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The Child Literacy Foundation

The Child Literacy Foundation (CLF) was established in 1993 and is incorporated under the Charitable Trusts Act 1957. The CLF’s aim is to foster research and develop resources that will ensure all New Zealand children learn to read and write and achieve within the expected range for their age. 

The CLF’s focus is early intervention and acceleration of literacy learning with a bias toward children who require services beyond those available within existing education settings. 

The Foundation’s current research has two strands. The first strand is focused on groups of children who find it hard to learn in classroom settings in their first year of schooling. The second is focuses on the hardest-to-teach group of children who are clearly identified each year in national early intervention and prevention reports. 

The Woolf Fisher Research Centre

The Woolf Fisher Research Centre was opened in October 1998 with funding from the Woolf Fisher Trust through The University of Auckland Appeals Fund.  The Centre is a ‘research centre for the development of education and schooling success within South Auckland communities.’  The Centre is based in Otara at the Manukau Institute of Technology.  

The objectives of the Centre include:

· To promote research-based positive educational interventions

· To locate and develop research expertise from across The University of Auckland in educational sites within South Auckland communities

· To support collaborative research opportunities in early childhood, primary, secondary and tertiary sites

· To contribute to the development of effective teacher education programmes
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Executive Summary

This is a report about researching effective ways of supporting literacy development for children (up to 90% of whom are Maori and Pacific Islands children) in communities served by decile 1 schools in Otara and Mangere. New Zealand research indicates that children in these schools, compared with national patterns have low achievement in conventional school literacy on entry to school and this initial disparity in reading and writing continues throughout their schooling. 

While aspects of mainstream programmes in general work well for most New Zealand children, current programmes do not address the need for early and accelerated learning to enable children in low decile schools to achieve within a range expected for their age. Achieving this was the general aim of the interventions reported here. 

The research asked two questions. Firstly, what are the separate and combined effects on children’s achievement of providing professional development to teachers in early childhood centres (N=37) and to teachers of children in their first year of schooling (N=73)? Secondly, through the provision of professional development for these teachers can an increased number of children in decile 1 schools achieve at levels expected for their age at school entry and after their first year at school at age six? The design followed and compared different groups of children (with and without the intervention) at six-monthly intervals from 4,6 years to 6,0 years (a total of 415 children). Two interventions are reported and their focus was on learning, language and literacy over the six months before school in early childhood centres and during the first year at school.

The interventions were based on two general approaches. The early childhood intervention aimed to enhance children’s literacy development by focusing on teaching in literacy and language activities in early childhood centres, thereby building continuity in literacy development across settings. The primary intervention was directed toward changing teacher’s beliefs about language, learning and literacy and focussed on intensive teaching to help teachers and children manage the mismatches that occur during early literacy instruction. Both interventions, which took the form of professional development for teachers, were underpinned by a co construction view of learning and literacy as social practices. 

The early childhood intervention showed that by further focusing on literacy and language activities within the current practices in centres associated with decile 1 schools school-related literacy and language could be enhanced. Different types of centres (N= 15) were represented. As a result of the early childhood professional development children at 5,0 years showed statistically and educationally significant higher achievement on school-related literacy and expressive and receptive English language measures, compared with other children who had been in early childhood centres before the teachers had the professional development. On entry to school the children were close to expected levels in concepts about print and exceeded expected levels in a story retelling task. The results were replicated across three phases. The intervention was generally as effective for Maori as it was for Pacific Islands children. The data for children whose home language was not English and for those in the Pasifika Language Group centres raise issues about the need for research into and assessment of bilingual and biliteracy development.

The primary intervention with 73 teachers from 12 primary schools was also shown to be very effective in terms of children’s accelerated progress. Compared with baseline groups  significant gains, both statistically and educationally, were achieved across a broad range of literacy measures, both at 5,6 years and continuing to 6,0 years. The robustness of the effects was ascertained by a quasi-experimental design and replication across three phases and most schools. Teachers were able to accelerate the progress of these decile 1 children despite low entry profiles in components of school literacy and English language. Broad effects across all components of literacy measured including the reading of continuous text were achieved thus avoiding the specificity of effects found in other interventions. An increased number of students achieved in the average range expected for their age at 6,0 years and the high risk of underachievement in schools at baseline was greatly reduced. The professional development was also shown to be very effective when set alongside a standard for effect sizes derived from other interventions. Class size (combined with the professional development) was shown to be associated with achievement. In summary, the primary intervention was associated with substantial gains for children in literacy after a year at school.

The primary intervention also had a powerful effect in changing teachers’ attitudes, expectations and understandings about literacy acquisition during the first year of schooling. Teachers’ indicated that they had learned to teach for early strategies and to observe and respond to children’s behaviours in a more specific and focussed way. With increased effectiveness the teachers also became more confident in accepting the responsibility for student achievement. 

Those children who had been in the early childhood centres receiving the intervention and who went into schools that had received the primary intervention, experienced a combined intervention. Some of the differences apparent at 5,0 years, between those who were and those who were not involved in the early childhood intervention, were still there at 5,6 years when compared with children who had had the primary intervention only. However, at 6,0 years significant gains were confined to concepts about print and there were no differences in the reading of continuous text and writing measures. The language measures for which there had been marked effects were not used at 6,0 years. This pattern of results was replicated across phases. The result suggest that there were some advantages to the combined intervention but that these were limited to areas where the early childhood intervention had had a marked effect. 

A second comparison demonstrated that when children from the early childhood intervention went into classrooms without the primary professional development, their continuing progress was very similar to the group who went into classrooms with the primary intervention. This suggests that their increased expertise at entry may have allowed them to engage more effectively with a range of different programmes, or alternatively, that the teachers in some way were more able to pick up on the expertise that they had now gained.

In general, the interventions show that low progress in decile 1 schools in Otara and Mangere is neither inevitable nor immutable. They demonstrate that it is possible for educators in early childhood and primary classroom settings to ‘pick up the pace’ of teaching and learning to enable children in low decile schools to make accelerated progress in school reading and writing. Their achievement at the end of the first year of school can be like any other child in New Zealand at 6,0 years. 

The descriptions of these interventions and their underlying frameworks included in the report add to the pool of research both local and international on the effective teaching of early literacy and language within communities with diverse culture and language. In addition the theoretical base adopted offers a basis for understanding the acquisition processes for these children. The results of the interventions not only provide a demonstration of effective practice but also give a vision of what is possible.

The report concludes by noting several implications. These include the need for further professional development in those Pacific Islands language group centres which were not involved and the assessment of children’s bilingual and biliteracy development. Further professional development in primary schools is needed to sustain gains made through the first year intervention, and smaller class sizes are of importance for effective teaching in year one. Children must be followed over time to ascertain long-term effects of the interventions.

1.  INTRODUCTION

This report is about children in communities served by decile 1 schools in Otara and Mangere. It is a report about researching effective ways of supporting literacy development. The research itself was part of a much broader project, Strengthening Education in Mangere and Otara (SEMO). The SEMO project’s general aim was to strengthen schools in the area and to enhance children’s learning opportunities. In particular, the research reported sets out to improve literacy achievement by enhancing the work of early childhood and primary teachers who were providing literacy programmes. The focus was on learning, language and literacy over the six months before school in early childhood centres and during the first year at school.

Beginning Literacy in Low-decile Schools

In many different education systems, children from cultural and linguistic minority groups, who live in school communities with limited access to the resources of mainstream communities, often achieve less well in literacy than other children. In New Zealand this is also true, especially in low-decile schools. These schools, by definition, serve children in communities and families with more limited financial resources and the majority of these children are Maori and Pacific Islands children. 

Profiles of Development
Some details are known of the profiles for New Zealand children in low-decile 
schools. Differences are apparent on entry to school between Maori and Pacific Islands children in these and other children when measured on conventional school literacy measures. The national data from School Entry Assessment show significant differences on measures of concepts about print and story retelling in English (Gilmore, 1998). Other studies indicate differences on measures of alphabet knowledge and writing vocabulary on entry to school McNaughton (1995). A recent longitudinal study of children’s competence from five to eight years of age demonstrates that children in low-decile schools and Maori and Pacific Islands children scored lower than other children on conventional measures at 5,0 years. They were behind their peers at the end of their first year at school in the two measures used, word recognition and spelling (Wylie & Thompson, 1998). Other studies show disparities on measures of text reading and writing after the first year (McNaughton, 1995; Nicholson, 1997). 

The 1990 International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) reading study and the National Education Monitoring project indicate that the differences in text reading and writing continue through schooling. The differences are large in comprehension and in a range of writing tasks (Elley, 1992; Flockton & Crooks, 1997, 1999; McNaughton, 1995; Wagemaker, 1992; Wilkinson, 1998). 

Thus, a gap in conventional literacy exists and widens through schooling in New Zealand. After four years at school in New Zealand, substantial and educationally significant differences in achievement are apparent between both Maori and Pacific Islands children and other children, and children in low-decile schools and children in other schools. This finding is consistent with patterns of low progress found elsewhere (Juel, 1994; Stanovich, 1986). 

An Ongoing Challenge

This is not a new problem. In New Zealand ‘gaps’ have been identified in literacy achievement associated with ethnicity and type of school since at least 1930 (Department of Education, 1930). At this time a gap in comprehension was described in the public schools. Maori students at each age level consistently scored lower than Pakeha students. This parallels the current findings for children in standard (English medium) classrooms. Since then several reports, for example the Hunn and Currie Reports of the 1950s and 1960s (see Oppenshaw, Lee & Lee, 1993), have also referred to such gaps. In the early 70s there was a major effort to improve the situation. Though this was a national effort to improve literacy overall there was a particular concern for underachieving schools (ERIC, 1980). The issue again came to the forefront with recent position statements from a Ministerial Task Force (Literacy Task Force, 1999) and a Literacy Experts Group (1999). 

Thus, for many years both here and internationally this gap has posed a compelling and intractable challenge for educational systems and instruction (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998). Resolving this problem is both the challenge and promise of this current research that aims to enable an increasing number of children in low-decile schools serving minority groups to achieve in the average band.

Limitations of Gap Descriptions

By itself, the identification of a gap, however, is problematic. The broad description of the gap can mask important aspects of literacy development and achievement of children in minority groups. Some of what children learn about literacy is well represented in conventional indicators of school literacy. But children who are in communities with low employment, low incomes, and who have minority cultural and language status may have engaged in literacy and language activities that are quite different from mainstream children. As a consequence of this their knowledge may not be well represented in tests of conventional literacy practices, especially at the beginning of schooling (McNaughton, 1999; Snow, et al. 1998). 

Moreover, there are indications that from the start of formal instruction rapid progress can occur across all groups, suggesting that at least in some areas, teaching/learning may be effective. Clay (1985) found rapid acquisition of letter identification and concepts about print in a sample of first-year classrooms. Elley (1992) also highlights the case that in international terms children from different ethnic groups in NZ fare better than the majority of children in many countries. 

Using the IEA data, Wilkinson (1998) described schools where there were no significant gaps in literacy achievement between children whose first language was not English and other children. Similarly, while generally low in text reading and writing there are individual decile 1 schools in Otara and Mangere who have high achievement patterns relative to others in these areas (McNaughton, Phillips, & MacDonald, 2000). In addition, we know from early intervention studies that children from minority ethnic groups can achieve, given appropriate instruction (Snow, et al. 1998). 

Clearly, the gap is not inevitable and the qualifications reviewed here are an important basis for the design of the intervention reported below.

Explaining the Gap

Many different claims have been made to explain the gap between the achievement of these groups of children and others. These claims relate to schooling systems, to various institutions within a system and to the quality and type of learning activities and experiences within various educational settings, including the home. In turn, each of these claims has led to initiatives designed to enhance achievement.

Some hypothesise that a lack of quality pre-school and/or home experience leaves the children ill-prepared to participate in classroom programmes while others argue that educational programmes in school and/or early childhood settings themselves need to be changed in some fundamental way. Examples here range from arguments that authentic meaning-based activities are central (Au, 1993; Smith & Elley, 1994), to claims for explicit teaching of a variety of component items, for example - phonemic awareness and alphabetic understanding (Kameenui & Carnine, 1998; Nicholson, 1997). At a wider systems level some claim that the school’s collective sense of efficacy significantly effects instructional processes (Bandura, 1995) and others that the degree to which there are developmental and pedagogical continuities between community and school settings influences learning outcomes (McNaughton, 1995; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). 

The System—School and Communities

The SEMO project as a whole is concerned with the wider question of school efficacy and community involvement. The literature in this area suggests that school-community relationships are important and programmes that act on partnerships and shared activities can be effective (Snow, et al. 1998). Similarly, there are studies that examine the properties of school leadership and the organisation of schools and their effects on teaching and children’s learning (Sparks, 2001). Within the overall framework of the SEMO project other researchers are exploring and reporting on these issues (Timperley, Robinson & Bullard, 1999). 

Thus, while this current research bears on both of these areas, these are not the direct focus of this report. This current research and the review that follows are more concerned with the other claims, in particular enhancing instructional programmes and continuities between institutions—between pre-school and school settings. Therefore, the review has a narrower lens than a full analysis would suggest (Rogoff, 1990).

Research Based Programmes

A conclusion in recent reports of effective programmes has been that children ‘at risk’ in low-resourced schools need instruction that guarantees early understanding of the alphabetic principle and early development of word level skills and knowledge of phonological processing and phonemic awareness (Snow, et al. 1998). This position has been interpreted to mean early specific and direct instruction. There has been intensive research to investigate this claim. 

Recent large-scale experimental studies in the United States show that a systematic phonics focus can produce substantial gains in knowledge of sounds and letters and phonological recoding. The most extensively quoted and persuasive of these is the study by Foorman, Francis, Fletcher, Schtschneider and Mehta, (1998). That study involved 285 ‘economically disadvantaged’ children with the lowest achievement profiles in first and second grades in their 9 schools. The majority of the children were African-American. In addition to the 90-minute daily language arts programme that had a common core of a  ‘literature rich environment’ the teachers taught with three types of instructional emphasis. One was Direct Code (DC) instruction in letter-sound correspondences in decodable texts, and involved a balance of phonemic awareness, phonics and literature. The Embedded Code (EC) emphasis used less direct instruction in systematic spelling patterns embedded in connected text but with a focus on phonemic awareness and spelling patterns in predictable books. The third emphasis was Implicit Code instruction (IC) and involved indirect, incidental instruction in the alphabetic code embedded in connected text. The classrooms were described as having a print-rich environment and an integrated programme for reading, spelling and writing. Full descriptions of the programmes have been provided in Snow, et al. (1998).

Each teacher using a particular code was directed by a graduate student who was a trained teacher expert in professional development. Teachers were trained in a week in-service programme (30 hours) with follow-up demonstrations and feedback. Some extra tutorial assistance for very low progress occurred also. 

After a year the DC instructional group had significantly higher achievement in the word level measures (e.g., word identification, phonological processing, word attack); were somewhat better on the sentence Cloze test (but not significantly so); and did not have higher achievement levels in text comprehension. There were no differences between the groups in vocabulary growth (receptive language).

This study has generated a lot of debate. There are concerns about how the results have been or could be interpreted, its publicity and its influential role in decisions about effective instruction; outcomes not necessarily promoted by the authors of the original report.  It has been seen as demonstrating the effects of Direct Code instruction on reading, when clearly the effects are quite specific to word level skills (see Allington & Woodside-Jones, 1999; Taylor, Anderson, Au & Raphael, 2000). 

What can be concluded is that explicit code instruction within general programmes can promote word level skills, seen in the decoding of words (and pseudowords) and phonological processing. However, there is little evidence of transfer to everyday reading and writing tasks from added or refocussed direct instruction. The impact of direct code instruction may be felt most strongly in the youngest children and enable them to develop phonological processing skills and understanding of the alphabetic principle more rapidly than children in classrooms in which there is not a deliberate well-designed programme. 

The Foorman et al. (1998) study is now one of several experimental studies of programmes which emphasise systematic and explicit phonics instruction in the early grades for children in ‘low-decile’ schools. There is consensus across these studies. They produce limited transfer to comprehension, ‘real’ text reading and writing. These outcomes are commented on not only in experimental research, but also in other descriptive and ethnographic studies (Allington & Woodside-Jones, 1999; Dyson, 1999; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nicholson, 1997; Taylor, et al. 2000).

The experimental demonstrations of Direct Code instruction have been widely quoted in New Zealand as solving the problem of teaching reading, proving that systematic and explicit teaching of phonics is the answer to the gaps (Listener, 4 March 2001). It is very useful that we have local studies that shed light on this issue. Tom Nicholson (1997) reports an intervention with five-year-old Maori and Pacific Islands children in decile 1 schools. It involved 12 weeks of an extra 10 minutes systematic and direct teaching of phonemic awareness (involving posters and cards with illustrations of things beginning or ending in particular sounds) and letter-sound correspondence (including teaching the alphabet and copying alphabet characters) in small groups of 3 or 4 children. The intervention included some reading of stories with alliteration or rhyme. A randomly assigned control group of similar children in the same schools used the same materials without the direct instruction. In addition, children at a high decile school were used as a ‘reference group’. The tutoring was carried out by trained university students. The 88 children were aged 5,4 years at the beginning of instruction and 5,10 years at the end. 

After six months there were significant differences on spelling measures and pseudoword decoding between the experimental and the control groups of children. But there were no differences on the real word reading, comprehension, writing or receptive language. Moreover, although the decile 1 trained children made similar rates of gain in spelling and pseudoword decoding as the children in the high-decile schools, the high-decile children made more gains over 6 months than the experimental group in real reading, and writing. The gap between children in the low-decile and high-decile schools increased over 6 months in reading (word reading, reading of continuous text) and writing, in both amount and quality. 
Compared with a control group of similar children, the Maori and Pacific Islands children got better in exactly those things in which they received training, spelling and identification of sounds in pseudowords. Moreover, the group of children in higher decile schools were still ‘well ahead’ in real word reading and text reading as well as in the quality and quantity of writing. 

This replicates the finding that add-on programmes of phonological and phonics training do not necessarily transfer to text reading and writing. The reasons for this have to do with how learning is specific to teaching tasks, how there is limited transfer of learning in tightly controlled tasks, and how learning to comprehend and compose involve processes which are distinct from decoding (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). 

There are other problems associated with a strong focus on phonics in the beginning stages of literacy instruction. Other research has shown that ‘minority’ children in general tend to get more instruction in mechanics in work sheets and skills and drills in phonics, with a consequent compartmentalisation of tasks (Ladson-Billings, 1994). The net result is lack of access to the reading and writing of continuous text which can be demonstrated to reduce acquisition of mechanics, sight word vocabulary and text reading and writing skills including comprehension (Biemiller, 1999; Stanovich, West, Cunningham, Cipielewski, & Siddiqui, (1996).

These studies are very helpful. They demonstrate that early and restricted add-on programmes for phonics are not particularly helpful for the children who are at risk in schools, especially given a need to enhance real reading and real writing. However, they have added to a concern in New Zealand. This concern is to make sure year one teaching enables children to quickly develop the alphabetic knowledge and phonological knowledge that develop decoding skills and therefore contribute to text reading and writing (Literacy Experts Group, 1999). The studies also provide guidance for research such as the project reported here. There is a need to employ a wide range of measures (broad band profiling) to understand effects, with a priority to search for progress in text reading and writing. However, in word recognition children need control over words in the texts they read as well as generalisation to a wide range of words. 

The findings of these studies leave a problem. What has been demonstrated to be effective? There are several features that have been identified in previous research.

Components of Effective Programmes

Use of rich texts

Internationally, effective teachers use rich text activities. This means books written to engage children’s interest, which draw on their cultural and social identities, are used for a range of purposes, but with meaning as central (for example, guided reading, shared reading). It also means activities for writing texts for a range of purposes. Studies of effective teachers in the United States (Pressley, Rankin & Yokoi, 1996) and studies of effective teachers in England (Medwell, Wray, Poulson & Fox, 1998) have shown use of a wide range of texts. The summary by Medwell et al. (1998) notes that the effective teachers they studied:

Believe that it is important to make it explicit that the purpose of teaching literacy is enabling their children to create meaning using text….(They) were very specific about how literacy activities at the whole text, word and sentence levels contributed to such meaning creation…(They) centred much of their teaching of literacy around ‘shared’ texts, that is, texts which the teachers and children either read or wrote together. Shared texts were used as a means of making the connections between, text, sentence and word level knowledge explicit to children, both as a vehicle for teaching specific ideas at text, sentence and word levels and for showing how the features of words, sentences and texts work together. (p.8).

The use of rich and varied texts has been a major part of teaching in New Zealand classrooms especially with the advent of the Ready to Read series in 1960. This might suggest that this practice is implicated in creating or maintaining gaps. This is not necessarily so. As noted above, the gaps have a long history and are not attributable to any one curriculum period. But more importantly there is evidence that the use of rich texts is one component of effective teaching. For example, the relative effectiveness of teaching of Maori children in the Native Schools suggested by the 1930 survey (Department of Education, 1930) is consistent with this theme. The history of the native schools shows from the beginning that some teachers were using children’s language and writing texts in Maori. In the first half of this century at least some teachers rejected the state supplied readers which used images from England and were written with a phonics or restricted word emphasis, for example, Janet and John. They substituted purpose-built texts using children’s experience and language (Simon, 1998).

A more contemporary study supports this conclusion. Wilkinson and Townsend (2000) describe one teacher’s use of texts in a decile 1 school. This teacher was selected as exemplifying ‘best practice’ through professional peer nominations. Like the other teachers in Wilkinson and Townsend’s sample of best practice teachers she used the reading of texts, for example, oral, silent, unseen or choral reading, as a central component of her programme. Reading for meaning was paramount and texts were chosen for a range of features including familiarity of words, print size, language structures, length of selection, predictability of the language, text structure, genre, match between illustrations and print, and prior knowledge needed to comprehend the text. The author’s comment: 

Indeed, teachers displayed considerable facility in being able to judge the goodness of fit between the capabilities of students in the group and the demands of the text to be read. (p.469).
The use of texts in the core programme does not necessarily restrict other learning, especially the basic need to develop decoding skills (Pressley, 1998; Snow, et al. 1998). Tunmer, Chapman, Ryan, & Prochow (1998) show that children in New Zealand classrooms rapidly acquire detailed phonological processing skills and knowledge over the first two years of instruction, despite the children learning in what the authors call ‘whole language’ classrooms. Researchers in the United States have found similar patterns. In studies which both randomly sample first grade teachers (Fisher, Lapp & Flood, 1999) and which identify effective literacy instructors (Pressley, et al. 1996) teachers are found to be concerned about teaching phonics, and use instructional strategies to teach phonics, irrespective of the general programme approach. 

When detailed observations are made even teachers in ‘whole language’ classrooms can be found teaching phonemic awareness and phonological awareness and phonemic segmentation quite explicitly and quite systematically (Dahl, Scharer, Lawson & Grogan, 1999). 

A variety of strategies

A second general feature from studies of literacy teaching is that effective teachers use a variety of strategies in an informed way. Successful teachers of children with diverse social, linguistic and cultural identities in the United States commonly emphasise the breadth of their teaching strategies and their efforts to involve all children in the classroom, however they can (Dyson, 1999; Ladson-Billings, 1994). What this means is that different instructional activities and forms of guidance are employed, not as a recipe but as an integrated whole, and these are changed and adjusted to suit individual needs. 

This idea of dynamic instruction can be illustrated with research on effective ways to teach phonics, although the general concept is applicable to each area of learning including comprehension and writing. Effective teaching which enables children to acquire phonological knowledge and word level strategies can occur in many different activities which go to make up different sorts of ‘programmes’ implemented in classrooms. Pressley, et al. (1996) explored the characteristics of effective teachers of literacy in a national sample in the United States. There were many common features associated with all the teachers. They included creating highly literate classroom environments, with instruction for lower-order skills and higher-order processes at the earliest levels. Basic skills were taught often in the context of actual reading and writing with some isolated skills instruction. Almost all the teachers taught decoding using a variety of procedures, overwhelmingly in the context of real reading. 

Pressley, et al. (1996) summarise their descriptions of effective early instruction as a meshing of holistic literacy experiences and skills instruction – integrating the attractive features of whole language with explicit skills. This description is echoed in the recent study of teachers in England (Medwell, et al. 1998). These researchers found that effective teachers used texts as a central component but also taught decoding and spelling in a systematic and highly structured way. Interestingly, the teachers in the Pressley, et al. (1996) study described themselves as implementing different sorts of programmes (about half described themselves as ‘whole language’ teachers). The label of the programme is not what is important to effective teaching. It is what teachers actually do.

Knowing the child

Effective teachers also know their children very well (Darling-Hammond, 1998). This is supported in a large analysis of published research examining influences on students learning (involving 180,000 studies) by Hattie (1999). He ranked types of classroom interventions by their ‘effect sizes’ and found that feedback to students, which provides information on understanding and motivates, and which matches the present level of understanding of the student, ranked first as the most powerful classroom action to enhance achievement. 

The nature of the knowledge needed by teachers to do this is exemplified by the descriptions of matching texts with students supplied by Wilkinson and Townsend (2000). The knowledge can be very precise in terms of conventional school literacy. The decile 1 teacher described by Wilkinson and Townsend knew which high frequency words her new entrant children could identify. But it extends to ‘diversity awareness’, the awareness of conventional and non-conventional literacy skills children have (McNaughton, 1999), as well as home background and topics of interest to children.

Effective teachers use a number of formal and informal assessment and information gathering strategies to enhance their knowledge of children. Again, the teacher described by Wilkinson and Townsend used an informal observational and grouping technique she called ‘roaming around’ to check abilities and interests of new entrant children.

More general evidence that personalised instruction based on detailed knowledge is significant for children in low-decile schools comes from Wilkinson’s (1998) reanalysis of the IEA data for New Zealand. The smallest achievement gaps between children whose home language was English and those whose home language was not English were found in classrooms of teachers who gathered more information on children through formal and informal assessments.

Hattie (1999) points out in his review of classroom interventions that small groups (10 to 15 students) influence the probability of more and better personalised instruction. Research on supplemental programmes for overcoming learning loss for children in poverty over the summer supports these conclusions. Those which employ small groups (less than 20 students) or individual instruction have the largest impact on student achievement (Cooper, Charlton, Valentine & Muhlenbruck, 2000).

Expectations

Yet a further feature concerns the ideas teachers have about their children. There is experimental evidence from the United States that professional development that raises expectations about children’s achievement and teachers’ sense of their efficacy to achieve academic progress contributes to more effective instruction (Bandura, 1995; Betsinger, Garcia & Guerra, 2001). Local support for this conclusion comes from the ‘best practice’ teacher described by Wilkinson and Townsend (2000). She believed all the children in her decile 1 class could attain independence in reading, and continually looked for opportunities to move students along a gradient of difficulty in texts, with appropriate interactive support.

Reduced expectations of rates of progress and achievement are especially salient in schools serving low-income and minority children in the United States (Dyson, 1999; Snow, et al. 1998). There is some evidence in New Zealand to parallel this. For example, at least some teachers in decile 1 schools set or assume lower levels of text progress for the first year of instruction for children in their schools (McNaughton, et al. 2000). Earlier the claim was made that low progress is not immutable and the variation between schools shows that low text levels at 6 years are not inevitable. Similarly, a recent study of Otara and Mangere schools found examples of expectations about school-related skills on entry to school being considerably lower than what Maori and Pacific Islands children actually know and are able to do (Timperley, et al. 1999).
This is neither an exhaustive nor a detailed list of elements of effective practice. Nevertheless, at the level of classroom instruction the review illustrates the general features typically associated with effective instruction (see also Pressley, 1998). These features are; having high expectations, knowing children well through systematic observation and using personalised instruction and rich texts in the context of flexible and adaptable instruction. They also involve instruction for decoding using a variety of procedures, overwhelmingly in the context of real reading.

Programmes in Decile 1 Schools

In many respects these features of effective programmes have been present in New Zealand classrooms for some decades. In the early 1970s a national professional development course, Early Reading Inservice Course (ERIC), was implemented across New Zealand and through this, common approaches were established nationally. The approaches are reading ‘to’ and ‘with’ children through the guided reading and shared book approaches and reading ‘by’ children. This course focused teachers’ attention on reading and writing continuous text in a print rich environment, the observation of reading and writing behaviours, flexible grouping and a variety of approaches. The approaches and the child-centred philosophy that developed through this in-service programme have been the mainstay of New Zealand classroom practice. Since this time teachers throughout New Zealand, including those in low-decile 1 schools in Mangere and Otara, have been guided by these approaches that are described in official manuals (Department of Education, 1985; Ministry of Education, 1992, 1994, 1996a; Mooney, 1988). Regular observation and matching text to children continues to be the guiding principles for ensuring children receive a New Zealand style, flexible text-based literacy programme today. 

The Issue

Components of the New Zealand programme were the most prevalent activities in place in a recent survey of Mangere and Otara schools (Robinson, Phillips, Bullard, & Timperley, 1999). Similarly, these were aspects of one teacher’s practice in a low-decile school that had been identified by principals, advisers and reading specialists as exemplifying ‘best practice’ (Wilkinson & Townsend, 2000). 

That the New Zealand classroom currently reflects factors thought to be effective practice begs the question, because despite this, Maori and Pacific Islands children in low-decile schools are disproportionately represented in the under-achieving group. Clearly, more effective instruction is possible and, in general, urgently needed across low-decile schools. It needs to ‘pick up the pace’ of learning to get children under way as quickly as possible and accelerate their progress, in order to close any gaps at entry and needs to guarantee development across a broad profile of literacy.

Enhancing Development over the Transition to School

Attempting to refocus literacy instruction in the first year of schooling to be more effective is one strategy. However, there is a second, perhaps prior strategy suggested in the literature. That strategy uses the developmental and educational effects of early childhood education, especially for children in communities with low-income levels and diverse language and cultural identities. Under appropriate circumstances which include early and extended experience and high quality programmes, early childhood education can be associated with enhanced literacy development before school and, to a lesser extent, at school (Dickinson & Sprague, 2001; Smith, 2000). The question for an educational intervention would be what particular features of the enacted curriculum (Ladson-Billings, 1994) might provide vehicles for educational development. 

There are two perspectives on the possible contributions of literacy and language experiences in early childhood settings and literacy development at school. The first is to co-ordinate systems and the second is related to preparedness and engagement. These are drawn from different research traditions, but are not necessarily competing. 

Co-ordinated Systems

The first rationale draws on several developmental ideas. One source is the ecological theory first proposed in the late 70’s by Bronfenbrenner (1979). The core argument is that human development takes place within nested systems that enable developmental processes to occur. In the primary units for development (microsystems), children have ongoing relationships with significant others and interaction patterns take place that carry developmental processes. The co-ordination or connections between these basic systems, for example between family members interacting with a child and teachers interacting with a child constitute a system in itself. Although encompassing the more basic socialisation systems, developmentally speaking they are more than the sum of the parts. The degree to which information flows between the systems and patterns of interaction are shared adds to the potential of each system to influence development. Developmental transitions that occur when a child goes to school are a special case of a developing child being in two systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 

More contemporary views of the basic units of developmental space and activities within social and cultural practices (see chapter 3) add specific elements to the argument. For example, they add a concern to identify specific activities that can be poorly or closely co-ordinated. In addition, there are concerns for the ideas and beliefs that participants hold about development and learning. From this perspective, transitions might be enhanced by increasing partnerships between schools and early-childhood settings and through research-based professional development with teachers in each setting. Studies have identified barriers that currently exist in Otara and Mangere to such partnerships (Timperley, et al. 1999). Without relationships that are like partnerships the opportunities to have shared understanding about roles and to share information are limited.

The general idea that educational and developmental processes create continuities for development is widely held. It can be found in some sociological and sociolinguistic, as well as developmental theories of schooling (McNaughton, 2001). And a large literature exists to show that if settings such as family settings, early childhood education settings and schools can be more closely matched, then children’s development over the transition may be enhanced (Goldenburg, 2001). 

One way to achieve closer matching is through activities at school incorporating aspects of what has been learned before school. There are predictions that the more schools become part of their communities and incorporate community patterns of teaching, learning and language the more effective instruction will be with ‘minority’ children. This is sometimes referred to as the cultural accommodation or continuity hypothesis. There is some experimental support for this position (Snow, et al. 1998).2 

A second way is to modify early childhood literacy activities so that they more closely complement similar activities at school. This is the approach adopted in the present project especially in the Early Childhood Intervention. Concerns for community involvement and greater incorporation of family practices were part of the wider SEMO plan. 

Preparedness and Engagement

A second strand of theorising comes from research on patterns of children’s learning in educational settings. A ubiquitous phenomenon has been documented and elaborated in many studies. Termed Matthew Effects (Stanovich, 1986), it occurs when children who already know more about or are more skilled in an area on which instruction is focused, get more out of the instruction. These ‘rich get richer and poor get poorer’ patterns are seen when high-progress children make faster progress and get access to more advanced and a wider range of instruction, and hence are able to learn even more. Low-progress children remain with more restricted instruction, fewer opportunities to boot-strap themselves up to the level of their peers. Unless instruction is carefully managed it becomes a default condition of classrooms.

A powerful demonstration of this in New Zealand classrooms was provided early on by Clay (1966). In her seminal longitudinal study of 100 children over the first year of instruction she showed how high progress children got access to increasingly more complex texts, with more vocabulary and more complex sentences. Low progress children were stuck in simpler texts and a more restricted range of texts, which repeated the same words and kept to simple sentence patterns. An estimation of the number of text words the highest quartile and lowest quartile of children had encountered over a year suggested a staggering difference of 15,000 words. 

Many channels for development are restricted under these circumstances. For example, Biemiller (1999) estimates that children add about 2 to 4 new root words per day through planned school activities, much of which is directly or indirectly related to reading and writing activities. Restrictions on vocabulary growth through limited access to texts further restrict the development of a language base for comprehension. Such effects are not limited to access to texts (Stanovich et al., 1996), they occur with writing, too (Glaswell, 1999).

This literature suggests that children who can engage competently already with the instructional activities they meet at school, in general, are able to get into a pattern of exponential growth through personal and joint systems of learning and development. 

One can adopt a systems view of this phenomenon too. That is, children with more expertise enter into dynamic systems with teachers. The pace and development of teaching and learning in such a system is a product of joint participation. Teachers’ provision of instruction, from their selection of texts to their use and timing of feedback, is cued and channelled by the child’s participation. Similarly, the child’s contribution to activities is cued and channelled by the teacher’s instructional acts. Both contribute to a platform for further development, internalised by the child as the basis for continuing participation. Given this perspective there is considerable overlap between the two positions, both of which can be seen as supporting the need to build continuity (see Figure 1).

Managing the mismatch

There are arguments that the mismatch that children from diverse cultural and language backgrounds particularly face means that enhancing continuity may be insufficient and more deliberate teaching is needed to manage that mismatch. The required social practices of literacy in classrooms need to be clearer and more accessible to children (and teachers). Instruction needs to enhance the development of shared understanding of goals and ways of performing in classroom activities, and by increasing awareness of the relevance of children’s knowledge and expertise for instructional activities. 

This is based on a general argument in psychology that increasing awareness of one’s acts conveys cognitive advantages to performance.  Awareness of goals, rules and ways of performing can convey capabilities to learn effectively, leading to greater self-control over performing and decreasing reliance on external regulation. The underlying assumption here is that children can be viewed as

skilled linguistic problem solvers, as form masterers, and as flexible sociolinguists, (Hemphill & Snow, 1996, p.198).
There is an underlying assumption in the continuity position that in development, continuity and co-ordination between institutions and between individuals is desirable and disparity and mismatch is less desirable if not undesirable. However, there is another approach to enhancing development over the transition to school which focuses on managing the mismatch at school (see Figure 1). This is based on further assumptions about the nature of development and the role of mismatch. 

A dialectic interpretation of development takes into account the dynamic systems and developmental progressions that occur between an individuals and society, and between child and teacher. From this perspective crises and contradictions, discordance and conflicts and lack of co-ordination between developmental sequences can be interpreted in positive terms. Riegel, (1979) claims, 

Critical changes occur whenever two sequences are out of step, that is when co-ordination fails. . . Rather than regarding these critical episodes in a negative manner … they provide the fundamental basis for the development of the individual Developmental leaps are brought about by lack of co-ordination and synchrony (p13)

Through the actions of individuals in society, synchronization (and co-ordination) is re-established and thereby progress achieved. But, as such a co-ordination is attained, new discrepancies emerge producing a continuous flux of contradictions and change (pp 1-2).

From this perspective mismatch, or lack of co-ordination is inevitable and the discordance and conflicts that arise can provide the basis for developmental progressions. Indeed, many theorists from different positions have highlighted the importance of error and conflict in learning and development in general (Bruner, 1973, 1980; Piaget & Inhelder, 1969; Riegel, 1979; Vygotsky, 1981) and literacy learning in particular (Clay, 1991; Goodman, 1970; McNaughton, 1987; Phillips & Smith, 1997b).

Thus a second approach, adopted in the primary intervention, could be to not only help teachers become aware of discrepancies and mismatches experienced by children in making the transition to school but to perceive these in positive terms and to learn how to harness their potential for development. This view is not incompatible with the continuity approach, for the resolution of conflict and mismatch is the goal of managing the “continuous flux of contradictions and changes”—the developmental process.  

This Research Project

So, at the level of institutional change there are several possibilities for enhancing children’s development in literacy over the first year at school. One could enhance the quality of institutional practices in early childhood settings, or in school settings or both. In changing both and deliberately building common understandings about issues of transition, continuity might be forged. It could be hypothesised that this in turn can facilitate a child’s transition from one institution to another and improve opportunities to learn. The possibilities are illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1

Possibilities for enhancing literacy development
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This research project is concerned to improve instruction in early childhood educational settings and in schools and enhance the transition between institutions. While there are several examples of research-based interventions in both settings, there are few examples where the individual and combined effects of interventions across the transition to school have been analysed. The questions asked in this project therefore are to do with the separate and combined effects of interventions in early childhood and primary settings, and the effects of co-ordinated interventions that deliberately target the transition to school working from a consistent theoretical position.

Research Questions

Firstly, what are the separate and combined effects on children’s achievement of providing co-ordinated professional development to teachers in early childhood settings and to teachers of children in their first year of schooling. Secondly, through the provision of professional development for these teachers can an increased number of children in decile 1 schools achieve at levels expected for their age at school entry and after their first year at school at age six. 

This Report

In the following chapters the design together with methodology (chapter 2), and frameworks for the interventions (chapter 3), are described. Then, description and the results of these interventions are presented first for early childhood settings (chapter 4), then for primary settings (chapter 5) and then for the combined intervention (chapter 6). In the final chapter (chapter 7) results are summarised and recommendations made.
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�  Schools in New Zealand receive a rank from 1 to 10 according to proportions of Maori children (from the indigenous culture) and Pacific Islands children (from first or later generation migrant families from Pacific Islands such as Samoa and Tonga), and income and employment levels. Decile 1 schools have high proportions of Maori children and/or high proportions of children from Pacific Islands families and have communities with the lowest income and employment levels.


2 This would mean that teaching for Maori and Pacific Islands children would be more effective when classroom practices incorporate ways of teaching and learning and language uses which children bring with them to school. For example: using texts which have Maori images, topics and language (McLachlan, 1996 ); using recitation in classroom activities building on Pacific Islands children’s expertise from church and family literacy practices as an instructional strategy (McNaughton, 1999); capitalising on tuakana-teina relationships in peer tutoring to personalise instruction (Glynn, Berryman, Atvars, & Harawira, 1997); and the Maori pedagogy present in the whanau-based ‘Tatari, Tautoko, Tauawhi’.
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