7. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The general aim of the project reported here was to address the need for early and accelerated learning to enable children in decile 1 schools to achieve in literacy and language at levels expected for their age. The research asked questions about the effectiveness of planned interventions in early childhood centres and in primary schools. This last chapter summarises the findings and draws some implications.

The Early Childhood Intervention

The early childhood intervention has shown that further focusing of literacy and language activities within the current practices of early childhood centres in Mangere and Otara is possible. The results add to both local and international research that show that literacy and language can be enhanced through early childhood experiences (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Smith, 2000). The research shows that: 

· the intervention had effects on development across a range of literacy and language measures so that children in centres with the intervention entered school with significantly higher scores on some conventional measures of literacy and language than previous groups of children. On entry to school the children were close to expected levels in concepts about print and even exceeded expected levels in the retelling task. 

· the intervention was as effective for Maori children as it was for Pacific Islands children. These results came from a range of early childhood settings including 5 language groups, in which 85% of the children were Maori and Pacific Islands children.

· the intervention added to teachers’ knowledge and practices and language development.  

Implications

The early childhood centres were approached via schools and those centres that were well known, and from whom the bulk of the school’s children came, were able to be identified. This meant some early childhood centres were left out. These were mostly Pacific Islands language groups and their presence and growth in Mangere and Otara suggests several needs. These are:

· to extend the professional development to other early childhood settings in the communities of Otara and Mangere. An especially important group of settings is the 30 Pacific Islands language groups who did not participate.

· to establish further professional development and research to understand the development of language and literacy in Pacific Islands children in Pacific Islands language groups and at school. The intervention has highlighted how little information there is on bilingual and biliteracy development in the context of different language settings.  

· to develop ways of assessing skills in languages other than English in order to fully profile expertise in school-related literacy and language. This will require further development of assessment tools equivalent to those used in English for the purposes of assessing new entrants and plotting development both before and after the transition to school. 

The Primary Intervention 

It was demonstrated through several different types of analysis that the primary intervention had powerful effects. These effects were shown by teacher ranking, by accelerated progress and improved achievement, and by comparison with a standard for measuring the ‘effect size’ of innovations (Hattie, 1999). It was demonstrated that teachers from a range of backgrounds were able to come to new understandings of literacy and language and to refine and refocus their teaching to cope with diversity and the inevitable mismatch between settings. In particular the intervention showed:

· broad effects with improved achievement across a wide range of literacy and language measures. Thus, it avoided the specificity shown in the teachers’ usual programmes (their children were near or at average for letters and sounds knowledge) and in many other intervention studies. The achievement profiles of schools became more balanced across reading and writing, text and item knowledge.

· an increasing number of children were able to read and write at expected levels for their age at 5,6 years and 6,0 years . Given low entry levels this suggests that children in low-decile schools from different ethnic backgrounds and different home languages can accelerate their progress given appropriate opportunities to learn.

· a dramatic reduction in previously high risk areas of achievement and that the risk or likelihood of under achievement in these schools was reduced in all areas of literacy measured; that is, children’s achievement shifted toward the expected national distribution.

· class sizes coupled with the intervention made a differences as gains were associated with smaller class sizes.

· teachers’ attitudes, beliefs and expectations changed as a result of the professional development and this was accompanied by an added willingness to take responsibility for children’s achievement.

Implications

The relationships between class sizes and gains suggests that compromises had to be made for some new entrant children during the study. To ensure that all children have this opportunity to learn it is recommended that children, especially those in low decile schools during their first year of school are placed in classes no larger than 18. 

Positive gains have been made through this professional development but further professional development is recommended in order to sustain them. This professional development needs to focus on three areas:

· the maintenance and extension of the current new learning. There was differential uptake across schools and new learning is fragile. 

· the extension of the underlying understandings and practices to teachers of Years 2 and 3 to provide continuity for the students’ learning.

· the development of leadership at a local level to provide continuing support for teachers in order to ensure continued refinement of practice in the classroom.

In addition the primary intervention:

· contributes to descriptions of what might count as effective practice for Year 1 children in low decile schools, and 
· offers a theoretical base for helping teachers understand the acquisition process, instructional language and for resolving tensions between so-called phonics and whole language instruction. 

The Combined Intervention

The results of the combined intervention suggest that: 

· there were some extra advantages to the combined intervention, but these were limited to areas in which there had been significant differences on entry to school. 

· there were indications that the early childhood intervention had advantages for children going into schools that had not received the primary intervention.

Implications

These may not be the only positive outcomes from the gains. There is a body of literature that suggests that early childhood experiences may have other longer-term effects. A recent longitudinal study in New Zealand has shown that the quality of early childhood centres was strongly associated with higher scores in reading comprehension after three years at school (Wylie & Thompson, 1998). Similarly, studies in the United States suggest specific features of early childhood experience, especially in the areas of language experience, book concepts and writing may have longer term effects on comprehension and language skills (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). 

· Further longer term follow up will be needed to know if gains achieved through these interventions have longer term benefits.

General Implications

The promise of effective early childhood centres and schools

The interventions show that low progress is neither inevitable nor immutable. They demonstrate that it is possible for educators in early childhood and primary settings to pick up the pace of teaching and learning so that children in decile 1 schools are able to make accelerated progress in reading and writing over the transition to school. By the end of the first year of school their achievement can be like any other child in New Zealand. The interventions demonstrate what is possible. They add to other research both local and international on the components of effective teaching with communities with diverse culture and language.

Quality in early childhood education

The early childhood intervention contributes to descriptions of what might count as quality in early childhood programmes. The three activities on which the intervention was focused reflected goals and practices described in curriculum guidelines in Te Whaariki. The intervention therefore clarifies ways in which teachers might select, arrange and deploy specific activities and how they can enhance, activate teaching and learning within activities that enhance emergent literacy and language outcomes. It is worth underlining that the early childhood intervention was associated with marked gains in English language skills so that by entry to school the children on average had the same scores on the expressive language task and had receptive scores higher than the baseline children had when they were six months older (at 5,6 years).

Theoretical approaches to development over the transition to school

The interventions were based on specific theoretical ideas about the nature of development, teaching and learning. The interventions demonstrate the usefulness of thinking about children’s learning and teaching in terms of co construction of expertise in social practices. 

Approaches to diversity

The interventions were based on two approaches to overcoming traditionally less than effective teachings in decile 1 schools. Both of these approaches, building continuity and managing mismatches, have proven to be useful ways for enhancing development over the transition to school.

Oral Language and Literacy instruction at school

The primary intervention adopted a particular view of the relationships between oral language, reading and writing and the role of classroom instruction. The baseline data showed that the children arrived at school on average with lower scores in the measures of expressive language (RETELL) and receptive language (PPVT). This is not surprising given the number of children for whom their home language was not English. The differences with national patterns were statistically significant. The order of difference, especially for receptive language, was large.

The intervention did not adopt the position that the children going into English medium classrooms needed language ‘enrichment’ or specific development experiences to enhance language, before literacy instruction.  Two views were adopted. They were that:

· the receptive and expressive language needed for the reading and writing tasks could be supplied by the teacher within the activities. Effective second language teaching with children has characteristics of embeddedness, that is, guidance is most effective used contingently within meaningful tasks and is clearly related to language use. The theoretical framework also predicted that language use could be built in joint activities, shared understanding in dialogue developed.

· the intervention could foster reciprocal relationships between reading and writing on the one hand and oral language on the other. 

The data support these views in two ways.  High achievements in literacy occurred at 5,6 years and at 6,0 years despite early language level.  Retell scores had increased to just above the national average for 5,0 years and receptive language scores had increased too.  It must be remembered that these results are for achievements in English and language development in English, in the context of mainly English medium classrooms.  Further research is needed to explore relationships between language and development where the home language is not English, and where there are different possibilities for classroom languages.
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