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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

The Making the Links: Integrating Spelling, Vocabulary Development and Comprehension Project was 

designed around a year-long 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, and a Learning Resources Coordinator. 

The year-long program combined theory about spelling, vocabulary and comprehension 

development; demonstration of how to support spelling, vocabulary and 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” (2002, p. 384). This 

resulted in a professional learning approach that identified a 6 step process whereby teacher 

participants were encouraged to engage in a sustained and substantial conversation over a 

considerable length of time (7-8 months). 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. 

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 2010 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 2010 phase of the Making the Links project provide a range of challenges for 

2011. These include continuing to build teacher pedagogical knowledge of spelling, vocabulary 

development and comprehension, and maintaining the momentum necessary when building a 

sustainable initiative that supports student literacy across the middle years of schooling. 

 

 

 

 

Project Leader 

Associate Professor Val Faulkner 

Graduate School of Education,UWA 
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1 MAKING THE LINKS: INTEGRATING SPELLING, VOCABULARY 

DEVELOPMENT AND COMPREHENSION 
 

Introduction 

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

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

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

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

with the Australian states and territories with the intention 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 for teachers to 

explore ways of integrating literacy learning with content learning in the middle years, the project 

also took into consideration ways of engaging teachers in professional learning that could make a 

positive contribution to transforming 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 importance of literacy across the curriculum 

Few would dispute that literacy is ‘the cornerstone of student achievement’ (Wise, 2009, p. 373), 

since children cannot access or accurately represent written knowledge without it. Despite this, 

large numbers of students in their middle years, in Australia and internationally, either struggle with 

literacy generally or do not have sufficient control over the subject specific literacies they need to 

succeed in a range of learning areas, and eventually to make a smooth transition into tertiary 

education or the workforce. 

For the sake of clarity, a definition of literacy is necessary here. There are many definitions in the 

literature but we define it as follows: Literacy involves being in command of ‘a repertoire of 

understandings and capabilities that enable effective receptive and expressive communication’. It 

entails ‘the ability to understand and create, with critical awareness, a range of texts in spoken, 

written, visual and multimedia modes for a variety of purposes’ (Fellowes & Oakley, 2010, p. 153). 
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Literacy has been designated as a ‘general capability’ in the Australian Curriculum and it has 

described as follows: “In the Australian Curriculum students become literate as they develop the 

skills to learn and communicate confidently at school and to become effective individuals, 

community members, workers and citizens. These skills include listening, reading, viewing, writing, 

speaking and creating print, visual and digital materials accurately and purposefully within and 

across all learning areas” (ACARA, 2011a, n.p.) 

Many students in the middle years make less than satisfactory progress in literacy and, in Australia, 

the percentage achieving minimum benchmark standards in 2010 decreased between Years 7 and 9, 

with the performance of Western Australian students falling further behind that of the national 

cohort in Reading (see Figures 1 and 2).  

 

Figure 1: National and Western Australian NAPLAN Reading results, 2010 

 

Figure 2: National and Western Australian NAPLAN Writing results, 2010 

In short, more and more students begin to struggle in literacy throughout the middle and upper 

secondary years. There are several possible reasons for this. Firstly, the texts that students are 

required to read and write become more complex and demanding as they move through the school 

years and also students need to increase their proficiency in understanding how texts work in 

particular subject areas; the various disciplines have their own literacy practices and these 
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differences become more pronounced as students move through middle and upper secondary 

school. It has also been suggested that there are ‘new’ literacy demands in the 21st century that 

schooling has not kept pace with. One of these is the capacity to engage effectively with digital 

literacies and multimedia (Lee & Spratley, 2010). 

A compounding issue is that, in many middle years classrooms, literacy is not integrated into subject 

areas as is usually the case in primary schools; it is often the case that students are not effectively 

taught and supported in how to access and use texts in the learning areas. Not only do texts differ at 

the word level, sentence level and text level from one subject area to the next, but also, in order to 

comprehend texts, different kinds of prior knowledge are needed from one discipline to the next 

(Lee & Spratley, 2010). Unfortunately, middle and secondary school teachers (even most English 

teachers) are seldom trained in teaching literacy within their subject areas. 

Furthermore, in some cases, students in the upper primary years are not explicitly or adequately 

taught learning area literacy, with the result that many children are already struggling prior to 

leaving primary school (Pressley, Wharton-McDonald, Hampson & Echevarria, 1998). In an attempt 

to address the problem of less than optimal literacy achievement in subject areas, there have been 

calls internationally for all teachers to take more responsibility for assisting students to read and 

write texts within their subject areas. In Australia, the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy 

(NITL) (2006, p. 15) recommends that literacy teaching should continue throughout schooling and 

that it “must be the responsibility of all teachers across the curriculum”. More recently, the 

Australian National Curriculum (K-10) has stated that cross-curricular links need to be made in a 

range of subjects such as Mathematics, History, English and Science (ACARA, 2011a). The Australian 

National Curriculum describes how literacy relates to the subject areas. With regards to integrating 

literacy into the Mathematics area, the curriculum for Mathematics explicitly states:  

Literacy is an important aspect of mathematics. Students need to understand written 

problems and instructions; ellipsis (for example, ‘convert your age to days, then hours, 

minutes and finally seconds’); synonyms (for example, ‘subtract’, ‘take away’, ‘minus’); 

imperatives (for example, ‘circle the correct answer’); the passive voice (for example, ‘if 7 

is taken from 10…’); nominalisations (for example, ‘product’, ‘quotient’); technical 

terminology (for example, ‘digits’, ‘lowest common denominator’), including the use of 

common words with a specific meaning in a mathematical context (for example ‘find the 

value of x’ requires more than searching, it implies problem solving), and metaphorical 

language used to express mathematics concepts and processes. (ACARA, 2011b, n.p.) 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Mathematics/General-capabilities  
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A similar statement is made in the Science curriculum:  

Literacy is important in science. The language and literacy knowledge specific to the study 

of science develops along with scientific understanding and skills. For example, students 

move from recognising, observing and discussing familiar phenomena in the early years 

to documenting and hypothesising about speculative ideas in later years. In science, 

commonly encountered genres and language features include: the procedural report and 

the explanatory genre (for example, ‘the water cycle’); the use of the passive voice (for 

example, ‘clouds are formed’); nominalisation (for example ‘sedimentation’, 

‘condensation’); imperatives (for example, ‘heat the test tube’), and technical terms, 

which include common words that have a specific meaning in a science context. ACARA 

(2011c, n.p.) 

 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Science/GeneralCapabilities/ 

 

Likewise, in the History curriculum, the statement reads:  

Students become literate as they develop the skills to learn and communicate confidently 

at school and to become effective individuals, community members, workers and 

citizens. These skills include listening, reading and viewing, writing, speaking and creating 

print, visual and digital materials accurately and purposefully within and across all 

learning areas 

The study of history has specific language and literacy demands. These demands change 

in accordance with the development of historical knowledge, understanding and skills. 

For example, in their early years students use personal experience to relate life-stories; in 

upper primary they recount events focused on places and historical periods; and in junior 

secondary they write more formal historical accounts, using increasingly abstract 

concepts such as cause and effect to explain sequences of events. (ACARA, 2011d, n.p.) 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/History/General-capabilities  

It is apparent, then, that there is a pressing need to help middle years teachers acquire the skills and 

knowledge necessary to integrate literacy into their subject areas, and there may also need to be a 

shift in attitude. As Vacca, Vacca and Mraz (2011, p. 1) have stated, “All learning area teachers play a 

critical role in helping students to think, learn and communicate with texts”. As they have also 

pointed out, some teachers are yet to be persuaded that their role is important in this regard. 

There is a wealth of literature on how subject specialists might integrate literacy into their areas. In 

the United Kingdom, secondary teachers have access to a package of Literacy Across the Curriculum 

training and resources designed to help them understand and teach subject specific literacies 

(http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/97968). In the United States of America there 

has been a great deal of research recently, culminating in reports such as Reading in the Disciplines 
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(Lee & Spratley, 2010). In Australia, however, there has so far been less emphasis on literacy across 

the curriculum in the middle years. It is likely that this has contributed to less than optimal outcomes 

for many students. 

Difficulties and challenges 

There has long been a perception that students ‘learn to read’ in the early years of primary school 

and then shift to ‘reading to learn’, and it is, perhaps, the notion that students no longer need 

reading and literacy instruction in upper primary through to lower secondary school that is at the 

root of the difficulty; teachers of older children and adolescents tend to believe that children should 

already have learnt the literacy skills they need. Kamil (2003, p. 4) has noted that, in the USA: 

The attitude of middle and high school teachers has been that their job is not to teach 

reading. They view themselves as content specialists and believe that the job of 

teaching reading belongs to elementary school teachers. And they feel that, if only 

those elementary school teachers would do a better job of teaching these students to 

read, the problems at the secondary level would be solved.  

 

It could be argued that similar attitudes are held by many middle years teachers in Australia, who 

often believe that the main responsibility for teaching literacy lies initially with primary school 

teachers and later with English subject area teachers. This view may come from limited awareness 

about the developmental nature of literacy and a lack of knowledge about research findings on how 

subject specialists can greatly increase students’ learning by building literacy instruction into their 

teaching (Kamil, 2003).  

Moje (2008) has pointed out that it is not a simple matter for subject specialists to accommodate the 

types of literacy practices and strategies that they are being encouraged to use. It may be more 

fruitful to encourage subject specialists to think about their existing ‘norms of practice’ and develop 

their own pedagogies to enable students to comprehend texts in their learning area. In other words, 

she argues that the starting point should be the subject-specific knowledge and practices, not 

literacy research. As disciplines have their own discourses, Moje proposes that it may be 

advantageous for subject specialists to analyse, build pedagogy and take control of their own 

literacies, instead of having ‘literacy’ imposed from outside. In order to do this, middle years 

teachers would still need to be educated about what literacy is and be able to evaluate existing 

literacy pedagogy. 

Students themselves are sometimes resistant to being taught literacy in subject areas (Damico, 

Baildon, Exter & Guo, 2010; Moje, 2008), especially if literacy is an area of challenge for them. 
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Nevertheless, English should be attended to in other domains, and this may be especially the case 

for those students who do not excel in reading and writing.  

The literature also indicates that the structure of secondary schools, with their tendency to 

compartmentalise subject area instruction, and students moving from one classroom to the next 

several times a day, presents difficulties (Damico, Baildon, Exter, & Guo, 2010; Moje, 2008). It is no 

easy matter to coordinate literacy across the curriculum when learning areas plan and teach 

separately. The literature indicates that learning area coordinators need to communicate with each 

other about how strategies to develop literacy learning across the curriculum might be built into 

teachers’ plans. 

It could be argued that the difficulties outlined above can be attributed to current practices and 

attitudes and are by no means insurmountable. Changes in pre-service education, professional 

teacher learning, and the ways in which curriculum is organised across the school could go a long 

way towards ameliorating these perceived difficulties. The literature strongly supports a whole 

school approach to teaching literacy across the curriculum in the middle years of schooling, which 

necessitates teachers learning and using a ‘common language’ and employing several core strategies 

for students to use as they move from one classroom to the next (Ogle & Lang, 2007). 

What needs to be taught about literacy? 

In order to help students read and write effectively in subject areas, there is a need to explicitly 

teach them about how texts work in particular subject areas at the word, sentence and whole text 

levels. It should be noted that the understandings at each level interact with understandings at other 

levels. 

Word level understandings 

At the word level, the two areas that need to be taught are spelling and vocabulary. Students should 

learn how words are made up, where they originate and what they mean. In the teaching of the 

morphemic structure of words, which concerns base words and affixes, the study of spelling and 

vocabulary overlap. There is strong research evidence that the structured teaching of vocabulary is 

beneficial in developing reading skills and comprehension (Hattie, 2009; Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986). 

In each learning area, there is subject specific (technical) vocabulary to learn, such as the words 

rhombus and polynomials in mathematics. Also, more general academic words need to be taught 

since these are often used differently from one subject to the next, and words with multiple 

meanings can be confusing for students, especially for those who have English as an Additional 
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Language (Rothenberg & Fisher, 2006). An example is the word solution, which is used differently in 

Mathematics and Science. There are many other words, such as radicals, expressions, roots and 

volume that have specific meanings in mathematics, and other subject areas also use words in 

specialised ways. Resources exist to help teachers address aspects of vocabulary development. The 

Academic Word List (Coxhead & Byrd, 2007) is a useful resource that teachers can use to decide 

which of the more generic academic words, as opposed to purely content specific vocabulary, might 

be taught across the curriculum. Effective use of such resources, however, requires dedicated 

discussion around meaningful and sustainable ways of implementation. 

One way of selecting vocabulary that is supportive of the struggling reader is to use the ‘tiers’ 

described by Beck, McKeown and Kucan (2002). Tier 1 words are those that are used on an everyday 

basis and which are often learnt easily by children. Tier 2 words are high frequency words that often 

have multiple meaning and Beck et al. suggest that these words should be taught directly across the 

curriculum. Tier 3 words are low frequency, technical words, and these are often already seen by 

learning area teachers as being their responsibility to teach. These three tiers are illustrated in Figure 

3. 

 

FIGURE 3: SOURCE: (BECK, ET AL. (2002). BRINGING WORDS TO LIFE: ROBUST VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION. NEW YORK: THE GUILDFORD 

PRESS.) 
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Sentence level understandings 

At the sentence level, the main functions of sentences (for example, declarative, imperative, 

interrogative, exclamatory) are often different from one subject to another. Along with these 

differences in function, sentences have differences in structure from one subject to the next. For 

example, exclamatory sentences would rarely be used in mathematics and might only be used in 

Science in safety warnings, whereas they are relatively common in English literature. 

Text level understandings 

At the text level, the learning areas focus on different text types or genres. Scientific texts, for 

example, often contain cause-effect structures, graphs, diagrams and instructions; history texts 

often contain timelines, and geography texts often include explanations. Other social sciences 

include a preponderance of expositions and arguments. It is important that all of these differences 

be explicitly taught and discussed with students. 

Word solving 

A problem-solving approach to understanding how words are made up and what they mean is 

recommended by Fisher, Frey and Lapp (2009). Here, students are encouraged to use knowledge 

about morphemes and word meanings to help them solve word problems, be they spelling or 

reading comprehension problems. In this way, all three aspects of this study are inter-linked (see 

Figure 4).  

 

FIGURE 4: THE WORD –SOLVING APPROACH TO SPELLING, VOCABULARY AND READING COMPREHENSION 
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Aligning teaching to students’ needs 

A key issue in the effective teaching of literacy across the curriculum is differentiated teaching that is 

targeted to students’ needs and based on assessment data. The Words Their Way text (Bear, 

Invernezzi, Templeton & Johnston, 2004) presents a quick and simple means of diagnostically 

assessing students’ spelling knowledge in terms of what they know about spelling features. Results 

from such diagnostic assessments can be used to inform appropriate, targeted teaching, which is 

more likely to be useful to students than the ‘one size fits all’ teaching that appears to be the norm 

in many secondary classrooms. 

Scaffolded learning 

Students’ learning needs to be ‘scaffolded’: that is, teachers need to demonstrate or model how to 

solve literacy related problems, provide opportunities for students to work collaboratively to solve 

problems, and provide opportunities for students to practise independently. This gradual release 

model – in itself an effective literacy learning strategy – also enables thorough and transferable 

understandings of content knowledge. Teaching students to use problem-solving and other 

metacognitive strategies has been shown to be successful in increasing outcomes in reading 

comprehension (Hattie, 2009, pp. 200-203). 

Another effective metacognitive literacy strategy that can be used across all learning areas is the 

scaffolding of reading tasks into ‘before reading’ activities, ‘during reading’ activities and ‘after 

reading’ activities. This strategy stimulates thinking about words and texts and ensures that students 

are given the opportunity to talk about their learning with peers as well as with the teacher. 

Although it is important for teachers to use talk to model, explain, question and give instructions, 

students should be given ample opportunities for directed talk. 

‘Before reading’ tasks allow teachers to prepare students for reading through brainstorms, word 

sorts and vocabulary activities. ‘During reading’ activities direct the students’ reading and support 

their search for information. ‘During reading’ activities might include a ‘demonstration step’ where 

the teacher scaffolds how to do something. In the case of reading comprehension, the teacher can 

employ a ‘think aloud’ (Fisher, et al., 2009; Wilhelm, 2001). ‘After reading’ activities allow students 

to demonstrate the understandings they have acquired as a result of their reading. These might 

engage students in summarising, retelling in a new form, transferring and/or reflecting on their 

learning. One strategy that encourages talk and problem solving before, during and after reading is 

‘Reciprocal Teaching’. 
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Reciprocal Teaching 

Reciprocal teaching as a pedagogical strategy has been shown to lead to substantially improved 

outcomes for students in both literacy and subject area learning (Hattie, 2009, p. 204), particularly 

for those who find learning difficult (Hattie, 2009, p. 217). Reciprocal teaching has been defined as 

an instructional activity that takes the form of a supported dialogue between teachers and students 

about segments of text (Palincsar, 1986). The teacher and students take turns in assuming the role 

of teacher in leading the dialogue, which involves the use of four cognitive strategies: clarifying, 

predicting, question generating and summarizing, the aim being to actively bring meaning to written 

text. Research evidence shows that outcomes are highest where there is explicit teaching of 

cognitive strategies before beginning the reciprocal teaching dialogue that is through clear teacher 

instructions, modelling and practice (Hattie, 2008). 

It can be seen that there is a pressing need for middle years teachers to include the teaching of 

literacy within their subject areas. The literature indicates a number of strategies that research has 

shown to be effective in helping students achieve improved outcomes. Nevertheless, what is 

important is that middle years teachers come to understand the importance of teaching literacy 

within their subject areas and that this may need some change of perspective in their role as 

teachers. It is also important that they become aware of the nature of literacy development and 

teaching so that they incorporate effective literacy teaching into their practice. Engagement in 

targeted professional development has the potential to change teachers’ views, their knowledge and 

practices, and also student outcomes. 

Professional development for teachers 

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

have encouraged the view that professional development 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 & Youngs, 2002; Hattie, 2009). Nevertheless, there is some debate as to the 

effectiveness of professional development for practising teachers (Cohen & Hill, 2000; Guskey, 2002; 

Kennedy,1998; Wang, Fretchling & Sanders,1999; 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 
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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. 

Darling-Hammond and Richardson (2009) have proposed a new paradigm of professional 

development, with the aim of helping teachers develop ways in which to teach the higher order 

thinking skills that are needed for today’s society. In this paradigm content, context and design of 

high quality professional learning are defined. In terms of content it is centred on student learning; 

in terms of context it is integrated with school improvement; and its design is based on active, 

sustained learning. Also of particular importance is the creation of professional learning 

communities. 

Based on the recent research of Hattie (2009) and Darling-Hammond and Richardson (2009), it 

seems that a number of factors are important when planning and implementing professional 

development for teachers. An effective professional development program: 

• Engages teachers and deepens their knowledge of content and how to teach it to students; 

• Helps teachers understand how students learn specific content; 

• Provides opportunities for active, hands-on learning; 

• Enables teachers to acquire new knowledge, apply it to practice, and reflect on the results 

with colleagues; 

• Is part of a school reform effort that links curriculum, assessment, and standards to 

professional learning; 

• Is collaborative and collegial; 

• Is intensive and sustained over time; 

• Challenges teachers’ prevailing discourse and conceptions about learning (this factor is seen 

as most important by Hattie). 

 

Guskey (2002) has 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 
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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.  

Rather than accepting this view of teacher change, Guskey proposes an alternative model of the 

change process in which significant shifts in teachers’ attitudes and beliefs occur as a direct result of 

improvements in the learning outcomes of their students. This model of teacher change can be seen 

in Figure 5. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: A model of teacher change (Guskey, 2002, p. 383) 

In this model it is a demonstrated gain in student learning that is the “key to the endurance of any 

change in instructional practice” (Guskey, 2002, p. 384). Guskey sees teachers as pragmatists who 

want to develop skills in the use of strategies that will directly relate to their day-to-day work in the 

classroom. The Making the Links Project draws on the work of Guskey when developing an approach 

to professional learning. 
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2 ENGAGING IN A COLLABORATIVE LEARNING INITIATIVE  

 

Aim 

The project was designed to enable and encourage learning area teachers of middle years students 

(Years 7-9), located in a range of Western Australian Catholic schools, to incorporate literacy 

teaching into their practice, with the long-term aim of increasing literacy outcomes for students. It 

was also designed to take account of research-based practice in the areas of both literacy teaching 

and professional development for teachers. The impetus for the program was 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. It was undertaken as a 

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

University of Western Australia, a consultant from the Catholic Education Office and approximately 

27 teachers from eight Catholic secondary schools across the Perth metropolitan area. 

Methodology 

The Making the Links Project developed around a Formative Experimental methodology; a 

methodology designed to improve interventions/innovations (Oakley, 2003; Patton, 1990; Reinking 

& Bradley, 2008), where the researchers and practitioners collaborate to make adjustments and 

changes to practice, using the information gained from the field. 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 across eight Catholic secondary schools. The Formative Experimental methodology entailed 

asking such questions as: “What is the problem with the teaching and learning of spelling 

(vocabulary knowledge, reading comprehension) in the nominated year levels (7-9)?”, “What needs 

to be improved – assessment, teaching, content?”, “How can the teaching and learning of spelling, 

the building of vocabulary knowledge and the use of reading comprehension strategies be improved 

in different learning areas?” and, “Has the professional learning explored throughout the twelve 

months of the project helped?”  

Integral to this methodology is that people can, and will, use information from the field to improve 

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

throughout 2010. The methodology allowed for a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

methods. The qualitative data included both an analysis of teacher discussion and open-ended 
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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 that provided statistical information focused on student achievement. 

The way in which the project was designed offered a logical timeframe, allowing researchers and 

teachers time to collect data and to present and discuss the findings with research participants and 

partners. Critical components of the research process were: identifying a pedagogical goal, 

determining a range of instructional interventions that had potential to meet the pedagogical goal, 

identifying factors that inhibited or advanced the effectiveness of the interventions, and making 

modifications where necessary. At all times this required both teacher participants and researchers 

to engage in a number of inquiry and knowledge-building cycles (Timperley, 2008).  

The Professional Learning model 

 

Figure 6 illustrates the professional learning model implemented by the researchers. The model, 

which draws from Guskey’s (2002) model, comprised a six step process whereby teacher participants 

were encouraged to engage in a sustained professional learning involvement over a ten month 

period (February 2010 to November 2010).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 6: BUILDING PROFESSIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

The ever expanding circles symbolise the growth of teacher knowledge, skills and confidence over 

time. They also indicate that the professional learning communities within each school have grown 

to include others. The project recognised that in order to address the literacy versus content dualism 

(Draper, Hall, Smith & Siebert, 2005), teachers needed to progress through a series of stages before 

confidently embracing change. Deepening teacher knowledge through professional dialogue and 

time to apply this new knowledge in practice, followed by time to reflect on the results with 
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colleagues, were critical components of this collaborative learning initiative. This process is outlined 

in Section 2 of this report. 

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 (ICSEA) of schools, number of students enrolled, and the curriculum being 

implemented (International Baccalaureate or the current Western Australian Curriculum 

Framework). Table 1 provides details of each of the school participants. 

 

Participant 

Schools 

Students Total enrolment Location Curriculum being implemented 

School 1 Co-ed 1200 Metropolitan IB 

School 2 Co-ed 825 Metropolitan CF 

School 3 Co-ed 948 Metropolitan CF 

School 4 Co-ed 1280 Outer-Metropolitan CF 

School 5 Co-ed 74 Outer-Metropolitan CF 

School 6 Co-ed 1400 Metropolitan CF 

School 7 Co-ed 938 Metropolitan CF 

School 8 Single sex 1244 Metropolitan IB 

Note: CF = Curriculum Framework; IB = International Baccalaureate 

 

Table 1: Participant Schools 

 

Initially, 27 teachers became involved in the project. However, a number of additional staff members 

from School 3 - including the whole Year 7 team plus 6 Teacher Assistants; and School 4 - the Year 9 

cross curriculum teaching team - had participated by the end of 2010. This brought the total number 

of teacher participants to approximately 49. All teachers indicated their willingness to take part in 

the project and acknowledged the impact of literacy on success in their learning area. Approximately 

475 students from years 7 and 8 initially participated in the pre-testing; 302 students participated in 

both pre- and post-testing. The teachers of all students were encouraged to embrace the 

professional learning opportunities that were developed to deepen their knowledge on how to 

support literacy across the different learning areas.  
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School 

Subject 

English SOSE D & T Drama Maths Learning 

Resources 

Year 7 

School 1 

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

T
e

a
ch

e
rs

 

2       

School 2 2 1      

School 3 2 1     1 

School 4 1 1    1  

School 5 1 1 1 1 1 1  

School 6 2 1    1  

School 7 1       

School 8 2 2      

 

Table 2: Initial Project Participants by Subject Area 
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3 THE PROFESSIONAL LEARNING JOURNEY AND CHANGE PROCESS 

 

In this chapter we will discuss the implementation of the professional learning model and how the 

participating teachers reacted to and learnt from each of the six steps. 

 

Step 1: Collecting and analysing data to establish a need for instructional change 

 

The starting point for the Making the Links Project was the collection of baseline data from each 

participating school. The Progressive Achievement Tests in Reading PAT-R (ACER, 2008) were 

administered at the beginning of the school year to students in years 7 and 8 classes in the 

participating schools. The PAT-R consists of a series of tests designed to assist teachers in the 

assessment of reading comprehension skills, vocabulary knowledge and spelling. These well-

established assessments were chosen because of their wide use in Australian schools and 

educational research (Lai, McNaughton, Amituanai-Toloa, Turner & Hsiao, 2009), their reportedly 

high levels of reliability and validity, the availability of Australian norms for interpretation of 

performance, and the availability of a measurement scale with which to interpret literacy growth 

over time. Post-testing the students at the end of the year with these assessments took place in 

order to examine student learning within and across school contexts. The results of testing may be 

reported in several ways, as shown in Figure 7.  

The normal curve below shows how the stanine is derived. The underlying basis for obtaining 

stanines is that a normal distribution is divided into nine intervals. Figure 7 illustrates this 

relationship.  
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Figure 7: Percentiles and Stanines (ACER, 2008, p. 83) 

 

Pre-test data were obtained initially during Step 1 (March, 2010) of the research journey and 

provided data that stimulated conversations between teachers and researchers as well as teachers 

who were part of the professional learning communities of participating schools. Post-test data were 

obtained at the end of the school year (November/December, 2010) in order to determine student 

achievement at the end of the school year and a comparative analysis of these will occur in Section 4 

of this report.  

Step 2: Engaging in conversations about data to identify areas for targeted growth. 

 

Providing the schools with access to the data generated a number of reactions that indicated that 

teachers had not anticipated the low scores of some children, and also helped participants identify 

areas for targeted growth. In fact these concerns formed the catalyst for the next phase of the 

project. The ‘surprises’ (to participating teachers) were: 

1. The number of students with ‘low literacy levels’ in the middle years at the participating 

schools, and teacher surprise that they did not know what students could and could not do; 

2. The assumptions teachers made about student literacy capacity and the mismatch between 

strategy choices and student needs that occurred across disciplines as a result and;  
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3. The assessment evidence of the wide range of student ability, suggesting that there needed 

to be greater attention to differentiation when planning for teaching within the learning 

areas. However, this included not only differentiation in relation to the levels of text 

presented to students, but also differentiation in the ways in which teachers structured their 

pedagogy when dealing with the multitude of materials found in a middle years classroom. 

 

Considering the assessment data together with teacher concerns it was decided to focus on spelling, 

vocabulary development and comprehension during the professional learning sessions. Table 3 

outlines the time-frame of these activities during the first half of 2010. 

 

Table 3: Sequence showing dates of professional learning sessions in semester 1 

Step 3: Challenging teachers’ assumptions 

 

Prior to the introduction of the instructional strategies it was important to gauge teacher 

perceptions of ‘literacy’ and their understanding of what was meant by ‘literacy teaching’, including 

what literacy learning looked like in their learning areas. Wilson, Grisham, and Smetana (2009) 

suggest that the majority of secondary teachers consider the English learning area to be responsible 

for the teaching and support of literacy. They also make a strong case that teachers of different 

learning areas struggle with balancing literacy and content instruction; they remind us that there is 

always a tension between supporting the literacy needs of students and covering the material set 

out in learning area teaching plans. These viewpoints were evident amongst the teachers at the 

beginning of the Making the Links Project and were expressed through comments made on the pre-

project questionnaire that was administered during the first Professional Development session on 9 

March (Group 1) and 17 March (Group 2). 
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 School 4: English Teacher 

 

As an English teacher I feel that a large aspect of my job is to ensure students are spelling 

correctly. I feel that the English teachers are in the ‘firing line’ although it should be a whole 

school approach. 

 

School 4: S & E Teacher 

I believe there is an assumption that this is delivered in English subjects - most learning areas will not 

focus on literacy. I feel strongly about this because I’m a level 4 specialist and have worked with adults 

who never progressed at school. 

 

School 8: Language & Humanities Teacher 

Accuracy in spelling is a fundamental element in my learning area and a lot of time and effort goes 

into teaching students how to become ‘good’ spellers of Australian English. 

 

School 2: Science Teacher 

Honestly, not as responsible as the English teacher. I don’t expect them to ensure/teach 

students how to write a scientific report. However, the more that students use ‘text’ [SMS] 

speech in their writing, the more time I spend correcting their spelling to assist with their 

learning. Literacy is cross curricular; we must approach it as a team, even if I don’t agree 

completely with it. 

 

School 3: Mathematics Teacher 

I do think it’s important but I feel at times a greater importance should be placed on the 

content of their pieces of work. 

 

School 5: English, Geography, RE Teacher 

Very important. It is part of virtually every task – excepting speaking and listening. Spelling 

is assessed in English and it is also critical in Geography in terms of terminology etc. 

 

The decisions learning area teachers make about what to teach and how to teach it are linked to 

their beliefs (Hall, 2005). If people do not believe literacy instruction is their responsibility then they 

will not willingly teach the necessary skills to their students. Comments like, “…most learning areas 

will not focus on literacy” and, “Honestly, not as responsible as the English teacher” were responses 
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that suggested a reticence by some in taking responsibility for supporting student literacy in their 

daily teaching repertoires. 

During Step 3 of the process, videoing lessons across a range of learning areas in several of the 

schools also took place in order to enable reflection on ‘lost opportunities’ for literacy learning in 

lessons. 

Step 4: Extending teacher knowledge around literacy and instructional strategies 

 

Fisher, Frey and Williams (2002) emphasise the need for learning area teachers to engage in 

professional learning that allows for growth in expertise in linking literacy support and teaching 

within their different disciplines. It is suggested that a way to build literacy instruction in learning 

areas is to focus on a selection of well researched strategies (Fisher & Frey, 2008) that can be used in 

conjunction with existing pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986). This project defines an 

instructional strategy as a set of teaching approaches. For example, anticipatory or pre-reading 

activities, which could include the following teaching approaches: think alouds, prediction, 

discussions prior to the reading of a text, or the use of a KWL charts to establish what is known and 

what needs to be learned. The strategies selected for this project included the following:  

 

1. Anticipatory or Pre-reading activities – provoke interest, curiosity, and gain student 

attention before the ‘text’ is read.  

2. Graphic Organisers – refer to visual displays that represent factual information and 

conceptual relationships in text (Fisher, et al., 2009, pp. 95-104).  

3. Note-taking and Note-making – are organised systems for written, student-generated, 

information gleaned from teacher talk, lesson activities, and reading text. 

4. Reciprocal Teaching – is peer or teacher-led reading of a common text that emphasises 

predicting, clarifying, questioning and summarising (Oczkus, 2003; Palincsar, 1984). 

5. Spelling – involves increasing awareness and understanding that spelling is developmental 

and that students extend their knowledge of words along a continuum or a series of 

chronologically ordered stages or phases (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton & Johnston, 2008; 

Templeton, Bear, Invernizzi & Johnston, 2010).  

6. Think Alouds – involve modelling the thinking focused on word work and the 

comprehension of text (Fisher, et al., 2009).  
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7.  Vocabulary Development - involves a collection of strategies for developing definitional and 

conceptual knowledge of content and academic words (Bear et al., 2008; Coxhead & Byrd, 

2007; Fisher, et al., 2009; Templeton et al., 2010).  

 

The teachers were provided with a number of opportunities to engage with the strategies during the 

professional learning sessions and were then encouraged to ‘have-a-go’ with their students when 

back in the classroom. They were then asked to reflect on the impact on both their teaching and 

student learning and to record their thoughts in a Reflective Journal. 

 

Step 5: Implementing structures to extend good literacy learning 

practices 

Midway through the project a session was conducted in which all teachers were brought together to 

consider progress so far and to reflect on their individual professional learning. A second survey was 

administered to help researchers investigate whether teacher attitudes towards the importance of 

literacy and the usefulness of the introduced instructional strategies had shifted in any way from 

those evident in the pre-project questionnaire. The Teacher Survey, which was similar to that used 

by Fisher and Frey (2008) who also considered student perceptions, consisted of three sections. The 

first part asked teachers to rank the following seven instructional strategies in order of importance 

for their learning area (Fisher & Frey, 2008): 

1. Anticipatory and pre-reading activities  

2. Graphic Organisers  

3. Note-taking and Note-making  

4. Reciprocal Teaching 

5. Spelling  

6. Think Alouds  

7. Vocabulary Development  

The second section asked teachers to rank (on a scale of 1 - 4) their how useful they found each of 

the seven instructional strategies identified in section 1. The third part included an open ended 

question stem: ‘These teaching strategies are…..’ This question stem provided the opportunity for 

participants to make statements about whether or not they could see the value of the seven 

instructional strategies that had been the focus of the professional learning sessions conducted 

throughout Terms 1 and 2 of 2010. 
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In response to Section 1, teachers provided the following responses which were averaged across the 

participants in their respective subject areas. The top three instructional strategies nominated by 

participants were vocabulary development (X = 3.05), anticipatory or pre-reading activities (X = 3.11) 

and reciprocal teaching (X = 3.22). On the whole teachers believed that developing vocabulary 

knowledge is the most important learning area instructional strategy. This outcome is similar to that 

found by Fisher and Frey (2008) who also indicated systematic vocabulary instruction to be key. 

When linking teacher beliefs about the importance of vocabulary instruction and the baseline data 

collected about student vocabulary knowledge it became clear that there was a need for more 

targeted instruction in this area.  

Like Fisher and Frey (2008), we found that teachers from each learning area rated the instructional 

strategies at different levels of importance and there were a number of unexpected outcomes. For 

example, Society and Environment (S & E) teachers ranked vocabulary instruction as third out of the 

seven and saw anticipatory activities as most important. This could be linked to the ‘narrative 

nature’ (Fisher & Frey, 2008) of the material that is often used in this learning area. The 

Mathematics/Science teachers ranked vocabulary development fourth. Considering the vocabulary 

demands of the complex textbooks that dominate these subjects this was somewhat unexpected. 

Another unanticipated result was the ranking of spelling at six. Taking into account the link between 

morphemic knowledge and vocabulary development, we found it concerning that spelling was not 

seen as a priority. In taking this into consideration it is clear that there needs to be further 

discussions with participants around the impact of spelling knowledge, especially at the syllables and 

affixes and derivational relations stage, on building vocabulary knowledge. It may also be necessary 

for spelling instruction to be given higher priority when planning for instruction in different learning 

areas. Table 4 shows the average ranking of instructional strategies across participants by subject 

areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page | 29 

 

 

Subject Areas 

Average of 

Anticipatory 

Activities 

Average of 

Graphic 

Organisers 

Average of Note 

Taking/Making 

Average of 

Reciprocal 

Teaching 

Average of 

Spelling 

Average of 

Think Alouds 

Average of 

Vocabulary 

Development 

Maths 7 3 1 6 5 4 2 

Maths/Science 2 1.5 2 3.5 5.5 3 4 

Science/RE  1 3 2 3 4 3 2 

English 3.57 4.28 4.42 3.28 3.14 3.85 2.85 

English/S & E 3.2 4.8 3.6 2.8 3.8 3.6 3.4 

S & E 1 5 2 4 6 7 3 

Across subjects 2 7 6 1 4 5 3 

Grand Total 3.11 4.16 3.55 3.22 3.94 3.88 3.05 

Overall Ranking 2 7 4 3 6 5 1 

 

Table 4: Average ranking of importance of instructional strategies across participants by subject area 

The second part of the survey asked teachers to rank their comfort or expertise in using the 

instructional strategies (Fisher & Frey, 2008). The purpose of this question was to determine 

whether or not the professional development sessions, together with the subsequent work in 

classrooms, had aided in building literacy knowledge and skills and teacher confidence. The ranking 

in order of importance was as follows:  

1. Need more information; 

2. Emerging (I am working on this); 

3. Practising (I am good at this one);  

4. Peer Coaching (I can help my colleagues implement this one).  

 

Overall, there were four instructional strategies that teachers indicated they needed more support 

with: using graphic organisers; explicitly teaching approaches to note taking and note making; 

embedding the teaching of spelling into existing pedagogy; and giving attention to vocabulary 

development. This report focuses on the teaching of spelling and the building of vocabulary 

knowledge. However, an approach to note taking and note making was piloted with Schools 5 and 8 

during Term 4 of 2010.  

Confidence to ‘free up’ instructional time for the teaching of spelling and vocabulary is linked to the 

continuing tension that exists between literacy and content instruction. As a result this project 

continually encouraged participants to confront the literacy-content dualism (Draper et al., 2005) 

that permeates the middle years. Teachers indicated that they needed more information about how 

to embed spelling into their curriculum area and how to ensure that they were building student 
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vocabulary knowledge. A common concern – insufficient time – was often cited as one of the 

constraining factors when linking spelling instruction to learning area instruction. In fact the average 

ranking across all subjects (X=1) indicated that people were least confident with teaching this 

dimension of literacy. This would indicate that further support needs to be provided to teachers and 

schools in regard to managing literacy and subject content demands. It is interesting to note that in 

the first part of the survey teachers did not rank instructional strategies to support spelling as 

important and this could be linked to a lack of confidence in teaching this aspect of literacy, or to not 

seeing spelling as a cross-curriculum responsibility that requires a time commitment by all learning 

area teachers. 

 School 4: Science Teacher 

Some [teaching strategies] are more complex to prepare than others. Also as a Science 

teacher some are more applicable than others. I am not very confident with the more 

English-based strategies such as spelling and vocab.  

 

Table 5 shows the average ranking across participants of their level of comfort or expertise in 

instructional strategies by subject areas. 

Subject 

Average of 

Anticipatory 

Activities 

Average of 

Graphic 

Organisers 

Average of 

Note Taking/ 

Making 

Average of 

Reciprocal 

Teaching 

Average 

of Spelling 

Average of 

Think Alouds 

Average of 

Vocabulary 

Development 

Maths 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Maths/Science 3 3 2 2.5 1.5 3.5 2 

Science/RE 3 2 2 3 3 3 2 

English 2.6 1.9 2.4 2.6 3.1 3.1 3 

English/S & E 3 2.4 2.6 3.2 2.8 2.2 2.4 

S & E 3 3 3 2 2 2 2 

Across subjects 1 1 1 3 1 2 2 

Grand Total 2.7 2.2 2.3 2.7 2.6 2.7 2.5 

 

Table 5: Average ranking across participants of their comfort or expertise in instructional strategies by subject area 

The third section of the questionnaire asked teachers to respond to an open-ended question which 

began: These teaching strategies are ……. A selection of responses from teachers in the core learning 

areas of Science, English, Society and Environment and Mathematics follow: 
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School 5: Science/RE Teacher 

consolidating work in Science that I have been trying to incorporate into my classes for many 

years. It helps because it is now more overt and I can pick up skills on how to start a topic 

using language based work rather than straight into knowledge stuff. It is all in the initial 

approach. 

The teacher of Science and RE highlights the importance of explicitly teaching the strategies when 

introducing students to the different topics. For example, using a think aloud when working with a 

new text; note taking strategies to extract information from a table or a graph; or using a KWL chart 

to determine what students already know about a new topic and what they would like to learn: 

School 8: EnglishTeacher 

very useful if you are able to implement them into your teaching. They offer more than 'chalk 

and talk' and encourage independent thinking and learning. All of these strategies encourage 

students to become critical thinkers and allow them to take ownership of their learning. 

Acknowledging the impact of student ‘talk’ as a prerequisite to deep thinking about a topic, idea or 

concept, was also noted. Using instructional strategies that encourage discussion before writing 

enables teachers to support students more specifically and provides students with opportunities to 

‘rehearse’ responses when comprehending complex material: 

School 3: English/S & E Teacher 

useful and important. Explicit teaching of spelling, vocabulary and comprehension refocuses 

students on the importance of meaning. They are often heartened to find their 

comprehension can improve. 

Hall (2005) suggests that middle years/secondary teachers are not always shown the value of using 

instructional strategies focused on reading in such explicit ways. It is evident from the above 

comment that explicit teaching in the area of reading comprehension, vocabulary and spelling 

actually helps students experience greater success. As Guskey (2002) highlights, if teachers see a 

positive change in student outcomes then they will see the value of new approaches or 

interventions, and will therefore be more likely to embrace pedagogical renewal: 

School 4: Maths Teacher 

 

important to help our students develop in all areas of literacy. 
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School 6: English/S & E Teacher 

 

interrelated and are as important as each other. To be able to develop skills and strategies in 

spelling, vocabulary and reading comprehension - students need to be exposed to these 

teaching strategies in a variety of contexts. It feels as though without one, you cannot have a 

completely beneficial and effective other. 

 

School 4: English Teacher 

 

useful in terms of a whole school strategy. The project fits into our whole school strategic 

plan x 3 years. 

 

The realisation that responsibility for learning area literacy is more than the individual teacher was 

highlighted in School 4 through the development of a whole (middle) school literacy policy, which 

was informed by the work of the project. This was a very powerful outcome as far as the project was 

concerned. 

School 4: Whole School Literacy Policy (2010, p. 2) 

Integral to our approach to improving literacy standards is the implementation of seven key 

strategies proven to develop literacy across all Learning Areas. These strategies are 

transparent to the students, and integrated in content-area instruction — across English, 

Science, Social Science, Design and Technology, Physical Education, The Arts, Mathematics 

and Vocational Education. These seven strategies are; Shared Reading, KWL Charts, Graphic 

Organisers, Vocabulary Instruction, Writing to Learn, Structured Note taking and Reciprocal 

Teaching. 

 

It appears that the processes identified through Steps 1-5 need to be sustained for meaningful and 

effective pedagogical renewal to occur.  
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Step 6: Sustaining the change process for meaningful and effective pedagogical 

renewal 

 

The Making the Links Project acknowledges the importance of literacy instruction across learning 

areas – in particular English, Science and Society and Environment. It has also identified that a 

‘stepped’ approach to professional learning – in this case Steps 1-6 – is the most effective way to 

build the necessary literacy instructional knowledge and pedagogical skills. In fact, it is this process, 

identified in Steps 1-5, and culminating in Step 6 where momentum must be sustained for 

meaningful and effective pedagogical renewal, that literacy learning will support student outcomes 

across all learning areas. Timperley argues that when embarking on these initiatives it is important 

that both teachers and researchers maintain momentum. She maintains that “…sustained 

improvement in student outcomes requires that teachers have sound theoretical knowledge, 

evidence-informed inquiry skills, and supportive organizational conditions” (Timperley, 2008, p. 24). 
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4 STUDENT PROGRESS 

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

March/April and November 2010, 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. The 

Progressive Achievement Tests in Reading: Comprehension, Vocabulary and Spelling (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 9 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 

1 Very high 

2 High 

3 Above average 

4 High average 

5 Average 

6 Low average 

7 Below average 

8 Low 

9 Very low 

 

Table 6: Stanine Category and Description (ACER, 2008, p. 83) 

Data Analysis 

 

As it was not possible to conduct testing in all participating classrooms early in the school year the 

initial assessment data was gathered from the end of Term 1 through to the beginning of Term 2, 

2010. The final assessment data was gathered in Term 4 of 2010. Accordingly, there was a period of 

only 7 to 8 months between pre- and post-assessment, a 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 and pie graphs for individual class data. At the whole year level data the analysis examined the 
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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.  

 

Results of assessments for all Year 7 students 

 

Ninety-six year 7 students participated in the pre- and post-testing of comprehension, vocabulary 

and spelling. Figure 8 represents pre- and post-test results for comprehension. 

 

Figure 8: Year 7 students: Pre-and post-tests for Reading Comprehension by whole group 

 

It can be seen in Figure 8 that towards the beginning of the school year, in terms of reading 

comprehension nearly half (46%) of year the 7 students achieved scores at stanines 1 to 4, that is in 

National norm 

(expected distribution) 
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the very low to low average range, and is very slightly higher than the expected proportion (40%). A 

further 44% achieved scores at stanines 5 to 6 (expected proportion 37%). A particular concern was 

that only 10% of students were achieving at stanine levels 7, 8 and 9 (expected proportion 23%). 

These pre-test results formed the basis for a focus on teaching reading comprehension.  

 

At post-test there was some evidence of improved achievement for the whole year 7 cohort, with 

the proportion of students at stanines 1-4 falling to 29% and the proportion of students at the top 3 

stanines rising to 30%. Further, the proportion of students at stanines 5-9, that is ‘average’ to ‘very 

high achievement’, was 71% (expected proportion 60%), showing some overall growth, and 

achievement levels by the end of the year somewhat above the Australian norms for year 7.  

 

Figure 9: Year 7 students: Pre-and post-tests for Vocabulary by whole group 

 

Figure 9 shows that, in terms of vocabulary knowledge, towards the beginning of the school year the 

year 7 students as a group were achieving almost at expected levels, with 46% at stanines 1 to 4, 

32% at stanines 5 to 6 and 22% at stanines 7 to 9.  

 

These pre-test results formed the basis for a focus on reading vocabulary. No particular group stood 

out as achieving particularly low levels of vocabulary knowledge. It was, however, reasoned that a 

focus on vocabulary instruction had the potential to lift the performance of all students and to help 

increase performance in reading comprehension in that these two areas are highly related.  

 

At post-test there was some evidence of improved achievement with only 22% of students at 

National norm 

(expected distribution) 



Page | 37 

 

stanines 1 to 4 and the proportion of students at the top 3 stanines rising to 31%. Further, the 

proportion of students in stanines 5 to 9, that is average to very high achievement, was 78% 

(expected 60%). It can be seen from this post-test data that there was some growth for students at 

all levels in vocabulary knowledge showing some overall growth. Further, achievement levels by the 

end of the year were somewhat above the Australian norms for year 7.  

 

 

Figure 10: Year 7 students: Pre-and post-tests for Spelling by whole group 

 

Figure 10 shows that, in terms of spelling, towards the beginning of the school year the year 7 

students as a group were achieving almost at expected levels, with 46% at stanines 1 to 4, 32% at 

stanines 5 to 6 and 22% at stanines 7 to 9.  

 

At post-test there was some overall improvement in spelling that showed that as a group the year 7 

students were achieving levels somewhat above the Australian norms in that 34% achieved stanine 

scores from 1 to 4, 33% achieved stanine scores of 5 to 6, and 33% achieved stanine scores of 7 to 9. 

The proportion of students at stanines 5 to 9, that is average to very high achievement, was 76% 

(expected 60%). 

 

 

 

 

National norm 

(expected distribution) 
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Case Study - School 7, Year 7, 29 students 

 

Participant 

Schools 

Students Total 

enrolment 

Location ICSEA Curriculum 

being 

implemented 

School 7 Co-ed 938 Metropolitan 1030 CF 

 

School 7 is an inner-city metropolitan school in Perth. The school caters for students from Years 7 to 

12. The demographics of this school draws on many cultures, in fact it is often referred to as a 

“microcosm” of multicultural Australia (Personal Comment by Teacher Participant). As a result there 

are major issues around English as a second language (ESL) and students who do not speak English at 

home. A compounding factor is the lack of ESL programs to support these students when moving 

into the secondary sector. 

Comprehension 

 

Figure 11: Year 7, Class 1 - Comprehension 

 

Nineteen, or 65%, of the students in this year 7 class were operating between stanines 4 to 6 (just 

below average to just above average) at the end of the 2010 school year. The number of students 

positioned in stanines 2 and 3 dropped from 14% (5 students) to 7% (2 or 3 students) as the school 

year came to an end.  

The Comprehension Growth Chart below shows individual student results in even more detail. 

Student progress of one year 7 group of 29 students is plotted on the histogram. Start scores appear 

in a dark colour, and end scores in a light colour. Looking from the top to the bottom of the graph 

you will see students are presented in descending order.  
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52% of this year 7 group achieved expected through to greater than expected growth in 

comprehension as highlighted by the post-test data. 7 students from this class of 29, or 24%, moved 

two or more stanines which represents greater than expected growth over the life of the 2010 phase 

of the project. When considering the data at a classroom level it is obvious that careful, targeted 

teaching focusing on the needs of students is helpful. 

 

The literacy instructional strategy that was used to support comprehension skill development in this 

class was Reciprocal Teaching (Oczkus, 2003; Palinscar, 1986).  

 

Vocabulary 

   

Figure 12: Year 7, Class 1 – Vocabulary 
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For this group of year 7 students a major achievement was the number of students who moved from 

stanine 1 (pre-test 13% to post-test 3%) and stanine 2 (pre-test 3% to post-test 0%) into higher 

levels. If students are operating at stanine 1 and 2 there is a requirement that literacy intervention 

occurs. In this case it meant that initially 4 students were in stanine 1 at the beginning of the year 

and this represents a substantial number of students in one class. Ultimately this dropped to 1 

student based on the assessment data. 

 

 

Approximately 50% of the students in this class made expected or more than expected growth in 

vocabulary knowledge. 7 students in the class moved 2 or more stanines. Those students who were 

operating in the lower stanines made the most progress. 

 

Spelling 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: Year 7, Class 1 - Spelling 
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Spelling growth is evident for a small number of students in this year 7 cohort. The most notable 

shift was the reduction in students positioned at stanine 3 – pre-test 23%, post-test 10%. Students 

operating at stanine 3 may find it challenging working with cross curriculum texts. There appears to 

be an increased number of students in stanines 4, 5 and 6 overall, as well as improved numbers of 

students in the higher stanines. 

 

62% of the students in the year 7 cohort made expected or more than expected growth in spelling 

over the 7-8 month period. Initially the students in this class were also asked to complete the 

diagnostic spelling assessment which is part of the Words their Way (Bear et al., 2008). The results 

were “alarming” (Communication with Teacher Participant) as it was found that the range included 

students at the Emergent Phase through to the Derivational Relations stage. This presented a major 

organizational problem when endeavouring to differentiate teaching and learning. 
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Results of assessments for all Year 8 students 

 

Two hundred and six year 8 students participated in the pre- and post-testing of reading 

comprehension, vocabulary and spelling, as assessed by the Progressive Achievement Tests: Reading 

(ACER, 2008). The results are reported below in stanines. 

 

Comprehension 

 

Figure 14: Year 8 students: Pre-and post-tests for Reading Comprehension by whole group 

 

It can be seen in Figure 14 that towards the beginning of the school year, in terms of reading 

comprehension nearly half (45%) of year the 8 students achieved scores at stanines 1 to 4, that is in 

the very low to low average range, and is very slightly higher than the expected proportion for 

Australian year 8 students (40%). A further 39% achieved scores at stanines 5 to 6, that is, in the 

average to high average range (expected proportion 37%). A concern was that only 16% of students 

were achieving in the above average, high and very high range, that is, at stanine levels 7, 8 and 9 

(expected proportion 23%). These pre-test results formed the basis for a focus on teaching reading 

comprehension.  

 

At post-test there was some evidence of improved achievement for the whole year 8 cohort, with 

the proportion of students at stanines 1 to 4 falling to 29% and the proportion of students at the top 

3 stanines (7, 8 and 9) rising to 30%. Additionally, the proportion of students at stanines 5 to 9, that 

is ‘average’ to ‘very high achievement’, was 71% (expected proportion 60%), showing some overall 

     National norm 

    (expected distribution) 
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growth, and achievement levels by the end of the year somewhat above the Australian norms for 

year 8.  

 

Vocabulary 

 

Figure 15: Year 8 students: Pre-and post-tests for Vocabulary by whole group 

 

Figure 15 shows that, in terms of vocabulary knowledge, towards the beginning of the school year 

the year 8 students as a group were achieving almost at expected levels, with 46% at stanines 1 to 4, 

32% at stanines 5 to 6, and 22% at stanines 7 to 9.  

 

These pre-test results formed the basis for a focus on reading vocabulary. No particular group stood 

out as achieving particularly low levels of vocabulary knowledge. It was, however, reasoned that a 

focus on vocabulary instruction had the potential to lift the performance of all students and to help 

increase performance in reading comprehension.  

 

At post-test there was some evidence of improved achievement with 32% of students at stanines 1 

to 4, 41% at stanines 5 to 6, and 27% at stanines 7 to 9, showing that the proportion of students in 

stanines 5 to 9, that is average to very high achievement, was 78%. It can be seen from this post-test 

data that there was some growth for students at all levels in vocabulary knowledge and that 

achievement levels by the end of the year were very slightly above the Australian norms for year 8.  

     National norm 

    (expected distribution) 
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Spelling 

 

Figure 16: Year 8 students: Pre-and post-tests for Spelling by whole group 

 

Figure 16 shows that, in terms of spelling, towards the beginning of the school year the year 8 

students as a group were achieving below the levels expected for Year 8, according to the norms for 

Australian students, with 54% at stanines 1 to 4, 34% at stanines 5 to 6 and only 12% at stanines 7 to 

9.  

 

At post-test there was some overall improvement in spelling that showed that as a group the year 8 

students were achieving levels that were approaching the Australian norms: 42% achieved stanine 

scores from 1 to 4, 40% achieved stanine scores of 5 to 6, and 18% achieved stanine scores of 7 to 9. 

The proportion of students at stanines 5 to 9, that is average to very high achievement, was 58% 

(expected 60%). 

 

Case Study – School 3, Year 8, 28 students 

 

Participant 

Schools 

Students Total 

enrolment 

Location ICSEA Curriculum 

being 

implemented 

School 3 Co-ed 948 Metropolitan 982 CF 

 

School 3 is a 7-12 Catholic school, in a predominantly working class neighbourhood, in Perth’s 

southern corridor. Given the school’s large number of defence force families the issues of transience 

     National norm 

    (expected distribution) 

 



Page | 45 

 

and differing curriculum demands across the states and territories arise. These scenarios have 

impacted on the literacy development of some of the students. The school provides a broad range of 

educational pathways, both academic and vocational, and these are supported by teacher beliefs 

that literacy competency is essential. Year 8.1 is one of four year 8 classes which participated in the 

project and the data presented in this case study represent the literacy journey undertaken by both 

teachers and students during 2010. 

Comprehension 

        

Figure 17: Year 8, Class 1 - Comprehension 

 

Students in this year 8 class made considerable progress in comprehension moving beyond the lower 

stanines to those that are just below to just above average (stanines 4-6). Once again the numbers in 

stanines 1 to 3 dropped whereas the numbers in the average range increased significantly (stanines 

4-6). Students who are operating at stanine 3, when provided with explicit instruction in how to 

work more effectively with a range of narrative and expository texts, gain in confidence. Often it 

requires minor adjustments to pedagogy and curriculum to help these students experience greater 

success.  
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43% of this group demonstrated expected or greater than expected growth over the year. In fact 

36% of the students moved two or more stanines, for example, stanines 5 to 9, 3 to 5, 2 to 7, 2 to 6, 

2 to 5, 1 to 9 and 1 to 5 (a significant shift). Improved comprehension skills will support student 

capacity to access the more complex texts that are part of the different curriculum areas. When 

viewing the histogram above it is obvious that there has been a significant lift in performance for a 

number of the students. The strategy that teachers at School 3 found particularly useful for 

supporting comprehension was Reciprocal Teaching: 

 

One strategy that has enormous merit was that of reciprocal reading; all four teachers 

put reciprocal reading into practice with differing degrees of success. Lionel tried it first 

in the Year 8 S & E class and the other teachers came to see it in practice. Allan took it 

further and created “Gateway Sheets” that students filled out as they read various 

texts. The collaboration and sharing of ideas was strengthened in the use of this 

strategy. Allan later shared the strategy with the RE teachers for 7-9 and in so doing was 

able to begin to make the development of literacy skills as a more cross-curricula 

reality. Jenny created a Keynote presentation teaching the students the various 

elements of reciprocal reading, and placed it on her MyClass page. 

 

     (Making the Links Case Study, School 3, p. 2) 
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Vocabulary 

 

Figure 18: Year 8, Class 1 - Vocabulary 

 

Vocabulary growth amongst students in this class was also substantial. When considering the graph 

above it is obvious that a majority of the group were operating between stanines 4 to 6 by the end 

of the school year. There was also an increase in students operating at stanines 7 to 9 – well above 

average – a very pleasing outcome. 

 

93% of this year 8 class experienced expected or more than expected growth. This is a significant 

achievement on behalf of the teachers and students. 13 out of 28 students (46%) made greater than 

expected growth (2 or more stanines) as far as their vocabulary knowledge is concerned. In relation 

to the progress made by the students it was noted that there were a number of strategies for 

supporting vocabulary development used. For example, “…a bank of sites and differentiated 

activities related to explicit vocabulary and spelling rules acquisition….” were developed. ICT was 

used extensively to support this dimension of literacy in the form of word games and word sorts.  
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David converted a number of suggested tasks into electronic versions, using mainly the 

IWB Smartboard program. These included the Latin Root Jeopardy games and a pronoun 

focused word sort. 

 

(Making the Links Case Study, School 3, p. 2) 

 

Another initiative that School 3 developed was to enlist the support of the Teacher Assistants by 

providing occasions of professional learning with a UWA researcher focused on activities to support 

both vocabulary and spelling development. 

 

The TAs then arranged to make boards and flashcards based on these activities; this 

allowed them to take small groups away whilst the teacher was working with the rest of 

the class, allowing these activities to be done during normal class time without the 

teacher turning their back on the rest of the class. 

(Making the Links Case Study, School 3, p. 2) 

 

Spelling 

        

Figure 19: Year 8, Class 1 - Spelling 

 

Spelling, as was the case in many of the classrooms participating in the project, requires a continued 

emphasis in 2011. It is expected that 4% of a standard group or class of students would be operating 

at stanine 1, however in the case of this data set the numbers of students at this level remain high – 

pre-test 21%; post-test 17%. 
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Spelling growth was not as evident in this class compared with vocabulary and comprehension. Only 

2 students moved 2 or more stanines with the majority of students remaining at the pre-test levels. 

This highlights a definite need for further discussion focused on the challenges and difficulties in 

embedding the teaching of spelling within a secondary cross curricula focus. 
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Concluding Comments 

 

The overall impression gained from the data was that comprehension skills and vocabulary 

knowledge had marginally improved in 2010. On the other hand, spelling continued to present a 

number of challenges for both students and teachers. The pre-test data for spelling indicated that 

overall achievement was low. The post-test data did not suggest that there was a great deal of 

movement, especially in year 8. 
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5 PEDAGOGICAL RENEWAL: A DISCUSSION 

 

The Making the Links Project aimed at enabling middle school teachers (Years 7 to 9) to incorporate 

the teaching of literacy into their different learning areas. The purpose of the project was to lead 

and support instructional improvement and bring about change to the ways that literacy issues are 

addressed in the middle years. Further, the project aimed to challenge teacher assumptions about 

literacy and literacy teaching. A combination of theory about spelling, vocabulary and 

comprehension, together with practical suggestions on how to support these dimensions of literacy 

across the curriculum, were provided. Teachers were encouraged to explore ways of sustaining the 

change process for meaningful and effective pedagogical renewal. 

The schools and teachers became involved in the project due a need to improve their students’ 

spelling, vocabulary and comprehension skills. This resulted from recognition that there is an 

expectation of high literacy skills yet an absence of explicit literacy teaching in secondary schools. 

The teachers acknowledged that the students’ poor literacy skills were impacting on their 

understandings and achievements in all learning areas. This, combined with an awareness that the 

students will ultimately be ‘judged’ on their ability to communicate through written texts, both 

expository and narrative, drove the teachers’ desire to enhance their students’ chances of success. 

The teachers saw the action learning component of the project as differentiating it from prior 

experiences of professional development relating to literacy. For many teachers the aim was to trial 

and embed spelling, vocabulary development and comprehension building strategies, whilst 

balancing content demands. Specifically, the teachers wanted to engage students with new and 

innovative strategies relating to literacy development in order to develop their students’ ability to 

comprehend learning area texts and write clearly and effectively.  

The schools involved 

 

Eight Western Australian Catholic schools were selected to participate. There was a deliberate 

decision to involve schools from a wide range of contexts in order to demonstrate the 

applicability/transferability of the suggested strategies. Accordingly the project team considered 

factors including student demographics, the socio-economic status (ICSEA) of schools, and the size of 

the student body when selecting schools to approach. Table 1 in Section 2 of this report provides 

details of each of the participating schools. 
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Within the student bodies of the participating schools, there are a number of factors which the 

teachers see as contributing to the limited literacy skills of a significant number of their students. 

Several of the schools have very diverse student populations, including one school which has 

students from more than 11 nationalities, with a significant number of the students having non-

English speaking parents and home environments where a language other than English is used. 

Several schools have student groups who have special needs and/or learning difficulties. In one 

school many of the students have at least one parent who has ‘fly-in fly-out’ employment within the 

mining industry in the north-west. Another school has a large cohort of students from defence force 

families. These students have experienced frequent transitions to new schools and, subsequently, 

have been affected by differing curriculum demands across the state and country. In response to the 

diverse needs and aspirations of their students some of the schools provide both an academic 

curriculum and vocational pathways.  

What teachers said about the pedagogical strategies explored 

 

Throughout 2010 a series of Professional Learning workshops was held. Specific strategies to support 

spelling, vocabulary knowledge and comprehension were discussed and modelled. As a result, 

teachers from each of the schools selected and implemented specific strategies which they 

considered would best address the needs of their students. In part, teachers selected strategies 

which responded to deficits in their students’ skills which were highlighted in their results in the 

PAT-R comprehension, vocabulary and spelling tests (ACER, 2008).  

Table 7 shows the range of results achieved by students in each of the schools. Many of the 

teachers, although aware that their students were experiencing difficulties with literacy skills were, 

nonetheless, shocked by the results and were keen to address the situation as a result. 

 

Table 7: Initial Test Results 

Participant schools Initial stanine range of students 

Spelling Vocabulary Comprehension 

School 1 1-9 1-9 2-9 

School 2 1-8 1-9 1-7 

School 3 1-9 1-9 1-9 

School 4 1-8 1-9 1-9 

School 5 1-8 1-9 1-9 

School 6 1-8 1-8 2-9 

School 7 1-9 1-9 1-9 

School 8 1-8 1-9 1-9 
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Having begun using literacy strategies in their classrooms, many teachers then actively sought out or 

created further activities that could be used to develop and support their students’ literacy skills 

while enhancing the students’ knowledge of the subject being taught. The strategies selected 

depended on the needs of the students and, sometimes, on opportunities within particular learning 

areas. A selection of the strategies most commonly used across the schools are presented below 

along with some discussion of how effective teachers considered the strategies to be. These 

strategies were adapted to specifically address the needs of their students. A chief adaptation 

occurred in those schools which have a strong IT focus where a number of teachers developed or 

sourced electronic versions of the strategies for example Word Sorts (Bear et al., 2008) and 

Reciprocal Reading/Teaching (Oczkus, 2003; Palincsar, 1986).  

Word Sorts 

Teachers introduced word sorts in response to their students’ poor results in the PAT-R spelling 

assessment (ACER, 2008). The students complete the sorts in 

small groups and then devise a principle for spelling in relation to 

what they have discovered during the process of the sort. The 

students responded positively to word sorts, enjoying the 

challenge of categorizing words and looking for patterns and 

spelling ‘rules’. Further, the teachers observed a considerable 

degree of peer teaching and realised that word sorts are not 

exclusively spelling activities as they also often challenge the 

vocabulary of students.  

Word Trees/Etymology Trees 

Students working in small groups choose a morpheme (or look at Latin root 

words, prefixes or affixes) and investigate its meaning as well as words 

containing it. They present their findings to the class and then add the 

morpheme to the stem of a word tree. Words containing the morpheme 

become leaves on the tree. Teachers reported that the students enjoyed 

the tangible nature of the activity and the visual representation of words 

that was produced. This activity aroused the students’ curiosity about how 

words are built and how words connect and this, in turn, helped develop the students’ 

understanding in all subjects.  
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In an extension of this, students in one school created their own words 

based on their understanding of how words are constructed, for example:  

� ‘ology’ = Study of 

� SAMology – The study of all things Sam. 

Morpheme Triangles  

Another activity involving the investigation of morphemes are morpheme 

triangles (Winter, 2009). Students write a word (provided by the teacher) 

with a number of morphemes in the middle of a large triangle. They then 

separate the triangle into different parts, one for each morpheme. The 

students investigate and write the meaning of each morpheme, then other 

words which include that morpheme. This activity was effective in raising 

the students’ awareness of morphemes and encouraging the students to 

make connections between words based on morphemes. 

Word of the Week 

The teachers selected a word from the current curriculum that 

they deemed to be important. Investigation of the word 

definitions, synonyms, antonyms, morphemes, related words, 

and contexts in which the word could be used then took place. 

The students recorded these details in their Word Books.  

In some classes, word of the week was run by students, however, 

teachers need to evaluate the abilities and interests of a class to 

decide whether this would be appropriate. In one particular Year 

9 English class, students thoroughly engaged with the process of 

presenting their own word of the week and ran this presentation 

as a mini-lesson, encouraging class mates to guess synonyms/antonyms etcetera for the given word. 

Students were able to select their own words to investigate with the class, and this approach proved 

to be very effective in encouraging curiosity about words.  
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Word Clines 

Teachers based the word clines around words they noticed students over-

using, or overly simplistic words, such as ‘good’, ‘bad’, or ‘thing’. While 

handling the word cards, the students noticed spelling as well as the shades 

of meaning of the words along the cline (Annandale, Bindon, Handley, 

Johnston, Lockett & Lynch, 2004). Word clines were found to be particularly 

useful as an introduction to written work, encouraging alternatives to simple 

or repetitive vocabulary choices. They were also used with senior students 

who were studying tone, as the clines often present subtle alternatives in the 

meaning of words.  

Word Thermometers 

Another tool which helped students better understand different shades of meaning between words 

are word thermometers. These provide a visual representation of whether words are cool or warm 

for example - good = cool and fantastic = warm. 

Word Lists 

Teachers created word lists around topics. For example, ‘Angles’: angle, degree, revolution, straight, 

right, acute, obtuse, reflex, classify, measure, protractor, vertex, equal, complementary, 

supplementary, adjacent, vertically, opposite, corresponding, alternate, co-interior etc. Other word 

lists looked at synonyms and antonyms. These were found to be effective in terms of developing 

students’ vocabulary around particular topics. An additional source for a majority of the teachers 

was the Academic Word List (Coxhead & Byrd, 2007) which provided those more generic academic 

words that need to be included when establishing lists for students to study. The benefit of working 

with words from this list extends across the curriculum. 

Call My Bluff 

Call My Bluff proved to be a popular spelling/vocabulary activity 

with students so engrossed in the bluffing of friends that the 

incidental learning was not considered to be work. The teachers 

observed that, not only was Call My Bluff a popular activity but it 

was also successful in engaging students in the consideration of 

word meanings. However, the teachers at one school also 

observed that the activity did not result in students knowing the words used in the activity and, 

when tested on their chosen words the next day over half the class could neither spell the word nor 

remember its meaning while other students could not remember the word itself. Many of the words 
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selected by students were rather obscure, and a more teacher

considered to be more useful.  

Think Alouds/Read Alouds 

When using think alouds (Fisher et al., 2009)

comprehending text; teachers select a short passage of text 

share with students their thoughts in relation to deciphering the text’s vocabulary and meaning. The 

teachers verbalise strategies they use to make meaning of words, such as identifying word 

morphemes and their meanings or making connections to other texts they have read

students were fascinated by the way others think (including the teacher), though the teachers found 

some students are daunted by this approach to comprehending text 

knowledge, and can become demoralized and de

Following think alouds, Reciprocal Teaching

2003; Palincsar, 1984) takes place in pairs or small 

groups. Students are first asked to brainstorm 

strategies they might use before, during, and after 

reading a text in addition to the ones expl

teacher in the think aloud. The students take the role 

of either the predictor, clarifier, questioner or 

summariser. The students are then given a text to read 

aloud and during the reading process must stop 

frequently to discuss the use of the 

greatly aided the students in comprehending texts. 

Some schools developed reciprocal teaching packs to facilitate and bring a tangible element to the 

process, with students spinning wheels to 

questioner. One school used online posts to engage the students in discussion about the text.

Graphic Organisers 

selected by students were rather obscure, and a more teacher-directed variation of the game was 

s (Fisher et al., 2009), teachers model the thought processes involved 

teachers select a short passage of text to read, they then begin to verbally 

ents their thoughts in relation to deciphering the text’s vocabulary and meaning. The 

teachers verbalise strategies they use to make meaning of words, such as identifying word 

morphemes and their meanings or making connections to other texts they have read

students were fascinated by the way others think (including the teacher), though the teachers found 

by this approach to comprehending text due to their lack of general 

and can become demoralized and de-motivated. 

Reciprocal Teaching (Oczkus, 

takes place in pairs or small 

groups. Students are first asked to brainstorm 

strategies they might use before, during, and after 

reading a text in addition to the ones explored by the 

teacher in the think aloud. The students take the role 

of either the predictor, clarifier, questioner or 

summariser. The students are then given a text to read 

aloud and during the reading process must stop 

frequently to discuss the use of the four reading strategies. The teachers considered this activity 

greatly aided the students in comprehending texts.  

Some schools developed reciprocal teaching packs to facilitate and bring a tangible element to the 

process, with students spinning wheels to determine the roles of predictor, summariser, clarifier or 

questioner. One school used online posts to engage the students in discussion about the text.

The teachers found graphic organisers useful in providing a 

structure for the planning of writing activities. The students are 

provided with a standard outline for a particular text type and use 

this as the basis for structuring their ideas before proceeding with 

writing a text. One school provided useful words and phrases as 

part of the support structure in order to help the students 

directed variation of the game was 

, teachers model the thought processes involved when 

they then begin to verbally 

ents their thoughts in relation to deciphering the text’s vocabulary and meaning. The 

teachers verbalise strategies they use to make meaning of words, such as identifying word 

morphemes and their meanings or making connections to other texts they have read/viewed. The 

students were fascinated by the way others think (including the teacher), though the teachers found 

due to their lack of general 

four reading strategies. The teachers considered this activity 

Some schools developed reciprocal teaching packs to facilitate and bring a tangible element to the 

determine the roles of predictor, summariser, clarifier or 

questioner. One school used online posts to engage the students in discussion about the text. 

The teachers found graphic organisers useful in providing a 

ing of writing activities. The students are 

provided with a standard outline for a particular text type and use 

this as the basis for structuring their ideas before proceeding with 

writing a text. One school provided useful words and phrases as 

support structure in order to help the students 
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produce more cohesive texts. Another school provided the students with examples of well 

constructed and poorly constructed texts to support the graphic organiser. Other schools considered 

the electronic whiteboard particularly well-suited to this activity. 

Changes to teachers’ attitudes and practices 

We identified a number of outcomes as a result of the program in this regard: 

1. The students’ PAT-R pre-test results greatly surprised many teachers who, although previously 

aware of some gaps in their students’ skills, could not ignore the significant number of students 

working at a level well below that expected. This resulted in a recognition by the teachers of the 

extent to which their students had failed to develop the literacy skills needed for their 

successful participation in learning in all subjects. Further, it was acknowledged that literacy 

development must be explicitly addressed in all subject areas. A corollary of this was the 

recognition that “literacy is not just English” and, therefore, is the responsibility of all teachers.  

2. Participating in the Making the Links Project was a catalyst for some schools to develop a 

coordinated or school wide approach to the teaching of literacy and in order to improve the 

fundamental skills that are the key to students’ success.  

3. In response to the students’ PAT-R results, a number of schools made the decision to provide 

intensive literacy development programs for those students who were identified as being 

particularly in need of such support. As noted above, other schools implemented a whole-

school approach to improving their students’ literacy skills. 

4. The professional development sessions provided as part of the Making the Links Project “kick 

started” discussions about literacy. At staff and subject area meetings, time was allocated for 

the discussion of literacy issues. As a result, other teachers were keen to become involved in 

the improvement of students’ literacy skills.  

5. The teachers became aware of the need to model literacy strategies for their students. It was 

felt that if students are to value literacy and literacy strategies, the amount of time dedicated to 

these in the curriculum needs to reflect a teacher’s own value of spelling, vocabulary and 

comprehension. This reflected the teachers’ own recognition that the strategies were important 

to improving their students’ literacy and wider learning skills. 

6. The teachers adapted the strategies presented in the professional learning workshops to better 

suit the particular needs of their students, to support the particular focus of their schools and to 

suit particular subjects, lessons and classes. One school found the need to differentiate 

activities to suit the needs of the range of learners within each class. Each teacher was able to 

gauge the benefits of the different strategies for their students, adapt the strategy where 
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necessary and provide feedback to other teachers. Other schools adapted the activities for use 

with ICT to complement their school’s particular focus.  

7. A number of the schools developed different strategies to engage students in the process of 

improving literacy. For example, one school created literacy ‘passports’. The students used 

these to record when key literacy strategies were used in different subjects. It was hoped that 

this would raise the students’ awareness of these strategies and their importance.  

8. The focus on literacy and different activities and strategies resulted in teachers refocusing on 

good teaching practice and ways to address the needs of their students. The teachers were 

involved in data collection and analysis to inform their teaching, discussions about pedagogy, 

and peer mentoring. This process of exploring literacy resulted in a renewal of ‘good’ practice. 

In other words, the teachers found that participating in the project changed their attitude to 

teaching. 

9. The teachers began discussing strategies and sharing resources. It was hoped that this would 

help make literacy a priority in the schools. As a result some schools started developing their 

own banks of resources and strategies.  

10. In some schools other areas began to contribute to the literacy focus, for example, in one 

school the Learning Resources Centre became involved in developing materials. In another 

school training was provided for the Teacher Assistants around particular literacy strategies. 

The Teacher Assistants then created materials based on these activities. This allowed them to 

work with small groups of students while the teacher worked with the rest of the class, thus 

allowing these targeted literacy activities to be carried out during normal class time without the 

teacher neglecting the rest of the class. 

11. Teachers who participated in the project became involved in providing professional 

development for other staff. In some cases this took the form of group discussions focussed on 

embedding literacy strategies across the curriculum. One school established a Strategic 

Teaching Group in which a member from each learning area was taught different literacy skills 

and strategies on a regular basis, and then returned to their own learning areas, to share the 

skills and strategies and ensure that they were being embedded in the teaching and learning 

practices of each learning area. 

12. Teachers engaged in research in order to further understand their students’ needs and to gauge 

the effectiveness of the strategies being used. For example, a teacher at one school investigated 

the students’ own perceptions of their literacy skills. Another teacher conducted research on 

the effectiveness of Call My Bluff. Three classes were presented with a words selected by the 

teacher as useful words. Words and their meanings were listed on the board after each ‘bluff’, 
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and the students noted the words in their workbooks. Students in two of the classes were 

challenged to learn the spellings and meanings of the words for a test a week later. The third 

class was tested without warning. The two classes who were challenged to prepare for the test 

performed far better than the class which had no warning (classes 8.2 and 9.4 learnt the words, 

whereas class 9.3 did not). Twenty students in 8.2 and 14 in 9.4 scored between eleven-fifteen 

words correct on a test of the fifteen words. For 9.3 students, who were not asked to learn the 

words, only two students spelt at least eleven words correctly.  

 

 

13. The teachers realised that literacy learning can complement the acquisition of content 

knowledge, understandings and skills. They found the strategies not only helped with their 

students’ literacy skills but also were useful for enhancing subject specific knowledge. For 

example, graphic organisers were useful revision tools.  

14. The students’ desire to learn about language increased and the teachers observed an 

enthusiasm and willingness to engage in the tasks. The teachers also identified a sense of 

accomplishment amongst some students at their mastery of meta-language. Additionally, they 

noted the benefits of incorporating the strategies in the improved quality of their students’ 

work.  

15. The implementation of the different literacy strategies gave the learning environment a 

different feel and introduced greater variety to the lessons. The students were more engaged 

(particularly with the tangible activities such as word trees and word sorts) in the learning 

process. Many lessons were more interactive with the students making greater use of the smart 

board and manipulating texts. Certain strategies were found to be particularly engaging for 

certain groups of students, for example, one teacher found the reading strategies especially 

good for boys because it gave the reading a purpose. Further, the teachers realised that 
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through having a greater awareness of importance of spelling the students raised their 

expectations and were motivated to improve their skills.  

 

Implications 

1. Implementing literacy interventions is important in raising awareness, in both teachers and 

students, of the need for and impact of literacy strategies. Furthermore, it is important for 

literacy strategies to be implemented consistently across an entire school’s curricula in a unified 

and cohesive manner. 

2. There is a need for some students to have intensive input to help them develop skills and 

strategies which will bring them in line with their peers and enable them to participate 

effectively in learning. 

3. The teachers value the professional learning provided and see it as strengthening their teaching 

practice. However, they recognize that there is a need for further professional learning 

especially for subject areas other than English. 

4. An issue which was raised by many teachers was that of time. Many of the teachers felt that 

incorporating literacy strategies into their programs was time consuming and they tended to 

use the strategies as ‘stand alone’ activities stating “many activities took up the majority of the 

period”. Further, the teachers felt that finding or preparing resources for the activities was time 

consuming. Therefore, there is a need to provide the teachers with more professional learning 

with a specific focus on embedding the strategies into their standard teaching routine and 

curriculum. In regard to the time consuming nature of finding or creating resources, it would be 

valuable to develop a cross-institutional resource bank. This is reflected in the fact that a 

number of the schools developed similar materials or online versions of the same strategies. 

5. The teachers need more input on how to differentiate the curriculum to support the range of 

students in their classes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page | 61 

 

 

6 MAINTAINING THE MOMENTUM: WHERE TO FROM HERE? 

 

The Making the Links Project is now moving into the sixth stage of the professional learning process 

and the momentum must be maintained. In order to sustain the change process for meaningful and 

effective pedagogical renewal it will be necessary to embrace a number of key principles when 

supporting the literacy learning of students across a range of learning areas. These are referred to as 

the principles of pedagogical renewal to support literacy.  

The Key Principles for Pedagogical Renewal to support Literacy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During the first phase of the project all student participants completed a pre- and post-assessment 

using the PATR focused on Comprehension, Vocabulary and Spelling. Three hundred and two 

students were tested in 2010. In 2011 the number of student participants has increased threefold 

with an anticipated 800-1000 students being included. Teachers and schools involved in phase three 

of the Making the Links Project see the value of assessment data to help determine the instructional 

needs when supporting literacy learners across a range of key learning areas. 

 

 

 

 

Initially teacher participants viewed the literacy instructional strategies are ‘adding’ to the crowded 

curriculum evident across many learning areas. Comments focused on the issue of time constraints 

Step 6: 

In order to sustain the change process 

for meaningful and effective 

pedagogical renewal it is necessary to 

embrace the following key principles: 

Principle 1: Use data to determine instructional needs when supporting 

literacy learners across a range of key learning areas.  

Principle 2: Modify (differentiate) the curriculum as well as the 

pedagogy to encourage more targeted teaching. 
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as well as the non-negotiable elements of the content that need to be taught when endeavouring to 

alter teaching. 2011 will provide continued opportunity to support teachers in ensuring that more 

targeted teaching occurs through careful differentiation. This will take the form of collegiate support 

through a newly established Mentor Teacher role as well as continued dialogue with university 

researchers. 

 

 

 

 

 

During the 2010 phase all teachers from across all learning areas were encouraged to use the 

literacy strategies that were presented as a way of becoming more proficient and effective when 

applying them to their teaching. However, it became obvious that certain strategies were more 

suitable for particular learning areas. This allowed teachers to become skillful in only a few, rather 

than trying to master all. For example, Society and Environment (S & E) teachers ranked anticipatory 

activities (pre-reading tasks, think alouds) as most important and vocabulary instruction as less 

important. On the other hand, English teachers valued the development of vocabulary knowledge as 

one of the more important components of literacy.  

 

In 2011 the focus will continue to be on spelling, vocabulary and comprehension, however there will 

be a concentrated effort at refining comprehension strategies across the learning areas. 

 

 

 

 

In the initial phase of the project teacher participants completed a pre-project questionnaire which 

gave them an opportunity to articulate their assumptions about their role in literacy instruction. 

Many comments suggested that teachers were aware of the importance of literacy to all learning 

areas however, their primary responsibility was to their curriculum content. A Science teacher from 

School 2 made the following comment: “Honestly, not as responsible as the English teacher. I don’t 

expect them to ensure/teach students how to write a scientific report” Throughout the year these 

assumptions were being continually challenged.  

 

Principle 3: Link appropriate literacy strategies to different learning 

areas.  

Principle 4: Challenge teacher assumptions about their role in literacy 

instruction through on-going discussions in Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs).  
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In 2011 the person who assumes the leadership role – Mentor Teacher – at each school will continue 

to challenge these assumptions through a range of Professional Learning events. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Altering the pedagogical focus to include more opportunities to problem-solve and ‘talk’ when 

working with text were embraced enthusiastically by most teacher participants. The majority of the 

literacy instructional strategies, for example, Reciprocal Teaching, Think Alouds and Word Sorts, 

required a great deal of ‘talk’ time to be built into the teaching process.  

 

2011 will see a continued emphasis on literacy instructional strategies that encourage students to 

problem-solve and ‘talk’ when working with text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sustainability, in relation to the Making the Links Project, is based on two critical factors. The first is 

the value of the professional learning experience that builds teacher knowledge about spelling, 

vocabulary development and comprehension; the second is the organizational conditions that are in 

place to ensure that these dimensions of literacy are embraced by learning area teachers. Engaging 

in a ‘stepped’ process over a substantial period of time helps 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 intends to continue working closely with 

teachers and schools to enhance the literacy teaching and learning for students in the middle years 

of schooling. 

Principle 5: Develop teacher skills in the use of literacy instructional 

strategies to encourage students to engage in problem 

solving and ‘talk’ when working with text. 

Principle 6: Acknowledge that pedagogical renewal in the area of 

literacy instruction across the learning areas is a slow 

change process, not a ‘quick fix’.  
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