Introduction: Aims and Context
of the NALP Evaluation

Indigenous Literacy in the NT Context

The Northern Territory has a unique demographic and geographic profile. The
Department of Employment, Education and Training website (NT DET 2008) reports
that Indigenous Territorians comprise 30% of the population, most of whom live in
remote communities spread across 1,346,200 square kilometres. Thirty-nine percent
of NT government school students are Indigenous, and a high proportion of these
students have English as their second language, a few as their third or possibly even
fourth language. Seventy percent of Indigenous students are located outside the
Territory’s major urban areas (Alice Springs and Darwin), while there are currently
104 registered Indigenous languages and dialects.

It should be no surprise that Indigenous contexts and issues dominate current educa-
tional priorities, policies and approaches in the NT. An independent review of
Indigenous education in the NT, Learning Lessons, reported that the “single greatest
challenge for the NT Department of Education is to improve educational outcomes for
Indigenous students” given that, despite “a widespread desire amongst Indigenous
people for improvements”, there was “unequivocal evidence of deteriorating out-
comes” (Collins & Lea 1999: 1). Among the issues highlighted in Learning Lessons
and later reports are unequal access to quality education and poor school attendance
by students; these are held to be important determinants of the failure of members of
(particularly remote) Indigenous communities to become literate in English.

Background of NALP

The Learning Lessons report identified many direct, proximate and distal causes of
Indigenous educational failure, from those relating to poor educational performance at
the school or classroom level to broader socio-cultural and socio-economic phenom-
ena which may affect participation and attendance and the capacity of children to
learn, to systemic issues that underpin the capacity of teachers to effectively teach
literacy. The report makes clear, however, that these factors interact in complex ways.
Following the reform process set in motion by this review, AL was adopted by the NT
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government as the mainstay of reforms intended to improve literacy teaching out-
comes in the NT. It directly aimed to improve the capacity of schools to teach literacy
to Indigenous (and other) students, and it did so in the face of concerns about the
ability to sustain a high quality workforce in remote areas of the NT, the effects of
high teacher turnover and student attendance on the effectiveness of teaching, and a
range of other factors that affect outcomes.

In terms of distinctiveness of the NT student population, there has been a tendency for
teachers, principals, departments and other educational experts to cite factors of
“cultural difference” as underlying the shortcomings in Indigenous education. Some,
like Nakata (2003: 9-10), have noted the danger of appealing to the “cultural differ-
ence schema” as a “convenient explanation of student failure that exonerates teacher
practice” while detracting from the basic responsibility to deliberately and explicitly
teach skills and understandings needed for understanding the world beyond Indige-
nous communities. He writes:

It is one thing to say that the lowering of eyes and not making eye contact
is a cultural behaviour and should be accepted in classrooms... But it is
another matter to neglect to teach that child that in other contexts it is im-
portant and appropriate that they do make eye contact... It is one thing to
accept that children are different from others and prefer to learn collabora-
tively in groups, or not be spotlighted. But it is another matter to neglect
to build the skills and confidence needed to stand in the spotlight and
work independently... And so with language: it is one thing to say chil-
dren prefer visual and aural modes of learning but it is another matter to
use this as a rationale for neglecting the written word when we know this
is exactly what they need. (2003: 10)

Nakata’s observations highlight a tension between educational policy goals of
inclusiveness based on cultural validation and maintenance, and improved “core”
educational outcomes in text-based literacy and numeracy on the other. This tension is
clearly felt by teachers, Nakata suggests, many of whom “feel constrained and guilty
if they focus on English literacies and neglect cultural factors” (2003: 10). The AL
approach teaches literacy in Standard Australian English with minimal reference to
cultural content. Its founders have argued strongly that “culture” should not be used to
justify reducing expectations within the curriculum, and have structured the program
around the use of advanced, age-appropriate texts.

NALP aims to improve educational outcomes for students, particularly for Indigenous
students, by raising English literacy levels using the Accelerated Literacy methodol-
ogy. The expansion of AL in the NT under NALP commenced in late 2004, when the
NT government and the Australian government, through the Department of Educa-
tion, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR), agreed to jointly fund the
project, committing funding of over $16 million over four years. DET committed to
implementing the program in 100 schools, training 700 teachers and reaching 10,000
students in predominantly remote locations by the end of 2008.

Before the decision to expand implementation in the NT, the program had been
trialled in approximately 30 schools in Western Australia, South Australia and

16



Implementation and Outcomes: Final Evaluation Report

Queensland and later in six schools in the NT. Until its adoption by the NT govern-
ment and the commencement of the implementation of NALP in the NT, AL or
“scaffolding literacy”, as it had until then been known, had been based on the work of
a small team of experts who had worked closely with participating schools to support
the development of classroom practice. Participating schools in other states were
linked to the program through separate contracts with DEEWR.

In the Northern Territory, NT DET committed to making AL the mainstream program
within policy, program and operational management tiers of the department in order
to roll out the program on a large scale. This involved simultaneously increasing the
number of schools involved and training a large number of new teachers and teacher
trainers (coordinators) in the key aspects of the AL approach. The aim was to create a
critical mass of expertise sufficient to overcome the impact of turnover in the work-
force that is a feature of NT schools. During Phase 1, 2004 to 2006, the implementa-
tion focused on intensive capacity-building to increase the number of teachers and
ESL practitioners trained in AL (2006: 4). This entailed a combination of professional
development packages (PDs) delivered by a specialist team at key locations, and a
longer-term strategy to embed AL in the teacher-training curriculum at CDU. How-
ever, as described in more detail in the following section, by the second half of Phase
2 (April 2007-December 2008), the focus had shifted somewhat to local delivery of
PD (NT DEET 2006a: 4), to support expanded uptake by schools and embed AL
within the system of participating schools (NT DEET 2007, NT DET 2008a: 3).

Charles Darwin University: Implementation and Evaluation

From 2004, CDU was contracted by NT DET to undertake a range of ongoing
activities to support the aims of the project. The NALP Project Framework stated that
“CDU will assist in building the capacity of teachers and bringing about sustained
change through the development of professional development and assessment pack-
ages and teaching materials as well as influencing teacher training programs” (NT
DEET 2005: 7). This collaboration falls within the Partnership Agreement between
the NT government and CDU.

Specific duties undertaken by CDU as part of NALP included: codifying the method-
ology and providing published material to inform teaching practice; developing
support resources; developing and delivering AL training through practitioner PD
workshops; developing a database, progress reports and developing and maintaining
the NALP website; and contributing to longer-term workforce development through
graduate teacher training at CDU. The implementation program was overseen by the
Director of the School for Social and Policy Research (SSPR), who was the Sponsor
of NALP at CDU, with a Program Manager responsible for NALP as a whole.

CDU was also chartered to undertake a program of evaluative research to strengthen
the evidence base for the implementation, and provide feedback on the effectiveness
of management and professional practice to NT DET.

The evaluation project was established as an independent process within SSPR,

involving researchers not directly associated with the NALP implementation team.
The team was led by a senior researcher in SSPR and included eminent consultants at
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the University of Western Australia and Edith Cowan University, with an SSPR re-
search fellow responsible for coordinating instrument development for field research
and training of project officers recruited for data-gathering. Data analysis was
conducted at SSPR. The NALP Sponsor at CDU, as a member of the evaluation team,
provided high-level contact between the evaluation team and NT DET at the policy
level. The NALP Program Manager coordinated the evaluators’ contact with CDU
and NT DET implementation teams, and managed resources and budgets overall.

To define key elements of AL practice for designing the observational protocol and
survey, the evaluators extensively consulted expert members of the NALP and DET
implementation teams. This contact was formal and structured, by way of facilitated
workshops followed by circulated material requesting comment. Literature on AL, its
precursor program and their theoretical antecedents was extensively reviewed to est-
ablish key components of research design. Independent experts reviewed the design
itself and elements of implementation. Overall, the evaluation team operated entirely
independently of implementation processes, with the Program Manager coordinating
activity regarding schedules and commitments of parties. The final version of this re-
port incorporates responses to feedback from personnel in NT DET and other experts.

Evaluation Framework

This is the final report of the evaluation of NALP by the School for Social and Policy
Research evaluation team. The report encompasses a number of major components: a
survey of teacher and coordinator views of the adequacy of implementation, re-
sources, training and supports; an observational study of AL as taught in a sample of
classrooms, supplemented by focus groups and interviews with practitioners; and a
quantitative analysis of student outcomes using the main outcome measures adopted
for the program. The appendices in VVolume 2 of this report outline the development
of methodology for this evaluation, copies of instruments and resources, and other
supplementary material on NALP and its implementation.

The scale of NALP and the challenge it presents for any evaluation are significant.
Rarely does an education department seek to implement a new teaching system or
pedagogy with the explicit aim of achieving population level changes in educational
outcomes, and even more rarely among the most educationally disadvantaged
populations. This is what the NT government and its chief partner, the Australian
government, have attempted by implementing AL as its main literacy teaching
program. Some brief reflections on the nature of this challenge introduce the evalua-
tion framework and plan.

At the outset, it should be noted that the NALP implementation program is complex
and multi-layered. NALP is not a single intervention or treatment. Rather, many
components of the intervention program contribute to a range of effects which may
together result in a desired outcome. From an evaluative standpoint, we initially
proceed from the hypothesis of a simple chain of effects, as set out in the middle level
of Figure 1: AL training and support lead to quality AL teaching practice in the
classroom and in turn to accelerated student learning.
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Figure 1: Change mechanisms in the implementation of AL

Experience, training & PD, Student characteristics and
scaffolding of practice community context
Teacher I::> AL Teaching practice I::> Student learning:

literacy acquisition

[ I

Systems, supports & School capacity, leadership
feedback links & processes; context

However, this direct line of causation acting through the practices of the AL teacher to
student learning simplifies a complex interaction between many determinants of the
effectiveness teaching practice in a given school and community context (Pawson &
Tilley 2000). These complexities are inherent in the characteristics of the key
elements: the teacher, which includes prior training and experience, including
experience in a given context or with a specific population group, AL-specific training
and experience, and the teacher’s retention in a given school; systemic factors,
including provision of training and support and managerial requirements; the school,
in terms of leadership, capacity, location and organisational-contextual influences on
its operation; teaching practice, which is multi-dimensional, consisting of various
interacting elements, skills and strategies which are no doubt variably deployed by
individual teachers and not all of which are known in terms of their relationship to
teaching outcomes; and finally, the context, including community-contextual influ-
ences and characteristics of students which shape students’ readiness to engage with
academic learning or with the teaching as provided.

In summary, because the chain of effects from professional development through
teaching practice to student learning is likely to be shaped by multiple determinants
acting both from outside and within the classroom setting, the evaluation needs to be
able to test the significance of the effect of these various contextual factors on the
achievement of the hypothesised direct outcome, accelerated student learning.

Achieving and Measuring Population Outcomes

The aim of achieving outcomes at the population level by making AL the mainstay of
the NT’s strategy for literacy improvement is a significant commitment. It involves
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creating the resources to meet the needs of teachers across a sizable sector of the NT
schools system; implementing training that allows teachers to become effective expo-
nents of the teaching methodology; creating ongoing systems of support, supervision,
measurement, reporting and feedback and, finally, sustaining these elements of the
system both at the school level and within the frameworks of the department.

We have taken the view that, to understand implementation success, the evaluation
must develop measures to assess the degree to which implementation of AL across the
system flows through to the classroom. These measures should not be solely based on
testimonials from the relatively small number of committed practitioners and devel-
opers in the Scaffolding Literacy pilot program, or on the qualitative sampling of
teacher opinions which were the focus of Stage 1 of the evaluation program. To make
an assessment of program impacts and its possible influence on student learning, it is
necessary to more systematically gauge teacher opinion and confidence in the system,
and to measure the degree of flow-through to teaching practice in the classroom.

The scale of the implementation also presents a challenge for measuring outcomes.
We can not be satisfied with identifying patches of implementation success and
literacy improvement school by school or with finding pockets of literacy improve-
ment and assuming that ongoing implementation will cumulatively lead to a popula-
tion outcome. We have taken the view that we must, first, assess the degree and
quality of implementation of AL across the intended target schools and ask to what
degree the implementation program can be considered successful. Second, we must
then ask to what extent learning outcomes have shown improvement for all students in
the program, whether that improvement is attributable to the implementation of AL
and what factors appear to explain different learning outcomes for different subgroups
of students within the population as a whole.

During the program’s implementation, there has been persistent questioning by many
involved as to when the impacts of NALP would be seen in aggregate student
performance against national benchmarks as measured by the National Assessment
Program-Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). There is a common assumption that a
whole school program must soon lead to whole school improvement in NAPLAN
results. This assumption is not supportable.

Given the many challenges and influences which can work against the achievement of
high levels of implementation success or weaken exposure of students to the peda-
gogy, it would be misleading to simply quantify NAPLAN scores for students in
participating schools over a period in which a school has participated in NALP.
Whole school NAPLAN scores are likely to be the least accurate way of measuring
outcomes of AL in those schools, without estimation of the degree of students’
exposure to a given standard of NALP teaching during the testing period. To estimate
population outcomes through system-wide or part system-wide AL implementation, it
would be necessary to systematically apply appropriate measures of student perform-
ance in contexts in which the quality and time of exposure of each student to the
pedagogy is known. This is difficult for NAPLAN results which are generated in
Years 3, 5 and 7 only. Too little is known about the effectiveness of AL over the
course of a student’s schooling to assume that short or inconsistent periods of
exposure to AL along the way between NAPLAN testing periods will lead to a
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cumulative improvement in scores for individuals much less in outcomes at school or
population level.

In summary, while some will continue to expect aggregate NAPLAN scores for
participating schools or Indigenous students in NALP schools would begin to im-
prove, it must be understood that this may not necessarily be the case. Many determi-
nants of literacy outcomes are outside the school. Even though the most important de-
terminants of improvement in academic learning may be shown to be effective teach-
ing, there is likely to be sufficient ongoing turbulence within the education system
(limits on capacity, staff turnover, gaps in program delivery, etc.) to mitigate the
effects of implementation. For the time being, a broad testing regime like NAPLAN
should not be used to estimate specific teaching effects unless it can be linked to indi-
vidual students in classrooms in which AL is taught. This is out of the scope of the
current evaluation. It is suggested that the priority must be on developing appropriate
forms of assessment to better measure student progress at all reading ages, and to ap-
ply these in contexts where the degree of exposure to AL can be accurately assessed.

Evaluation Design and Limitations

Evaluation of NALP took place in two stages: Stage 1, the formative stage loosely
defined as the period 2004 to 2005; and Stage 2, the expansion stage from 2006 to
2008. Stage 1 initially focused on identifying key issues within the implementation of
the program in the NT. Through interviews and participant observation, this phase of
the evaluation documented areas of concern, overall perceptions of teachers, coordi-
nators and managers and actions that had been undertaken during that period, with the
intention of informing future program refinement, including development of teaching
resources and PD materials. The Interim Evaluation Report also commented on the
development of system-wide data, drawing on descriptive reports of student progress
within the limits of reliability of data gathered by mid 2006.

By the expansion stage of implementation (2006-2008), it was anticipated that key
processes would have been substantially clarified and NALP extended to remaining
schools targeted for system-wide expansion. The aims of Stage 2 were to evaluate the
implementation in terms of evident changes in teaching practice, to identify factors
responsible for effective AL teaching based on teachers’ reports of adequacy of
resources and supports, and to identify evidence of improvement in student outcomes
using the main measures of literacy attainment that had been adopted by the program.

The limitations of qualitative investigations in the first stage of the evaluation brought
home the need to develop a valuable and reliable method for assessing actual teaching
practice in the classroom, as a measure of the effectiveness of the NALP program of
PD and support. Did teaching practice take place as one expected to see it in teachers
trained in the AL methodology? What factors reported by teachers, principals and
coordinators — such as amount of training received, presence of supports and charac-
teristics of school contexts — might account for the degree of adherence to the AL
teaching method that could be observed in the classroom? Further, (to be established
by survey and focus group) what were teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of
implementation and what factors appeared to influence these?
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The second component of this evaluation sought to investigate whether there is
evidence of improvement in literacy outcomes that can be attributed to NALP, and to
identify those contextual factors — characteristics of students, schools, regions or
locations — which account for variance in measured outcomes. For the purposes of this
evaluation the main measures of outcome were those that had been adopted for the
AL assessment program. Evidence of accelerated learning relies on the validity of
national benchmarks of year level reading accomplishment for assessment texts used
with these assessment instruments.

Limitations of the evaluation research design include the lack of control or compari-
son groups assessed using comparable outcome measures during the evaluation
period. These methods would give more reliable estimates of the effectiveness of AL,
and should be considered in the future. It was hoped that assessment scores would be
available for students in observed schools and classrooms. However, on consideration
of sample size and quality and timing of assessment data available, investigation of
the direct link between observed teaching practice and measured outcome was not
attempted for the purposes of the present report.

Primary Research Questions

The evaluation of NALP focused on two major inquiries: first, the effectiveness of the
implementation of AL, and second, the impact of the program on measured outcomes
for students in all participating schools.

The primary hypothesis was described above, namely that “The implementation of the
National Accelerated Literacy Program would result in teaching according to the AL
method in classrooms and would lead to accelerated learning outcomes by participat-
ing students”. This hypothesis was operationalised by investigating the following
primary research questions.

Question 1

What are the key theoretical principles of Accelerated Literacy and what are the
strategies used by teachers at each stage of the teaching sequence?

Method

Review of AL policy documents, professional development materials, literature,
consultation with AL program developers and the DET AL team. This compo-
nent of the evaluation was undertaken as part of the development of the field
methodology, in particular the observational protocol and survey, as reported in
Volume 2.

Question 2
Has the NALP implementation led to the teaching of Accelerated Literacy in

participating schools? That is: do observed classroom teaching strategies accord
with AL teaching strategies described in the AL professional development and
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program literature and can variations in observed practice be explained in terms
of levels of training and support received?

Method
Direct observation by trained observers, applying formal protocol to three AL
lessons in two classrooms in all AL schools with significant student assessment
sequences for 2005-2006 (target approximately 30—40 schools).

Question 3
What are teachers’, AL school-based coordinators’, principals’ and DET AL
coordinators’ opinions of the effectiveness of the Accelerated Literacy teaching
method, professional development, resources and support?

Method

Teachers, AL school-based coordinators, principals and DET AL coordinators
participate in focus group interviews and complete survey questionnaire.

Question 4
What degree of literacy improvement is shown by students taught in schools
participating in the National Accelerated Literacy Program and what are the
predictors of those outcomes?
Method
Multilevel analysis of outcomes of all participating students for whom validated
student assessment sequences using either IL or TORCH assessments are avail-

able, along with relevant information on student characteristics, records of at-
tendance, enrolment and school and teacher characteristics.

Figure 2: The evaluation process
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Accelerated Literacy in the NT

The remainder of this chapter describes the main theoretical elements of AL method-
ology and the design and implementation of the AL teaching sequence, to illuminate
the rationale for the design of observation instruments for evaluating AL practice (as
detailed in Volume 2 of this report). Then follows an outline of the key elements of
the implementation of NALP in the NT. Two phases of implementation (2004-2006
and 2006-2008) are described, with an emphasis on approaches used in Phase 2.

Theoretical Foundations and Approach to Practice

Accelerated Literacy is described as an “inclusive and academically focused” teaching
methodology (Gray & Cowey 2005: 5), based on the understanding that “learning to
be a literate member of a society requires a student to learn the discourse or tacit
ground-rules that apply to literacy lessons in schools” (Cowey 2005: 3). It employs a
strongly scaffolded and purposive teaching cycle, largely grounded in the social
learning theory of Lev Vygotsky (1978) and Jerome Bruner (1986). Cowey (2005: 6)
summarises the educational and socially empowering purposes of AL:

The Accelerated Literacy teaching strategies are designed to teach stu-
dents both how to enjoy and interpret books, particularly narrative, in an
educational context, as well as how a literate person thinks and acts to be
successful in school. The NALP aims to give each student access to the
literate discourse that identifies a student as a successful member of a lit-
erate society.

The focus on scaffolding students to successfully participate in academic discourse is
a distinctive aspect of AL. AL specifically seeks to remedy the dysfunctional reading
strategies developed by students who have been forced to cope with lessons centred
on texts that are not suited to their age or interests, and the “cognitive overload”
arising from a lack of any shared understanding of the implicit educational purpose of
set tasks and teacher questioning (Gray & Cowey 2005). By equipping students to
succeed at an age-appropriate level, and by promoting a shared understanding of the
educational task, AL purports to offer an effective sequence of teaching strategies for
accelerating the literacy gains of educationally marginalised students.

Three concepts are theoretically central to the AL approach: the objective of participa-
tion in literate discourse, the idea of teaching within the Zone of Proximal Develop-
ment (ZPD), and the principle of scaffolding student learning.

In AL theory, the foundational notion of academic or literate discourse draws on the
work of Gee (1990, 1991), who describes discourse as “a socio-culturally distinctive
and integrated way of thinking, acting, interacting, talking and valuing connected with
a particular social identity or role” (1991: 33). In educational settings, Gee’s notion of
discourse connects with what Mercer and Edwards (1987: 47) call “educational
ground-rules”, or “the implicit rules of education talk and practice” necessary for
“successful participation in educational discourse”.
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AL developers draw on a range of literature (Bernstein 1996, Christie 1993, Olson
1994) to support the claim that literate discourses encourage students “to develop
orientations to meanings that are abstracted from familiar local contexts” (Rose, Gray
& Cowey 1998: 63). Further, they urge that a vital preparation for participating in
such academic discourse in school settings is the typical home experience of middle
class children, through spoken interactions and joint book readings with parents
(1998: 64). By contrast, “the discourse understandings Indigenous students bring to
the classroom are generally not those that are required for effective participation
within the academic/literate discourses needed for educational success” (1998: 7).

According to Cowey (2005: 4), the orientation to literate discourse is the most funda-
mental principle of the AL approach because of the way it “highlights the unique
nature of school classrooms and the interactions that occur between students and
teachers in those contexts”. Choices about what to teach and how to do so within the
AL teaching sequence flow directly from the perceived need to make explicit and so
support students in engaging with the implicit purposes and ground-rules of the
teaching-learning task.

A second and equally fundamental principle underpinning AL is the notion of the
Zone of Proximal Development (or ZPD), defined by Vygotsky as:

... the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by
independent problem solving and the potential development as determined
through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with
more capable peers. (1978: 86)

Assessment in AL aims to operationalise the idea of working within the ZPD, by
testing and monitoring of the level at which a student can read with support (their
Working Level or WL) for regular comparison with their reading level without
support (their Individual Level or IL).

For AL developers, the ZPD indicates a way to “break out of the constraints imposed
by finding a student’s reading ‘level’, then working on from there, or ‘starting again
with the basics’ when a student is found to be falling behind” (Cowey 2005: 7-8).
Such remedial or “additive” approaches (Freebody 2004) fail to take advantage of the
student’s potential learning development as indicated by the ZPD, and do little to
address the dysfunctional “coping strategies” developed by low or non-achieving
students (Cowey 2005: 7).

According to Cowey (2005: 8), the notion of the ZPD “allows a teacher to work
quickly towards teaching at an age-appropriate level for a whole class as opposed to
working at the range of different individual levels found across a class”. The idea of
the ZPD therefore underpins the AL approach of assigning study texts and learning
goals well above a student’s current level of achievement, and of supporting them to
work at a higher level through strongly guided or “scaffolded” teaching strategies.
Such an approach is believed to affirm Vygotsky’s claim that “the only ‘good
learning’ is that which is in advance of development” (Vygotsky, 1978: 89). As such
the AL teaching method can support learning for students at varying levels or starting
points relative to age-appropriate reading tasks (2005).
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AL advocates using “literate texts” which “are more like written texts or ‘book lan-
guage’ than oral or spoken texts” (Cowey 2005: 7). These are thought to be most
effective for teaching the grammatical structures, abstract reasoning and interpretive
thought processes needed to engage in literate/academic discourse across a range of
text types. Gray highlights the work of Halliday and colleagues (Halliday 1985a,
1985b, 1993, 2004), whose Systemic Functional Grammar illustrates “the manner in
which written text of the kind that is usually referred to as literate or academic differs
in highly functional and systematic ways from texts that Halliday defines as ‘oral’”
(Gray 2007: 9). The academic/literate discourses pursued in education, Gray points
out, “require a specific orientation to both the written and oral texts that are encoun-
tered in teaching and learning” (2007: 9). Narratives, it is maintained, are an effective
means of orientating students to such discourses because they generally have built
into them the “abstraction of concepts and images... through the careful manipulation
of word and grammar choices” (2007: 8).

In AL the principle of scaffolding involves making available to students the concep-
tual resources by which to understand the intent and purpose of the learning task, as
well as the literate mindset of the successful reader. Scaffolding draws on Bruner’s
description of the teacher as providing a “loan of consciousness” (Bruner 1986: 76),
as Cowey (2005: 9) explains:

The consciousness teachers “loan” is in the form of their understanding of
the discourse implicit in the text. They loan a literate interpretation of the
meaning of a text. They loan their experience with reading as well as their
understanding of the educational ground rules for operating with such
texts in the social context of the classroom.

AL scaffolding strategies may include explicitly outlining the purpose of a lesson,
modelling the meta-cognitive processes of a literate person engaging with a text, and
directing students’ attention to the physical and literary aspects of a text that enable
readers to form a meaningful interpretation. Through such strategies AL teachers seek
to provide students with a “foothold” by which to enter into the academic or literate
discourse of literacy-based learning in school. By actively and positively inviting
students to draw on such “loaned” resources, the AL teacher helps them to jointly
construct a shared “knowledge base” from which to progress to higher levels of
interaction and understanding, where students take on greater responsibility for
educationally productive discussion, or “reflective dialogue” (Gray 2007: 18).

From a socio-cultural educational perspective (Wells 1999), scaffolding strategies aim
to take advantage of the social dynamic of the class group as a means of jointly
constructing a shared understanding of the learning task and the study text. According
to Wertsch’s description of the social learning context of the classroom:

... when interlocutors enter into a communicative context, they may have
different perspectives or only a vague interpretation of what is taken for
granted and what the utterances are intended to convey. Through semioti-
cally mediated “negotiation”, however, they create a temporarily shared
social world, a state of intersubjectivity. (1985: 161)
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AL methodology assumes that students who would otherwise not be able to read a
given text independently can, with teacher support, build a literate understanding of
the text and acquire the skills that underpin fluent reading. The hope is that, “Students,
in taking on the role of a literate reader with the support of their teacher and other
class members, [will] actually become that literate person” (Cowey 2005: 10).

These theoretical principles are integral to the design of the AL teaching sequence
(Walsh & Barnett 2005: 14).

The Accelerated Literacy Teaching Sequence

The AL teaching sequence consists of five key elements: text selection, literate
orientation, the transformations strategy, spelling, and writing. The teaching sequence
centres on a single text (and/or passages from a text), which is studied intensively
over time. As shown in Figure 3, the study text constitutes the literacy resource upon
which all other teaching strategies in the sequence are centred.

Figure 3: The AL teaching sequence
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Text Selection

Ideally, the text selected for a class should reflect a level of complexity that places it
somewhere in advance of each student’s Zone of Actual Development (ZAD, as
indicated by IL assessment), but not above what the least advanced student could
successfully engage in with teacher support. In classes where the range of abilities is
too great to allow selection of a text that is challenging yet achievable for all students,
classes may need to be streamed.

Texts that are age-appropriate or close to age-appropriate for the student group are
selected. The aim of AL is to advance or accelerate students’ literacy learning, and
Cowey (2005) points out that students who are trapped in a cycle of unproductive
strategies such as sounding out and relying on picture cues will fail to advance in their
reading beyond the level of basic or early reader texts where such strategies are
initially appropriate. Engaging with age-appropriate texts is therefore necessary for
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situating learning experiences within the ZPD where the student’s learning potential
can be tapped and developed. Age-appropriate texts are also seen as helpful for
generating student interest in discussion around the text.

Literate Orientation

In this stage of the sequence, teachers assist students to recognise the important
features of a text with the aim of building “a high level of engagement with the text”
(Gray 2007: 22). Successful literate orientation requires teachers to be familiar with
the study text and to be able to identify and discuss themes, characters’ motivations
and authors’ intentions as reflected in text structure and word choice, at all levels of
the text, including illustrations where relevant (CDU 2008: 5).

Literate orientation is divided into two key parts. Low order literate orientation is the
starting point for every teaching sequence and is part of every AL lesson (Cowey
2005: 11). The teacher attempts to provide a literate interpretation of the text for
students’ consideration and future lessons build on the common knowledge estab-
lished at this phase (2005: 11).

In low order literate orientation (CDU 2008: 15) the teacher should:

e describe the purpose of the lesson

o clearly articulate goals for the whole lesson and for the low order literate ori-
entation part of the teaching sequence

e provide an overview (using illustrations when appropriate) of the text to be
studied: point out aspects of the text as a focus

e engage the students in a discussion about the text which builds on common
knowledge, is cognitively challenging and pitched at an age-appropriate level

Low order literate orientation concludes with the teacher modelling a fluent and
expressive reading of the text or study passage.

High order literate orientation shifts the students’ focus from the text as a whole to a
close examination of the author’s wording and how it lets the reader construct one or
several meaningful interpretations of the text. Students actively engage in the process
of identifying (by underlining) individual words and meaningful text segments that
illustrate specific literate features. Cowey (2005: 1-12) summarises this phase:

... teachers make known the resources students need to answer questions
by discussing literate features of the wording of the text and the inferences
implied... as if the students could already read it. For example, in Low
Order Literate Orientation the teacher may have told the students that the
author of the text includes characters’ reactions in stories to create an at-
mosphere of suspense and fear. In High Order Literate Orientation the tea-
cher shows how the author made the language choices that create this at-
mosphere. They find the exact words the author used and underline them.
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During high order literate orientation (CDU 2008: 15) the teacher will:

o clearly articulate goals which follow on from the low order literate orientation
discussion

e assist students to identify specific language features in the text

e discuss the effect of these language features on readers, and relate this to the
lesson goals

¢ link the passage to be studied to the context of the whole story

e involve students in a discussion which draws on common knowledge from
past lessons and is age-appropriate

e identify or refer to structure of text

Text marking in high order literate orientation is consolidated with a concluding *“joint
cooperative reading” which “greatly increases the capacity of the students to read the
text extracts” fluently and with high order comprehension (Gray 2007: 24).

Transformations

This element of the sequence “is designed to change the student’s orientation to the
text from that of a reader looking for meaning to that of a writer learning how to use a
writer’s techniques” (Cowey 2005: 12). Sections of a study passage are written on
strips of cardboard that can be cut up and manipulated. For example, “the text can be
rearranged, words or clauses can be taken out and discussed or word order can be
examined closely” (2005: 12). Gray notes that transformations “follow up on, inten-
sify and focus understandings of [author] intentionality already explored within the
Literate Orientation stage” (2007: 25). Also, the transformations strategy “allows a
closer look at grammatical features of a text, as well as punctuation” and is used “to
teach word recognition skills that lead to spelling activities” (Cowey 2005: 12).

During transformations (CDU 2008: 16) the teacher will:

o clearly articulate the goal of the activity and link this to discussions in low and
high order literate orientation

e if pursuing a writing focus, cut text into purposeful segments or chunks and
discuss the writing potential

¢ involve students in a discussion which draws on common knowledge from this
and past lessons and is age-appropriate

o clearly articulate the structure of the text and its importance for the story

e if pursuing a spelling focus, shift to word identification activities
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Spelling Strategies

These strategies are “devoted to teaching word analysis skills and the system of
English spelling” (Cowey 2005: 12). Gray identifies the need for students to make a
transition from early learning decoding skills such as basic print concepts, letter-
sound correspondence and sounding out words, to “more efficient word identification,
deconstruction and construction skills that entail... the use of visual analogy and the
recognition of common visual patterns in words” (2007: 26). Strategies employed in
the spelling phase of the AL teaching sequence aim to effect this transition.

The key spelling strategy is chunking, whereby words are broken down into manage-
able and/or commonly encountered letter groups or patterns (chunks). The etymology
of words, root-words or familiar letter patterns may also be discussed. Students
practice saying and writing each chunk, committing the visual pattern to memory,
before re-combining the separate chunks to spell the word correctly. Importantly,
words that are known to students out of context are employed as they are “easier for
students to ‘stabilise’ as they attempt to deconstruct their various constituent patterns
of sounds and symbols” (Gray 2007: 26). Hence, spelling typically follows from
transformations where word recognition strategies are employed. Spelling activities
are carried out on small whiteboards so that letter patterns can be practiced repeatedly
with errors being erased easily. Cowey suggests that “word analysis skills gained from
the spelling strategy feed back into improved decoding competence in reading and
improved spelling in writing” (Cowey 2005: 12).

During spelling (CDU 2008: 16) the AL teacher will:

o clearly articulate the goal of spelling activities
e chunk words appropriately and explain why clearly

e make links to previously taught spelling knowledge and perhaps discuss
etymology

¢ allow adequate time for practice of known words and concepts

e if possible carry out a joint reconstructed