuss issues with the participating teachers.  

Pedagogical renewal was also supported in a substantial way by the 

Catholic Education Office English consultant.  Six teachers at the 

school actively participated in the project, one each from English, 

Society and Environment, Design and Technology, Drama, 

Mathematics and Learning Resources.  Two Year 7 and one Year 8 

classes were tested at the beginning and end of the year.   

 

Number of Students Enrolled: 150 

Curriculum: Western Australian 

Curriculum Framework  

Years on Project: 2 

Number of Teachers 

Participating: Whole school staff 

Number of Students Tested: 76 

Number of PDs Conducted: 

2010 - 6 

2011 - 4 

Mentor teacher Sessions 

Attended: 5 

Progression Along the 

Professional Learning Model: 

 

5: Implementing 

structures to 

extend good 

literacy learning 

practices 
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The 2010 pre- and post-test data for comprehension, vocabulary and spelling highlighted some 

significant dilemmas – the 2010 vocabulary pre-test results found that 20% of Year 7 students were 

operating at stanine 1 (very low), decreasing to 4% by the end of 2010; the spelling post-test data, 

however, indicated that 40% of students were still achieving at stanines 1-4 by the end of 2010, 

highlighting the need to focus more carefully on the teaching and learning of spelling.  These 

dilemmas provided the catalyst for continued engagement in 2011. 

 

In 2011, when the Making the Links project changed focus and a mentor teacher was endorsed at 

each school, the Catholic Education Office English consultant took on this role.  This enabled the 

school to have access to quality support throughout the second phase of the project.  New teachers 

to the school were encouraged to participate in professional learning events, and this provided these 

people with opportunities to hear about initiatives in other schools and a forum to discuss those 

enabling and constraining factors that were ever present.  In 2011 all year 7 classes were tested at the 

beginning and end of the year and the results are presented in the graphs below. 

 

2011 Data 

 

 

Comprehension 

Pre-test results indicated that a significant number of students would benefit from careful instruction 

in comprehension strategies. Over 60% of Year 7 students were achieving at stanines 1-4 – very low to 

low average.  The post-test data showed some evidence of growth with more students achieving at 

stanines 5, 6, 7 and 8.  “The challenge for us is to take the four key comprehension elements – 
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predicting, clarifying, vocabulary, summarising – and not make it [reciprocal teaching] mechanical. It 

should not be mechanical – people have had trouble making the jump from the mechanical nature of 

the routine to make adaptations to suit their teaching style, context and content area” (Principal).  

Comprehension strategy instruction continues to need development throughout 2012.  An interesting 

final comment made by the Principal was: “Probably what it [the project] has done is made us aware 

of how many children can’t access text, and how many words children can’t access”. 

 

Vocabulary 

Thirty percent of the Year 7 cohort achieved stanine 4 in the vocabulary pre-testing.  The post-test 

data, however, found a more even spread of achievement more in line with the national standards.  

“Vocabulary and spelling go together – morphemic awareness. We do focus a lot on words, words 

around the room, working with words is being built into the teaching processes. Next year we will 

make this focus even more important – there will be a big focus on environmental print in 2012” 

(Principal). 

 

Spelling 

As with all project schools, spelling requires ongoing support, especially at Year 7.  Initially, 63% of 

students achieved at stanines 1-4 – very low to low average. Considering the significance of these 

statistics, it was decided to provide extra support for this cohort of students.  This was achieved 

through the establishment of the Literacy Intervention Group.  “It works best for us when we target 

the students who are in the literacy group and not attending Italian … while we have moved them 

along we still have a fair way to go, some of them are very poor spellers” (Principal).  The post-test 

data indicated that students have experienced growth in spelling knowledge, with those achieving at 

stanine 1-3 dropping considerably. 

 

Year 8 end of year results 

These test data are compared to the national standards.  For comprehension, it is apparent that there 

is a group of students who were achieving at stanine 3 (below average); for vocabulary a number of 

students are found to be struggling, at stanine 1; spelling data continues to highlight the need for 

ongoing support, especially for those at stanine 1. 

 



 

46 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

Year 8 Spelling Only ( beginning and end of 2011) 

 

Spelling 

A decision was made to pre- and post-test spelling for the Year 8 cohort in 2011 to help determine if 

the additional focus on spelling through the Literacy Intervention Group was worthwhile.  It is very 

evident that the “targeted stuff with ‘Words their Way’ was great, where it tells you exactly what kids 

can and cannot do … some people have to do more next year … we used the spelling journals … we 

targeted groups of students who were very weak” (Principal).  Initially, 27% of students achieved at 

stanine 1, which is a considerable number of the Year 8 student cohort. In fact, approximately 75% of 

the Year 8 cohort were achieving below the national average and this had an impact on the reading 

and writing capacities of the students at School 4. 
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Reflections on the Project by the Staff at the School: 

In Term One of 2011, the school decided to focus on a number of strategies which had been used in 

2010 and had proven effective.  The first of these was the Literacy Intervention strategy.  The literacy 

focus group enabled students to participate in very focused and specific programs addressing their 

identified needs.  This group of students was comprised of twenty Year 7 students, students who 

struggled and who would benefit from the additional support.  The materials from Words Their Way 

(Bear et al., 2008; Templeton et al., 2010) were used extensively with this group of students.  A 

second focus was embedding literacy strategies into teaching-learning programs.  This was of 

particular value for teachers who were not ‘trained’ in teaching literacy skills as it helped them to 

identify how literacy learning can complement the acquisition of content knowledge, understandings 

and skills.  Through this, there was a growing awareness of and acceptance that literacy is “Not just 

English”.  An associated third strategy was the provision of professional learning workshops to upskill 

all teachers in reciprocal teaching.  The generic model was adapted to scaffold before, during and 

after reading skills.  One new strategy was introduced in Term One, and this involved a focus on 

developing and using writing skeletons.  This was trialled in English lessons and was designed to help 

student review the structure of an essay.  The use of these instructional strategies provided good 

learning opportunities for both the teachers and the students.  One teacher commented that the first 

time she used a strategy she “didn’t spend enough time explaining the task”.  Through reflecting on 

the lesson she became more aware of the complexity of the task and how to more effectively support 

the students’ use of it, which resulted in subsequent lessons being more and more successful. 

 

In Term Two, the school introduced a new initiative by engaging a ‘writer in residence’.  It was 

considered that this was a way of encouraging students to put their word skills to good use.  The 

school recognised that it has a significant number of resistant readers and writers among the students 

and that this resistance was a contributing factor to the disengagement of students with literacy 

learning.  The aim was that through engaging a writer in residence and providing word-craft 

workshops and interactive writing activities facilitated by a published writer, students would realise 

that reading and writing could be enjoyable and not just for homework. 

 

In respect to the challenges related to having a strong literacy focus throughout the school, the 

Principal reflected that the teachers had all worked very hard in engaging with the initiative.  She 

commented, “We make assumptions about teacher capacity to engage with this material. We can tell 

them that they must attend to literacy within their learning area, but that is based on the assumption 

that they know what to do. You must give them steps in how to work with literacy within their learning 

area and the project provided that”.  In regard to this, she suggested that having the mentor teacher 

work with the teachers throughout the year had greatly contributed to the success of the project and 

that it is something the school is keen to continue with into the future.  
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Another challenge is customising literacy strategies so they work effectively within each learning area. 

The Principal commented that she had observed a number of teachers “struggling with this ... how to 

translate these literacy skills into everyday applications so that both teachers and students do these 

things naturally”.  From her perspective, the difficulty was developing the teachers’ skills in this 

regard. The teachers also found effectively differentiating of teaching and scaffolding the learning of 

all students particularly challenging.   

 

Having a whole school approach to teaching literacy was considered to be a great strength.  The 

students encounter a focus on literacy in every learning area, however, that focus may manifest 

differently in each subject.  Another benefit of having a whole school approach was the ability to 

switch the timetable around the necessary structures – for example, literacy rather than Languages 

Other than English (LOTE) for a particular group of students.  Further, being a small school means that 

the school has time to provide professional learning and to ensure that all staff are supported in 

developing their skills.  In addition, another facilitating factor at the school was having the Principal 

not just supporting, but driving, the project.  This was seen to be a real benefit.  The Principal’s 

support ensured commitment from the leadership team who were interested in the project and were 

accountable for ensuring its success. 

 

The teachers considered that participating in the Making the Links project had been beneficial in a 

number of ways.  The school had already decided to have a specific focus on spelling, vocabulary and 

comprehension.  The Principal suggested that without the Making the Links project it would have 

been difficult for the school to succeed in this aim.  On this she commented, “[The project] introduced 

us to the Words Their Way material - I was [previously] shown the book at a Quality Teaching PD and I 

thought it was very interesting, it was just inaccessible. To be quite honest, if we had not had that 

scaffold I do not think we would have taken it up”.  The use of the Words Their Way materials has 

heightened the teachers’ awareness of the developmental nature of spelling, as well as vocabulary 

knowledge and reading comprehension. 

 

The PAT-R testing was considered to be particularly useful as it provided “fine-grained data”.  It was 

suggested that this data was more accessible than that provided by National Assessment Program – 

Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN).  The PAT-R data has heightened teacher awareness of the 

developmental nature of spelling, as well as vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension.  

Further, having pre- and post- test data was viewed as being very useful and was seen as a good 

starting point for discussions about the students’ literacy skills. In general, the project was viewed as 

good for encouraging conversation at a whole school level.  Teachers have been engaged in 

conversations about the assumptions they make about students’ literacy skills, how literacy manifests 

in different learning areas and how teachers can scaffold the necessary skills.  Teachers have also 

become aware of the fact that they cannot provide the students with a generic scaffold and expect 
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students to be able to adapt this to different learning areas, that teachers in each learning area must 

support the students in this. 

 

In regard to developing their own skills and knowledge, the teachers found the stepped learning 

process provided by the Making the Links project far more useful than one-off PDs and considered, 

“One of the strengths of the project was the ongoing nature of the project over the two year period”.  

The teachers had a two pronged approach; they collected strategies to support their students’ literacy 

knowledge and skills, and they then tried to build these into their teaching and it was suggested that 

this supported the teachers’ engagement with the Australian Curriculum.  It was noted that adapting 

and modifying strategies to fit the needs of the learner and the context over and over was essential as 

the strategy alone would have little impact.  One teacher commented that, “Reshaping pedagogy so 

that literacy is infused into the pedagogical content knowledge”, was a challenge.  The teachers 

recognised that this was becoming ever more important with increased use of technology in the 

classroom.  

 

 

 

Concluding Statement 

The school and the mentor teacher have a number of strategies that will be carried into 2012.  In 

particular, the school will continue to provide ongoing professional learning and side by side 

mentoring for the teachers.  Also, the Literacy Group will continue to be a focus.  The teachers will 

resume the work on words with a focus on having words around the classroom (environmental print 

literacy) which will be subsequently built into the teaching process.  To support this, spelling and 

vocabulary will be incorporated into assessments across subjects and teachers will be accountable for 
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this.  The school intends to report against a number of the Australian Curriculum general capabilities.  

It is considered that this focus on spelling, vocabulary and comprehension will lead into a drive to 

improve students’ writing.  Through participating in the project, the teachers realised that they need 

to scaffold the students’ writing skills.  One teacher noted, “There is a big gap between primary and 

secondary – there is a big leap from how to unpack meaning in text and representing their 

understanding of the text.  The challenge is working with the Year 7s, who are now in a secondary 

context.  They do not have a very structured approach to literacy”.  To further support the students’ 

learning and raise their awareness of what they are doing, the teachers are increasingly using the 

meta-language associated with literacy. 

 

In conclusion, the Principal commented: “Starting a new school, it was fantastic to have this focus and 

now it is part of the culture of school.  When we started up we said we wanted to have a focus on 

literacy but I do not think we would have had the tools to do that without involvement in this project.  

The project gave us some tools and some accountability some benchmarks to work towards.   We have 

been far more critical of ourselves as a result of the involvement”.  
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SCHOOL 5 

School Profile:  

School 5 was established over 60 Years ago and now caters for just 

under 1000 students. It is coeducational and caters for students from 

K–12 in its Primary, Middle and Secondary Schools.  The school follows 

the Western Australian Curriculum Framework.  There are a significant 

number of students from non-English speaking backgrounds enrolled at 

the school. 

 

The Project at the School: 

The school has been involved in the Making the Links project since 

2009. 

 In 2009, the school focused on spelling and became knowledgeable 

and skilful at using the spelling diagnostic assessments found in Words 

Their Way (Bear et al., 2008; Templeton et al., 2010).  The data 

generated from these assessments highlighted spelling, in line with 

other schools, as requiring a greater focus in planning and teaching. 

 

During 2010, the school established a ‘Literacy Team’ and developed a 

formal literacy document.  Throughout the year, the teachers regularly 

used the Words Their Way spelling diagnostic materials with the 

students to monitor the students’ progress in spelling.  At the beginning 

and end of the year, one Year 7 class took the PAT-R test.   

 

In 2011, the mentor teacher, who had been instrumental in driving the 

project, took leave halfway through the year, enabling another teacher 

to engage with the role.  The initial mentor teacher, however, 

continued to provide extensive support and encouragement.  During 

the year, the school formalised its literacy document and instituted a 

structured program to support this.  In 2011, all 160 Year 7 students 

were tested at the beginning and end of the year.  In addition, all the 

Years 7 and 8 students completed the Words Their Way diagnostic 

spelling test three times over the course of the year.  The data from the 

PAT-R and the spelling diagnostic assessments were used to inform the 

strategies utilised with the students. 

 

 

Number of Students Enrolled: 

938 

Curriculum: Western Australian 

Curriculum Framework 

Years on Project: 2.5 

Number of Teachers 

Participating: 3 plus the 

Literacy Team 

Number of Students Tested: 

160 

Number of PDs Conducted:  

2009 - 4 

2010 - 8 

2011 - 3 

Mentor teacher Sessions 

Attended: 5 

Progression Along the 

Professional Learning Model: 

 

 

4: Extending teacher 

knowledge around 

literacy and literacy 

instructional strategies 
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2011 Data 

 

 
 

 
 

Comprehension 

The pre-test results found a majority of the Year 7 cohort achieving at stanines 3-5, below average to 

average.  As a consequence, School 5 decided to devote time to extending teacher knowledge about 

the explicit teaching of comprehension strategies.  These instructional activities were centred around 

a key strategy, SCORE, which was drawn from the work of researchers in Queensland (Hamilton-Smith 

et al., 2010), and is represented in the following table. 

 

Table 3: The SCORE Strategy 

The key strategy Supporting strategies 

S – skim and scan Can you guess? 

Lexical Chains 

C – connect and predict  

O – organise thinking Graphic organisers 

R – read and reflect INSERT 

Clarifying bookmarks 

E – become the expert Flashcards 

 

SCORE is “[A]n easily remembered mnemonic that has connections to the reader’s prior knowledge” 

(Hamilton-Smith et al., 2010:33).  As can be seen from the table, the sequence supports student 

reading of text through pre-reading strategies that help to scaffold students to read complex texts 
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across the curriculum.  The post-test data indicates that there has been an improvement in reading 

comprehension with more students achieving at stanines 5 through to 9, average to very high. 

 

Vocabulary 

The second graph illustrates the vocabulary development of the Year 7 cohort.  The pre-test data, 

once again, shows the majority of students achieving at stanines 3-5.  As a result, there was a 

continual focus on words through activities such as ‘Can you guess?’, lexical chains, and vocabulary 

activities (Templeton et al., 2010), drawn from the spelling materials presented during the 

professional learning events in 2011.  The post-test data shows the improvement where the majority 

of the students were achieving at the higher level stanines, 5-9 (70%). 

 

Spelling 

 

School 5 is the one school that achieved excellent spelling results as shown through the post-test 

data.  Where many of the other case studies presented variable spelling results, School 5 ‘bucked the 

trend’ with 77% of students achieving at stanines 5-9, average to very high.  Initially, pre-test data 

highlighted a need to focus on spelling; post-test data suggests that the increased focus was worth 

the “investment of time” (Mentor teacher). 

 

Reflections on the Project by the Staff at the School: 

The school's plan for implementing these literacy strategies was formalised in a ‘Literacy Document’ 

which was supported by the school’s Literacy Team in 2011.  This document was presented to faculty 

deans at a curriculum meeting which the Vice-principal and Principal also attended, and then at a 

whole school staff meeting.  In Term 3 of 2011 the focus of the school was for the Faculty Deans to 

include a review of these strategies at each faculty meeting. 

 

In order to engage and support interested teachers, professional learning workshops were conducted 

in Terms 2 and 4 by the mentor teacher.  During these sessions a variety of materials were used to 

inform the teachers about the Making the Links project and about the school plan for 2011/2012.  

Throughout 2011 the teachers at School 5 used one key reading strategy known as SCORE (Hamilton-

Smith et al., 2010).  SCORE is a reading strategy that evolved through a similar National Partnership 

Program in Queensland.  One strategy for each letter of the acronym is introduced at a time and once 

teachers are using each strategy regularly the next one is introduced. It was intended that five literacy 

strategies stemming from SCORE would be implemented over 2011/2012.  The introduction of each 

literacy strategy was supported by a brief professional learning workshop.  At the end of Term 3, 

teachers were asked to complete a teacher checklist to gauge how well the literacy focus had been 

taken up across the learning areas.  Time for this was allocated at one staff meeting.  The teachers 

were told to be brutally honest about what was working and, “Not to sugar coat things or worry about 

offending the Literacy Team”.  The checklists provided evidence of which teachers were doing what.  
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Overall the indication was that the younger, less experienced teachers were more receptive to the 

project than some more experienced teachers who saw the focus on literacy as another ‘passing fad’.  

This data is discussed in more detail later.  

 

The focus of these literacy strategies was with the Year 7 students as this group of students have a 

significant number of teachers who teach across learning areas.  This extended, to some degree, to 

the Year 8 classes as there was an acknowledgement that it is important to address literacy issues, 

particularly those related to reading and writing, at the transition stage before the students’ progress 

to Years 9 and 10, where learning is more content focused.  The Heads of English, Society and 

Environment and Science were all particularly supportive of this initiative and for this reason these 

are the learning areas which have seen the most engagement with the project. 

 

The implementation of the strategies resulted in a number of obvious changes in attitudes.  First, the 

teachers recognised that the strategies changed the approach to lessons from being very content 

driven to recognising that the students would understand more content if they approached them 

through the literacy strategies.  One teacher commented that this had significantly changed the way 

he conducted his lessons stating, “Every week my lessons have a spelling test, comprehension, SCORE, 

lexical chains, I’m using the words constantly”.  This final point referred to the fact that the more 

students use a word the more familiar they are with it.  This teacher suggested that he had seen 

significant growth in his students’ vocabulary as a result of actively using this strategy.  The focus on 

literacy enhanced not only the students’ knowledge but also that of many of the teachers and as a 

result these teachers have been able to convey genuine enthusiasm for the project and this has 

helped in encouraging the students’ interest in developing their skills and knowledge. 

 

One challenge for the teachers was adapting the strategies to ensure that they remain engaging for 

the students and do not become stale.  In response to this, some adaptations have included 

developing colourful printouts, PowerPoint, and contextualising and modelling the strategies.  The 

drive to keep the learning engaging for the students has also had a beneficial outcome for the 

teachers who commented that through having to go through their lessons carefully to consider how 

to introduce new knowledge to the students their own awareness of the complexity of the required 

literacy skills was raised as was their awareness of how to support literacy skills.  One teacher stated: 

“Previously, I just thought literacy was reading, writing, the abc, but delving really beneath that layer 

it is … like learning the language of teaching all over again”.   

 

At the end of Term 3, the teachers were surveyed to assess the impact of the project in the school.  27 

of the 60 member of staff completed the questionnaire.  These 27 teachers were drawn from across 

the learning areas: Maths (4), Art (1), Technology and Enterprise (2), Religious Education (7) Music (2), 

Drama (3), English (6), LOTE (1), Science (4) and Society and Environment (3).  The teachers were 



 

55 | P a g e  

 

asked to tick any aspects of literacy which they had encountered.  The teachers’ responses are 

presented in Figure 4, below:  

  

Figure 4:  Percentage of teachers who have encountered various aspects of literacy during the term  

 This term I have:   

1. Identified a particular literacy need in my students  51.9% 

2. Intentionally employed a spelling activity in my lessons  70.4% 

3. Intentionally employed a vocabulary activity in my lessons  59.3% 

4. Intentionally employed a comprehension activity in my lessons  55.6% 

5. Had to divert from the delivery of content to provide spelling support for my students  55.6% 

6. Had to divert from the delivery of content to provide vocabulary support for my students  66.7% 

7. Had to divert from the delivery of content to provide comprehension support for my students  66.7% 

8. Tried a new literacy strategy with my students  44.4% 

9. Adapted a literacy strategy to suit the needs of my students  33.4% 

10. Engaged in a conversation with colleagues about the students' literacy skills  66.7% 

11. Noticed an improvement in the quality of my students' work  48.1% 

12. Provided feedback on spelling when marking students' work  92.6% 

13. Provided feedback on grammar when marking students' work  74.1% 

14. Provided feedback on text structure when marking students' work  63% 

 

A number of aspects are worth noting.  Firstly, the rate of engagement with the literacy focus is 

highlighted by the high number of teachers who provided feedback on spelling and grammar when 

marking their students’ work and the number of teachers who had intentionally employed a spelling 

activity in their lessons.  Another indicator of the success of the project in this school is the number of 

teachers who have engaged in discussions with colleagues about their students’ literacy skills.  An 

awareness of literacy in the classroom is also indicated by the number of teachers who recognised 

that they have had to divert from the delivery of content due to spelling, vocabulary or 

comprehension issues.  One area that requires further consideration, however, is the fact that only 

33% of the teachers indicated that they had adapted a literacy strategy to suit the needs of their 

students. 

 

In another section of the questionnaire the teachers were asked how the Literacy Team could best 

support them in developing the way they address their students’ literacy needs.  Teachers’ comments 

suggested that the most valued methods of support included professional learning provided by guest 

speakers, demonstration lessons, specific professional learning for each learning area and DVDs of 

demonstration lessons.  Throughout the year, the teachers reported to the mentor teacher that 

seeing the strategies being demonstrated was particularly useful, that following such demonstration 

lessons many teachers said, “Ah, it makes sense, it’s so easy”. 

 

Overall, it was considered that the teachers were interested in the project and that over the course of 

the two years the attitude of many of the teachers changed: “Almost like a revolution in the school 

with literacy”.  In relation to this, it was felt that the Australian Curriculum had had an impact, 

particularly on the English department, which had built a literacy strand into their curriculum.  In this 

they consider themselves to be “ahead of the game” and that when the implementation of the 
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Australian Curriculum occurs at the school it will “not be such a shock”.  The Science and Society and 

Environment learning areas had also included a literacy focus in their programming.   

 

It was considered that the main constraint to implementing the strategies across the school was 

“people”; the initial lack of support provided by the upper senior management.  It was suggested that 

this reluctance to support the project on the part of the senior administration, “Slowed the uptake of 

the project and the strategies” and that once the management team began to support the project 

there was a greater sense of progress and momentum.  It was also noted that it was important for the 

literacy focus to be supported across all learning areas for it to be truly successful.  This was 

considered to be a particular issue given the school’s large ESL cohort.  One teacher commented: 

“With ESL populations or students with poor literacy, reducing the class size and having a TA is often 

seen to be the solution but it isn’t, you still need literacy strategies”. 

 

One challenge for the mentor teacher was that, in 2010, her load was mainly in the upper-school.  

This was difficult because the amount of time required for teaching Western Australian Certificate of 

Education (WACE) subjects limited opportunities for her to focus on the role to the extent that she 

felt was necessary.  In addition, she found it difficult to give advice to teachers of Year 7 and 8 

students.  In response to this issue, in 2011 she taught more Middle School classes. 

 

There are a number of factors that have contributed to the strength of the project at the school.  One 

of these is the fact that teachers from across the curriculum make up the Literacy Team.  As a result, 

the broader school community is made aware of the fact that literacy is not simply the responsibility 

of the English teachers.  From the initial participation of these teachers on the Literacy Team, a 

number of learning areas began to focus on supporting the students’ literacy skills.  A further factor 

which resulted in greater teacher engagement with the literacy focus was that, throughout the year, a 

number of experts from other institutions talked to the staff about “value adding education and 

raising the standards of the students”.  What they said supported what was already being done in 

relation to the Making the Links project. 

 

The teachers commented that the students responded well to the literacy focus, as long as it was very 

well structured, lively and embedded “rather than being an add-on”.  They reported that the literacy 

strategies particularly supported many of the weaker students and hypothesised that this was 

because they “had a structure to hold onto; there was a much more thorough understanding at the 

end”.  Although the use of the literacy strategies resulted in a longer teaching process, it was felt that 

understanding the process helped the students to focus on the lesson content.  As a result of the 

focus on literacy, the teachers reported seeing a dramatic improvement in the quality of their 

students’ work.  They reported that improved “foundational skills have helped improve the content 

knowledge” of the students. 



 

57 | P a g e  

 

 

Concluding Statement 

The original mentor teacher found that because she had been involved with the project from the 

outset, teachers freely came to her with their questions about literacy.  Although she was able to 

answer their questions she was aware that without having a documented plan this could become a 

“trivial grab bag of ideas”.  She believed that it was important to have a structured and documented 

plan and to provide a number of professional learning workshops to support this.  Furthermore, 

through having a formalised plan, she was able to gain the support of the Principal, Vice-principal and 

Heads of Department and could subsequently present the plan at a staff meeting as an accepted plan 

of what would best serve the school.  Further, it was made clear at staff meetings that this was not 

her literacy plan, but rather the school’s literacy plan, and that all teachers needed to work together 

on the literacy focus.  It was suggested that one way to enhance this was to ensure that all new 

teachers be made aware of the school’s approach to literacy and numeracy from the beginning.   

 

Both mentor teachers at this school recognised that the teachers’ focus on literacy waxed and waned 

depending on a number of factors.  One mentor commented that the literacy focus was very 

successful “when we have great ideas and when everyone is creating and engaged” but that, at times, 

when teachers were “swallowed up by their work”, literacy was not seen as being important and 

teachers were “too busy to care about literacy”.  Such periods resulted in a lull in the project.  They 

felt they then had to work hard to build the momentum up again.  Both mentors employed a number 

of strategies for doing this including team teaching, modelling the teaching of a strategy and the 

provision of professional learning opportunities and a number of DVDs presenting demonstration 

lessons.     

 

Throughout the process of introducing and then implementing a literacy focus at the school, the 

mentor teacher found the Making the Links 2010 report to be immensely useful.  She commented 
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that, in 2011, having a professionally produced document to refer to gave the project gravitas.  She 

used the 2010 report extensively in planning the project and, in particular, used the revised Guskey 

model (Faulkner et al., 2011; Guskey, 2002b) to demonstrate to the teachers what had been achieved 

and how they needed to develop.  Furthermore, both mentors reported that the Making the Links file, 

which was developed in 2011 to support the professional learning workshops, was constantly used by 

many of the teachers as were other resource materials provided by the Making the Links team.  The 

mentor teachers reflected that one of the most useful aspects of the professional learning sessions in 

2011 were where they heard what other schools were doing or watched footage of other teachers 

using literacy strategies.   
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SCHOOL 6 

School Profile: 

School 6 was established over 80 years ago and provides single 

sex education from Years 7 to 12.  The school offers the 

International Baccalaureate World School program for the middle 

years.  There is a strong focus on incorporating new learning 

technologies into the teaching and the school aims to increase 

the students’ ability to learn independently in a digital age.  The 

school provides special support programs for both Literacy and 

Numeracy and has developed a School Level Plan as part of its 

participation in the National Partnership Project.  

 

The Project at the School: 

The school has been involved in the Making the Links project 

since 2009, when two teachers from English took part.  The small 

pilot project that started in September of 2009 focused only on 

spelling.  Spelling has a significant part to play in allowing writers 

to understand how words work, the relationships they have to 

one another and the work that they do in sentences, and it was 

these aspects that were explored during this period.  The English 

teachers who were part of this pilot indicated that they did not 

have a strong understanding of orthography or how they could 

support spelling effectively. 

Two English and two Society and Environment teachers were the 

key participants from School 6 in the project in 2010.  Two Year 8 

classes were tested at the beginning and end of the year and the 

data from this indicated that reading comprehension was an 

aspect of literacy that required ongoing support.  In the case of 

the teacher participants who were from the Society and 

Environment learning area, this came as no surprise: “[T]he more 

I teach the more I realise how little kids read for comprehension, it 

made me aware and made me make sure that kids understood 

what they read” (Teacher participant, 2010). 

 

Most of the teachers who had been actively involved in 2010 

decided to step back from the project in 2011; however, they 

Number of Students Enrolled: 1244 

Curriculum: International 

Baccalaureate 

Years on Project: 2.3 

Number of Teachers Participating: 

3 

Number of Students Tested: 47 

Number of PDs Conducted:  

2009 - 4 

2010 - 8 

2011 - 3 

Mentor teacher Sessions Attended: 

4 

Progression Along the Professional 

Learning Model: 

 

 

 4: Extending teacher 

knowledge around 

literacy and literacy 

instructional 

strategies 
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remained supportive of the project and continued to use some of the suggested strategies. In 2011, 

three teachers – one from the English learning area and two from Science - were the main 

participants in the project.  Two classes, one Year 7 and one Year 8, were tested at the beginning and 

the end of the year.  The results and a discussion are presented below. 

 

2011 Data 

Year 7 

 

 

Comprehension 

Pre-test data indicated that the majority of students in the year 7 class were performing across 

stanines 3-7.  School 6 had no students performing at the lowest levels – stanines 1 and 2.  The post-

test data shows that those students who were in stanine 3 have achieved average growth moving to 

stanine 4.  There was a large increase in students achieving at stanine 6 - high average.  This indicates 

that the teacher participants have been attempting to implement instructional strategies that support 

reading comprehension.  When researchers visited the school they modelled comprehension 

strategies with the participating classes. For example, reciprocal teaching was modelled along with 

the four door strategy (a modification of reciprocal teaching): “Modelled teaching was inspiring .… 

Ideas were engaging” (Teacher participant). 

 

Vocabulary 

Pre-test data for vocabulary found the majority of the Year 7 students achieving stanine 3-6, with no 

students at stanine 1 and only a small percentage at stanine 2 (4%).  The post-test data saw growth 
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occuring throughout the 9 month period – 26% of the class were achieving at stanine 7 – above 

average. 

 

Spelling  

At the beginning of the year, approximately 40% of the Year 7 class were achieving at stanines 4 and 

5.  By the end of the year, this had changed, where approximately 60% were achieving at stanines 6-8 

– high average to very high.  “I am much more aware of how I can embed those spelling activities and 

the caring about words into my teaching, I play the games … the kids like the games. I still do the extra 

learning and testing spelling- not always just for fun” (Participant teacher).   

 

Year 8 

 

 

Comprehension 

The first graph shows that, in terms of reading comprehension, towards the beginning of the school 

year the Year 8 students as a group were achieving at expected levels, with approximately 73% at 

stanines 4-7.  These pre-test results formed the basis of a continued focus on comprehension 

highlighting that instructional strategies focused on comprehension had the potential to lift the 

performance of all students.  One group stood out, those achieving at stanine 1 – these students 

required ongoing literacy intervention.  The post-test data shows evidence of continuing strong 

achievement. 
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Vocabulary 

It can be seen from the second graph that towards the beginning of 2011 there were a small number 

(8.7%) of students achieving at stanine 1.  This group improved at post-test progressing to stanine 2 or 

beyond.  Once again, it is obvious that sustained support in vocabulary development is worth the 

investment of time in teaching and learning programs.  The post-test data saw a more even spread 

across stanines 4 through to 9. 

 

Spelling 

As was the case with most Case Study schools, spelling results reflect continuing concern.  Towards 

the beginning of the year, 22% of students were achieving at stanine 1 and 2 – very low to low.  This 

indicates that there were students who would struggle working with year appropriate text either 

reading or writing.  At the end of the year, some students progressed; however, there was still a 

considerable tail performing at stanines 1 and 2 – 17%.  The post-test data revealed more students 

were achieving at stanines 5 and 6. 

 

Reflections on the Project by the Staff at the School: 

Although many of the teachers who had been involved with the project in 2010 decided to withdraw 

from it in 2011, they continued to engage in conversation with other teaching staff and continued to 

make use of the strategies.  This had the benefit of widening the circle of teachers who were actively 

focusing on literacy at the school.  One of these teachers commented, “My whole thinking changed as 

a result of the exposure to the project discussions last year … I am much more aware of how I can 

embed those literacy skills … into my teaching”.  An additional facilitating factor has been the support 

of the Head of English.  In 2011, another positive development was the participation in the project by 

one of the Science teachers.  As a result of his involvement and enthusiasm, the school took the 

decision to embed literacy strategies into the Science program and formalise the use of those 

strategies. 

 

One of the challenges noted by the teachers is that they are generally quite set in their ways and 

resistant to change unless they can see a need for that change to occur.  As one teacher put it: “I am 

old and set in my ways it has taken quite a lot for something to be so amazing that it takes the place 

of the things I normally do”.  Another factor which contributes to resistance to change is the already 

significant demands on teachers’ time and the volume of content and the number of assignments that 

they are expected to ‘cover’ in that time.  This results in resistance to taking on anything which makes 

extra demands on their time.  The teachers also suggested that the students are already expected to 

do too much.  Therefore, convincing the teachers of the value of incorporating literacy strategies into 

their lessons is one of the challenges.  However, the teachers recognised that in order for full benefits 

to be realised there needed to be a concerted and coordinated effort across the school. 
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The teachers of middle school students believe the students are not learning basic spelling and 

grammar skills early enough.  They suggested that these skills should be learnt much earlier, in 

essence, in primary school.  They commented that once students are in secondary school there is not 

enough time to consolidate and reinforce the necessary skills. 

 

Another challenge, as the teachers see it, is that they teach different students from year to year and 

therefore do not have the opportunity to observe any long term trends of improvement in the quality 

of the students’ work and the development of their skills.  On this, one teacher commented that it 

would be helpful to conduct ongoing testing in order to document the benefits of incorporating a 

literacy focus in lessons. 

 

Participating teachers at School 6 employed a range of strategies in their teaching.  The key strategies 

embedded in the teaching program included vocabulary activities, the INSERT comprehension activity 

(Annandale, K., Bindon, R., Handley, K., Johnston, A., & Lockett, L., 2004), reciprocal teaching, think 

alouds and the four door strategy.  A Society and Environment teacher suggested that these strategies 

had the benefit of making both the teachers and students much more aware of their use of language 

and the skills involved.  One teacher of Science requested that a member of the Making the Links 

team do some team teaching with him.  The modelling of literacy strategies in a Science lesson 

resulted in the teacher engaging in conversations about literacy with other Science teachers. From 

this, a number of innovative strategies were developed; some of these were discussed at a mentor 

teachers’ meeting and were subsequently used at another school. In response to a recognition that 

the students’ comprehension skills were not strong, another teacher implemented a strategy where, 

after reading, students have to set out the main points of the text in six images.  Later, the students 

substitute these images with a written summary of the original text.   

 

In collaboration with the Making the Links team, the school also developed a ‘Vocabulary Journal’.  

These were professionally printed and bound and provided for each Year 7 student in participating 

classes.  The purpose of the vocabulary journal was to support the spelling development of the 

students.  Sections of the journal focused on the base word; whether it was derived from Greek, Latin, 

or French etcetera; prefixes; suffixes; and a sentence using the word.  A variety of structures for 

recording this information was provided within the journal.  It was considered that this would support 

the students’ morphemic knowledge and would be a valuable resource for them. 

 

Concluding Statement 

The mentor teacher at School 6 faced two main challenges.  One was a lack of time to dedicate to the 

role.  The second was that she did not teach any of the classes that were involved in the project.  

Despite these challenges she was successful in inspiring new teachers to participate in the project and 

supporting them in developing their knowledge.  Overall, the teachers considered that one of the key 
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benefits of the program had been the raising of their awareness of their own use of language and the 

skills that that entails, the students’ lack of strategies and knowledge in regard to literacy and the 

support that students require in order to address this gap in knowledge.  Illustrative comments 

include: “I stop and choose a word, explore it in some way – something I would not have done before” 

and “I’m more likely to think aloud than before”. 

 

The teachers also became aware of the fact that they do think literacy is important despite not 

previously focusing on it.  They have realised that it is important to have a focus on literacy and that it 

is important to have structured strategies embedded in the teaching.  One teacher acknowledged that 

this had challenged her approach to teaching, but considered that this was a good thing. 

 

The teachers commented on how beneficial the professional learning opportunities on the Making 

the Links project were.  They particularly valued the ideas which were presented and which 

subsequently led to further discussion about literacy.  They also found the occasions when members 

of the Making the Links team modelled the use of the strategies with their students to be an 

important learning opportunity and they appreciated the access to expert knowledge that these 

occasions afforded them.  The view was expressed that the focus on literacy should be sustained into 

the future, particularly as it is a focus of NAPLAN and the Australian Curriculum and that these would 

act as a catalyst for more teachers to realise its importance. 
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COMBINED DATA FOR ALL YEAR 7 AND 8 STUDENTS 

 

The following graphs illustrate the combined Year 7 and Year 8 data for all student participants in the 

2011 phase of the Making the Links Project.  Once again, the levels of achievement are matched to 

the national standard. Overall, the student participants matched expected levels of achievement.  It is 

important to note that at the post-test stage (November/December, 2011) there was evidence of 

improvement and growth.  For example, Year 7 comprehension: Pre-test 45% were achieving at 

stanines 3 and 4; post-test data saw a shift towards stanines 5 and 6. Year 7 and 8 spelling highlights 

the continual need to focus on the explicit teaching of how words are constructed through building 

morphemic awareness (Bear et al., 2008; Templeton et al., 2010). 

 

Year 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Year 8 
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5 RECOMMENDATIONS TO SUSTAIN THE INITIATIVE 

 

A number of key findings have emerged from the Making the Links project.  These are clustered 

around the core ideas that relate to the guiding questions that were developed at the outset of the 

study.  These questions were: 

 

1. What happens when a mentor-based professional learning program is put into place to 

encourage and support literacy across the middle school curriculum? 

2. How might ‘student growth’ in spelling, vocabulary and reading comprehension be affected 

when such a program is put into place? 

3. How do participating teachers and mentors perceive the professional learning program and 

pedagogical renewal associated with it? 

 

The responses are grouped accordingly – Impact of the Mentor Role, Impact on Student Literacy and 

Teacher Perceptions. 

 

IMPACT OF THE MENTOR ROLE 

Throughout the 2011 phase of the project, it became very evident that the mentor role was pivotal to 

the success of the initiative within each case study school.  A number of case study schools 

recommended that the function and role be formalised in the school literacy policy specifically, and 

the school policy more generally, so that it was not seen as a ‘lightweight whim’.  The analysis of the 

interview data, lesson observations and questionnaire responses informed the development of a 

number of descriptive categories (Miles & Hubermann, 1984) in response to this question – Mentor as 

Linchpin, Mentor as Team Builder, Mentor as Literacy Leader and Mentor as Outsider.   

 

Mentor as Linchpin 

• Modelling teaching strategies  

• Liaising between school and university colleagues 

• Organising professional learning events to support teacher knowledge building 

 

Mentor as Team Builder 

• Team building,  

• Being a critical friend to teacher colleagues 

 

Mentor as Literacy Leader 

• Providing resource information 

• Presenting at staff and Head of Department meetings 

• Chairing of the literacy committee  
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• Engaging with the administration team and being allocated a small time allowance, e.g. A line 

taken off the timetable 

 

Those mentor teachers who were able to fulfill a majority of those roles experienced the greatest 

amount of success.  The mentors at Schools 3 and 4 reported the most success as a result of the 

role being established at their schools. 

 

Mentor as Outsider 

• Not being supported by administration 

• Lack of concern shown by teachers and administrators for literacy 

• Having to coerce people to participate made the role unsatisfying, and 

• Frustrated due to an already burgeoning workload 

 

Schools 1, 2, 5 and 6 struggled with either some, or all, of the points mentioned.  However, overall, 

the establishment of the mentor teacher role did have a positive impact on the literacy across the 

curriculum initiative. 

IMPACT ON STUDENT LITERACY GROWTH 

The key categories that emerged in response to this issue were: assessment data provides evidence, 

targeted teaching is time well spent, literacy supports content learning and literacy as an add-on. 

 

Assessment data provides evidence 

 

The assessment data generated through the use of the PAT-R Comprehension, Vocabulary and 

Spelling (ACER, 2008), as well as the diagnostic spelling data gathered through the use of the Words 

Their Way spelling inventories (Bear et al., 2008; Templeton et al., 2010), provided tangible evidence 

of student growth in literacy.  Many of the case study schools did not have an established routine for 

assessing specific literacy skills for their Year 7 and 8 students.  As a result an important outcome that 

emerged from the Making the Links Project was the formalisation of the literacy assessment 

processes in each school.  A comment like “PAT-R data helped us make much more careful decisions 

about student strengths and weaknesses” (Teacher participant). illustrates the importance of this 

initiative. 

 

Targeted teaching is time well spent 

 

An important factor that impacted on student literacy growth was the acknowledgement that it was a 

“worthwhile investment of time”, especially at Years 7 and 8.  There is time for teachers to see 

student improvement if literacy is seen as an integral part of the teaching and learning process during 

these early secondary years.  This is particularly relevant where Year 7 students are included in the 

secondary school structures of timetabling and staffing. 
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Literacy supports content learning 

 

Spending time developing spelling, vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension skills impacted 

on the students’ ability to grasp more complex content highlighting the value of literacy and that it is, 

in fact, a ‘general capability’ (ACARA, 2011a).  Comments like, “They are engaging with the material 

[content knowledge] more confidently” (Teacher participant) illustrate this. 

 

Literacy as an add-on 

The capacity of many of the participating teachers to redefine content literacy within the 

predominant pedagogies of learning area content was variable.  It was found that literacy 

instructional strategies tended to work against the existing pedagogies of control found in secondary 

classrooms (O'Brien et al., 1995).  Comments from teachers suggested that, “they [literacy 

instructional strategies] took up the whole lesson” and “I found that time was spent on the vocabulary 

game and I only had a few minutes at the end of the period to tell the kids what they had to do for 

homework” (Teacher participant).  A key purpose of the Making the Links project was to encourage 

teachers to capitalise on the reading and writing within an existing lesson rather than ‘teaching’ 

reading and writing being the goal (Fisher & Frey, 2006); unfortunately this focus has not yet resulted 

in a wholesale acceptance by teachers, or there is minimal evidence of significant changes in ways 

that learning area teachers approach content literacy. 

 

The impact on student literacy was seen through evidence derived from a careful assessment process; 

the breaking down of learning to include literacy strategies through explicit teaching; and ensuring 

that literacy is a critical element in all learning areas rather than just the domain of English were also 

positive outcomes.  However, adjusting pedagogies so they reflect effective use of literacy strategies 

by classroom teachers still requires time and on-going support. 

TEACHER PERCEPTIONS – FACTORS THAT CONSTRAIN, FACTORS THAT SUPPORT 

Initially, teacher perceptions about literacy teaching could be seen as problematic.  Many could see 

the value of literacy in learning but did not see it as their responsibility: “I know it’s important, but it is 

not my responsibility” (Teacher participant from 2010) (Faulkner, Oakley, Rohl, Lopes, & Solosy, 2012).  

However, as time passed, teachers’ attitudes or perceptions of the place of literacy in teaching and 

learning appeared to shift.  Teacher participants found they changed their approach from: “Content 

driven, to awareness that [they] were actually learning more through the use of the strategies” 

(Teacher participant).  Obviously, there were a number of factors that either constrained or 

supported literacy across the curriculum. 

 

Constraints 

• Lack of time 

• Lack of support from colleagues or administrators 
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• Teachers who are unwilling to adjust pedagogy or alter curriculum 

• Schools unsure of how to engage in pedagogical change  

• The ongoing demands of an inflexible, content-driven assessment process, particularly for 

Year 7 and 8 

Supports 

• Literacy team members 

• Administration who see literacy as essential to student academic success 

• Ongoing allocation of time either for the mentor role or for professional learning to become 

skillful at supporting literacy across the curriculum 

• Modelling instructional strategies in classroom contexts 

• Working side-by-side with teachers in the classroom 

• Professional learning that raises teacher awareness of the role and importance of literacy 

across the curriculum 

• Developing a more flexible approach to staffing and timetabling, especially in Year 7 and 8 

CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

Sustainability, in relation to the Making the Links project, is based on two critical factors.  

• The first is the acknowledgement that literacy knowledge including spelling, vocabulary 

development and reading comprehension, will enhance learning area knowledge.  

• The second is the organisational conditions that are in place to ensure that these dimensions 

of literacy are embraced by learning area teachers.  

Continuing a ‘stepped’ professional learning process over a substantial period of time will help to 

keep the interest levels of teachers initially; however, the critical element is teacher and school 

commitment over a longer timeframe.  Researchers (Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002; Guskey, 

2002; Hattie, 2009; Timperley, 2008) maintain that the teacher is the most important factor when 

considering student growth in learning; the Making the Links project supports this notion and 

encourages administrators and support agencies (CEO) to continue working closely with teachers and 

schools to enhance the literacy teaching and learning for students in the middle years of schooling. 
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i
 “texts” refer to those that are print-based through to a range of digital formats. 


	93793_STUSERA4 cover
	2012 Report_Final

