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The effective, sustained implementation of literacy across the curriculum in secondary
schools is still a relatively rare phenomenon. This is because such an approach to literacy requires secondary schools to undergo extensive and complex processes of school
change, involving altering teachers’ thinking, attitudes and behaviour in relation to
literacy and pedagogy, and establishing and maintaining organisational processes that
support teachers’ change processes and their impact on student learning. Such changes
take time, not least because they often run counter to traditional organisational and
pedagogical approaches in secondary schools. Drawing on our research evaluation of
the Secondary Schools’ Literacy Initiative (SSLI) in New Zealand, this paper examines the medium to long term implications of school change processes for secondary
schools undertaking a cross-curricular literacy focus. In so doing, it identiﬁes three key
phases that secondary schools may undergo in order to achieve and sustain effective
literacy practices over time and suggests that these phases, and their characteristics,
may well have wider applicability.
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Introduction
. . . we have a considerable body of research on what effective schools and
teachers do to promote reading success in the elementary grades. We also
possess a great deal of knowledge about successful school reform and the
importance of professional development in that process. The missing piece
for schools, however, seems to be the procedural knowledge about how
to translate this research into school and classroom practices that lead to
improved reading performance for their students. (Taylor et al., 2005: 40, 43)
Taylor et al. make this observation in light of their excellent recent analysis of
a research-based approach to literacy professional development (PD) in ‘high
poverty’ elementary (primary) schools in the United States. The quote highlights clearly the key challenge that such schools face in implementing literacy
across the curriculum effectively – that is, how to operationalise research-attested
effective literacy practices in classrooms in order to improve student literacy
outcomes (see May, 1997; Wright, in press).
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But what Taylor et al. don’t say is equally telling. For example, while much research may have been conducted on elementary or primary schools with respect
to reading, there remain demonstrably far fewer research studies on effective
literacy practices in secondary or high schools (for some notable exceptions,
see Corson, 1999; Knott, 1985; Moje et al., 2000; O’Brien et al., 1995). Part of this
may be because there are often far greater organisational and bureaucratic constraints in secondary schools to effecting such changes. Secondary schools are
generally larger and more complex organisations than their primary counterparts and are also the least changed of any schooling structure since the advent
of mass education, with the industrial management model (and its accompanying bureaucracy) adopted for secondary schools at the time a still-prominent
feature (O’Brien et al., 1995). As David Corson observes of this: ‘Present-day high
schools are usually very large bureaucracies. They are multi-purpose organisations with a chain of command that can be highly diversiﬁed and rather weak’
(1999: 4). Corson proceeds to comment that there is also often a disjuncture between whole-school literacy policies (such as they are) and the literacy practices
of particular subject department domains, which retain considerable autonomy
in the secondary school system. Indeed the subject-based nature of secondary
schooling can present a major impediment to the successful development of a
whole-school approach to literacy in secondary schools. As O’Brien et al. argue, ‘the secondary curriculum is based on the assumption that knowledge can
be objectiﬁed, veriﬁed, and disseminated via compartmentalised disciplines’
(1995: 448). Consequently, subject area disciplines are not often questioned or
deconstructed, particularly those apparently ‘high-status’ subjects such as mathematics and science, while their often near-hermetic boundaries militate directly
against cross-disciplinary initiatives such as literacy across the curriculum.
Taylor et al.’s comments also reﬂect a wider preoccupation in recent years
with the acquisition of reading in elementary schooling, narrowly deﬁned and
assessed, and often at the expense of more holistic, longer-term, and crosscurricular conceptions of literacy pedagogy and practice (see Corson, 1999;
Janks, in press; Lankshear, 1997; see also Smyth, this issue). This preoccupation
is reﬂected methodologically in a preponderance of experimentalist studies,
focussing primarily on the cognitive processes associated with reading (and
writing). Too little attention is given to the sociocultural context of literacy –
that is, ‘the view that meaning is situated in particular events and interactional
contexts in which teachers and students construct the culture of their [secondary]
classroom, which in turn deﬁnes and constrains how they view literacy and
learning’ (O’Brien et al., 1995: 450; see also Smyth, this issue).
And ﬁnally, while obviously implicit in Taylor et al.’s comment, there is no
overt inclusion of teachers as active agents of pedagogical change. And yet,
the degree to which effective literacy practices in both primary and secondary
schools can be established, let alone sustained, is almost wholly dependent on
the degree to which teachers take ownership of those practices, individually
and collectively – developing, in so doing, an effective literacy ‘community of
practice’ (see Wright, this issue) in those schools. As O’Brien et al. again perceptively observe, to understand why efforts to develop effective literacy practices
in secondary schools succeed or fail, ‘one must understand the compatibility
or incompatibility between the intentions and values of [key] change agents on
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the one hand, and the intentions, values, and work of persons in schools on the
other’ (1995: 452). In other words, without wide teacher ‘buy-in’, literacy across
the curriculum initiatives are bound to fail.
Given these various lacunae, it seems timely to focus on the medium- to longterm implications for secondary schools of implementing a cross-curricular approach to literacy across the school as a whole, as well as within particular
subject departments. In so doing, I will draw on the wider school change literature, where relevant, but will focus, in particular, on the research ﬁndings
arising out of the SSLI project with respect to these questions. These include the
identiﬁcation of three key phases in the development of an effective approach
to literacy over time in secondary schools.
The initial phase involves a school raising the awareness of staff about the
need for effective literacy practices, what these might comprise, what the current
situation in the school is regarding students’ existing literacy-related skills and
abilities, and negotiating the role of teachers in supporting and learning more
about them. This is where a community of practice centred on literacy begins to
develop. This initial phase may be a long one for some schools, often spanning
a number of years, depending on the level of staff ‘readiness’ to address these
issues. Peeling away existing beliefs and expectations, and customary teaching
practices, can take time. In this phase, collecting, analysing and interpreting
assessment data about students’ skills and abilities in order to alert teachers
about what they may need to help students with, can be revelatory, but does take
planning, resources and signiﬁcant preparation. While this is a necessary stage
for schools to undertake, and while much attitudinal shift among teachers may
occur, it is unlikely that extensive changes to teacher practice will be apparent
at this point, or that substantive changes to student outcomes will result.
The second phase presupposes the successful negotiation of the initial phase,
and the subsequent development of school-wide strategies that are beginning
to change literacy practices among individual teachers and to provide the basis
for changing/improving student literacy outcomes. Schools, at this stage, have
undertaken sufﬁcient prior PD to be ‘ready’ to instantiate effective literacy strategies in teaching and learning practices across the school, and in ways that begin
to impact positively on student outcomes. The second phase is, thus, where
schools gain some literacy traction; they experiment with research-attested literacy strategies and knowledge, and teachers develop, along with this new
knowledge, their self-reﬂective skills and a more focussed literacy community
of practice. Schools are likely to have their goals and systems in place, including
effective summative and formative assessment practices, so that the development of teachers’ knowledge and literacy practices can occur within a coherent
framework and be based on the identiﬁed literacy needs of their students.
The ﬁnal, crucial third phase has to do with sustaining changed literacy (and
wider learning and teaching) practices over time, particularly in light of changes
to staff and other PD emphases within schools. It is the key phase within which
schools and teachers are conﬁdent enough to adapt, share and discuss literacy
and learning across subjects and curriculum boundaries. It is also the phase
where teachers within subject and curriculum boundaries are actively adapting
their own teaching and learning approaches in order to scaffold more effectively the literacy demands of their subjects and the associated texts and textual
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practices they use. How the school collects and examines student literacy data
to inform its teaching and learning practices will also be further developed in
this phase, incorporating not just summative and formative assessment practices, as in the previous phases, but also diagnostic- and disciplinary-related
assessments. When this level of disciplinary-based analysis and implementation occurs across the school, in tandem with a cross-curricular understanding
of literacy, effective literacy practices are more likely to be sustained over time.
These three identiﬁed phases necessarily suggest that schools will have to
undergo a clear developmental process in relation to implementing literacy
across the curriculum. In this sense, they can be seen as broadly comparable to
Guskey’s (2000) key stages of change for teachers in effective PD.1 However, as
with Guskey’s analysis, the three phases are not meant to be seen as discrete –
there will inevitably be overlap between them and movement back and forward
by schools and teachers in relation to them, depending on the timing, nature and
context of the change processes involved. The key issue, as Taylor et al. observe,
is to ‘follow a change process that helps solve problems and moves the agenda
forward’ (2005: 44).

Effective Schools and Literacy Professional Development
The research literature on school effectiveness and school change processes
has burgeoned in recent years (see, for example, Fink, 2000, 2005; Fullan, 1999;
Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Hawley, 2002; Stoll et al.,
2003). While much of this literature is open to the criticism of promoting a
superﬁcial managerialism, not always appropriate for education (see Thrupp
& Willmott, 2003 for an extended critique along these lines), it nonetheless
provides a useful point of reference in discussions of effective literacy practices
in secondary schools. For example, both the school effectiveness and school
improvement literature stress the importance of proactive, inclusive leadership,
staff openness and collaboration, ongoing PD, critical reﬂection on teaching,
learning and related assessment practices including effective analysis of student
achievement data, and open, productive and reciprocal school and community
partnerships. As Taylor et al. (2005: 44) summarise:
Schools that have had successful improvement efforts typically operate
as strong professional learning communities, with teachers systematically studying student assessment data, using the data to modify their
instructions, and working with colleagues to reﬁne their teaching practices. . . Reﬂective dialogue, deprivatization of practice, and collaborative
efforts all enhance shared understandings and strengthen relationships
within a school.
No one would likely disagree with this, but bringing it about in secondary
schools is far easier said than done. Findings from the SSLI research evaluation,
for example, reveal that a signiﬁcant strength of this particular literacy intervention was its combination of facilitation of, and support in, literacy by designated
external, regionally based literacy facilitators (RFs), alongside a speciﬁc focus
on helping schools establish their own literacy communities of practice, particularly via the formal establishment of a ‘literacy leader’ (LL) in the school
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(see Wright, this issue, for an extended discussion). Even so, the literacy PD
intervention itself was only for one year, and our ﬁndings highlight that it may
take between 3–5 years, at a minimum, to embed a professional literacy learning
community within a school to the point where it begins to have a signiﬁcant impact on student literacy outcomes. In other words, while the SSLI intervention
was clearly a signiﬁcant one, it nonetheless could not in itself achieve immediate
change in the short term, or sustainable change over the longer term, without
further processes and systems being established by schools, along with ongoing, targeted and relevant PD support. Taylor et al. (2005: 65; see also Poulson &
Avramidis, 2003) make a similar observation in relation to the primary schools
that their study focussed upon:
Effective school improvement is a complex, multiyear process . . . and we
must be willing to stay the course in these schools for at least ﬁve or six
years in order to fully understand the nature of the change
The individual school context also becomes particularly important here, highlighting the signiﬁcance of tailoring PD in literacy appropriately to the particular
circumstances of individual schools. For example, the extent to which the SSLI
intervention had an impact in the given year a school was involved with it,
and what kinds of impact it had, depended almost entirely on the particular
school’s pre-existing PD history in relation to literacy – what we termed the level
of ‘school readiness’.
In the SSLI research evaluation, we found that schools were at widely variant
stages of ‘readiness’ in relation to the SSLI PD intervention, requiring regional literacy facilitators to work in often widely different ways with individual schools,
depending on their circumstances. This is not problematic in itself – indeed, it
should be expected – but it does highlight the importance of avoiding a prescriptive, recipe approach to literacy-related PD and/or presuming that PD
interaction should always stay the same, even within individual schools. The
latter also highlights the signiﬁcance of PD cycles and the need to adapt PD in
light of those cycles and the emerging literacy community of practice in schools.
Such recognition will inevitably impact on the level, focus and frequency of
literacy PD interventions within a particular school, as well as across schools
(McClesky & Waldron, 2002). Another critical feature here is to be able to explore
how schools might progress through various cycles or stages, from establishing
to consolidating and, eventually, to sustaining changed literacy practices over
time. It is to this phasal development, and its characteristics, that I now want to
turn.

Key Phases in Secondary Schools’ Literacy Development
Over the course of the SSLI research evaluation, it became apparent that the
60 schools involved over the three years (20 schools per year), ﬁtted broadly
into one of three categories of school readiness. We suggest that these phases
may have wider, more generalisable, application. The three phases of school
readiness, which will be described in detail as follows, are analysed in relation
to a number of key features. These are:
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the particular literacy focus of the school;
the key change agents involved and their associated roles;
the nature of the PD undertaken;
the literacy resources drawn upon;
the analysis and use of literacy data;
the impact on student outcomes.

These features are also analysed in relation to three key domains:

r internal school processes;
r the interaction of these school processes with outside PD facilitation;
r the PD facilitation process itself.
Phase 1: Establishing effective literacy practices
The bulk of the secondary schools in the SSLI intervention, as we suspect more
generally, were to be found in this initial phase – at or near the beginning of rethinking literacy practices in their school. This initial phase is often precipitated
by a concern with a particular literacy issue (e.g. reading for comprehension;
vocabulary acquisition), and/or a particular group of students who may be
faring less well comparatively to their peers. Consequently, initial perceptions
of literacy may well be narrowly deﬁned, and can also be constructed unhelpfully in ‘remedial’ and/or deﬁcit terms, although this does not (nor should it)
have to be the case. Nonetheless, focussing on a particular ‘language problem’
(Corson, 1999) may provide a useful basis for further action on literacy within
a school. It can be a catalyst for raising the awareness of staff about the need for
effective literacy practices in the ﬁrst instance and what these might comprise.
From this, a focus can be developed on extending teacher knowledge about
effective literacy practices and, if necessary, changing often long-held teacher
attitudes about literacy, and associated customary teaching practices. As Corson
comments, ‘teachers often vary greatly in their readiness to acknowledge the
central role of language in learning. . . . so, just changing some of these teacher
attitudes, or reconciling them with one another, is often the ﬁrst [and, I would
add, most signiﬁcant] challenge for a [school] language policy to address’ (1999:
89–90).
As we have already seen, existing attitudes to literacy in secondary schools
pose particular challenges here, not least because of the compartmentalised,
often hermetic thinking that different curriculum subjects still impose on school
organisation. As Corson proceeds to observe, this raises several key questions
that need to be addressed in this initial phase:

r How can teachers come to see that language development in secondary
schools is everyone’s responsibility?

r How can subject teachers move beyond the transmissionist delivery of subject content to incorporate more effective teaching and learning processes?

r How can assessments and examinations be employed in ways that allow
more fusion of the language and learning process?
It is in addressing these questions that secondary teachers must learn that the
responsibility for supporting students’ literacy does not lie elsewhere – with
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parents, primary schools or the English department – but with individual subject
teachers, working in their curriculum areas. It is only when widespread ownership of literacy occurs across the teaching staff in this way that schools will
likely be able to move onto the next stage – and many schools, unable to manage
this, simply do not get beyond this point.
One key way to make progress in this regard is for teachers to be made specifically aware of the literacy-related skills and needs of their students, alongside
any related literacy trends or norms in relation to the wider population. This
requires, in turn, the systematic collecting, analysing and interpreting of data
about students’ literacy skills and abilities as a basis for identifying how teachers
may then best help students. Such an approach accords with Corson’s (1999)
advocacy of school-based ‘fact gathering’ and the wider advocacy of using student literacy data as an initial basis for literacy development in schools (cf.
O’Brien et al., 1995; Poulson & Avramidis, 2003; Taylor et al., 2005). Systematic
and informed evidence-gathering of this kind can be revelatory, particularly
in being able to highlight students with the greatest literacy needs, but does
take planning, resources and time to prepare. More crucially, it also requires
a strategy for making the subsequent data available to teachers in ways that
can usefully inform their teaching. At this initial phase it was evident that
the majority of schools in the SSLI were extremely diligent in assessing their
students’ literacy via established summative literacy measures, with a designated teacher most often speciﬁcally responsible for data collection. However,
schools were much less able to explain why particular summative measures were
chosen and used – it was, more often than not, the result of historical or customary practice. Nor were they able and/or inclined to use these data effectively
(if at all) for subsequent formative and diagnostic purposes (see Whitehead,
this issue).
In this initial phase, the role of literacy PD is likely to be externally driven
and at the whole-school level. External/regional literacy facilitators (RFs) aim
to introduce some of the key cross-curricular literacy approaches, and related
research, to staff at relevant school PD sessions. RFs may also play a crucial
role in assessing the school’s existing literacy achievement data, using the data
analysis as an evidence basis for future action. RFs also play an important role in
this initial phase in building the literacy knowledge of key change agents within
the school, particularly the designated literacy leader (LL). In fact, the ability
of the LL to begin to build internal school capacity in literacy, alongside the
external facilitation, is a key factor in contributing to the success (or otherwise)
of the cross-curricular literacy initiative over time. An LL must not only have
sufﬁcient literacy content knowledge himself/herself but must also be able to
facilitate and scaffold staff in their own processes of change (Corson, 1999). This
requires that they be a ‘strong and respected teacher leader who [is] persistent in
helping teachers examine the data linking students’ growth to classroom practices’ (Taylor et al., 2005: 65) and who is also able to model literacy approaches
appropriately. Fulﬁlling this key mentoring role also requires clearly and consistently articulated support from the principal and senior management within a
school, as well as, if possible, speciﬁc time, management and resource support.
Indeed, schools in the SSLI who made the most progress were, not surprisingly,
perhaps, those who had a highly regarded LL (or, in some case, a number of LLs)
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with both designated time and management allocations for the role. If these LLs
were also supported by a dedicated team of teachers – a literacy committee, in
effect – this further enhanced their effectiveness (cf. Corson, 1999; Taylor et al.,
2005).
In summary, this initial phase provides the essential foundations for a secondary school to begin to address cross-curricular literacy issues effectively and
to begin to work towards changing teacher attitudes in relation to literacy teaching and learning. However, it takes time – often a number of years – and while
much attitudinal shift may occur over that period, it is unlikely that extensive
changes to teacher practice, or substantive changes to student outcomes, will
result. Nonetheless, if this stage is successful, staff will have experienced – often
for the ﬁrst time – new cross-curricular approaches to literacy teaching and
learning and have begun to realise, and focus upon, the importance of those
approaches to their own subject areas. A diagrammatic view of the issues that
attend this phase of literacy development, drawn from the SSLI study, can be
seen in Table 1.

Table 1 Phase 1: Establishing effective literacy practices

Literacy
focus

Key people

Within the school

Across the school

Within facilitation

Identiﬁcation and
focus on areas of
greatest literacy
need; often
associated with
students at most
risk.

Examination of
existing patterns of
literacy achievement
across the school.

Knowledge of
school’s literacy
achievement
patterns in relation
to national patterns.

Principal

External Literacy

Literacy Leader (LL)

Facilitator (RF)
works with
principal, LL and
data person to
develop school plan
and approach.

Content knowledge
about literacy
(theory).

Data collection/
analysis person

Roles

Principal initiates
literacy focus – e.g.
appoints LL, creates
literacy budget, sets
strategic goals.
LL and Senior
Management Team
(SMT) support
initiative; instigate
work with RF.
RF scopes school’s
current situation and
literacy readiness
status.

Structural aspects
considered.
RF may take lead
role in guiding
school on how to
raise awareness of
literacy and its role
in supporting
learning and
academic success.

Delivery (literacy
practices).
Knowledge of
change processes.
Focus on facilitating
LL’s development
and capacity.
Focus on engaging
and being a catalyst
for team of literacy
volunteers who form
core of community
of practice.
Initiating risk-taking
by staff to learn
about literacy and
trial strategies.
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Table 1 (cont.)

PD

Within the school

Across the school

Within facilitation

Whole-school
awareness-raising
workshops.

Intensive work with
LL to develop their
leadership within
the literacy team.

Demonstration of
PD processes and
literacy content
(theory and
practices).

Some whole-school
PD to raise
awareness about
literacy and the
potential
implications for
teachers.
Resources

Data

Working with
literacy resources
and trialling
strategies in
individual lessons.

Time, money,
structures put in
place to make
literacy a key PD
initiative.

Opportunities for
working with
speciﬁc literacy
resources.

Reviewing types of
assessments used.

Advising schools on
appropriate
assessments and
assessment
procedures.

Examining existing
data – what is the
current situation in
the school?

Literacy volunteers
become a team,
sharing and trialling
literacy strategies.

Literacy team learns
about what literacy
might mean for
them.

Staff talk shifts more
to a focus on
pedagogy;
community of
practice takes shape.

Team members trial
and share strategies
with each other.

Reviewing the use of
data from such
assessments.

Notions of ‘literacy’
explored.

Developing
summative analyses
from assessments
employed.
Establishing
evidence basis and
types of assessments
to be used in future.
Outcomes

Awareness raised;
most teachers
understand their
role as teachers
(blame avoided –
e.g. primary schools,
English teachers;
deﬁcit thinking in
relation to students
is challenged).

Literacy team
members comment
on student
engagement with
literacy tasks.

Other staff are
exposed to the
team’s trials and
their evaluations
informally.
Begin changing
lessons and units at
junior level.
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Phase 2: Consolidating effective literacy practices
There were a number of schools in the SSLI project that could be said to
have reached this second phase. The second phase sees a shift from changed
attitudes to literacy among staff to the beginnings of changed literacy practices by staff in and across their classrooms. Literacy, by now, is often conceived in broader, less deﬁcit terms – with the literacy needs of all students,
not just those most ‘at risk’, becoming a school-wide focus. Such conceptions
of literacy also acknowledge and address the speciﬁcs of academic language,
language registers and their contextual situatedness, as well as moving beyond
default monolingual positions to begin to include second language learning and
teaching issues in positive and constructive ways (see Corson, 1999; May, 1994,
1997).
This second phase is, thus, where schools begin to experiment with literacy
strategies and knowledge, and teachers develop, along with this new knowledge, their self-reﬂective skills and a more focussed literacy community of practice. It is in this phase that schools often beneﬁt most from the support of an
external/regional literacy facilitator (RF), who can work with targeted staff
and broaden the theoretical and practical knowledge of literacy, guiding staff
to trial strategies in their staffroom, departments and classrooms. This may
be facilitated by a snowball approach – trialling strategies with selected staff
across the school who then act as models and mentors to their departmental
colleagues.
Schools are likely to have their goals and systems in place so that the development of teachers’ knowledge and literacy practices can occur within a
coherent framework. These schools often begin to look beyond literacy as a
focus per se, examining its relationship to thinking and learning. This accords
with Alvermann’s (2002) advocacy of the necessity of linking critical thinking
opportunities to literacy instruction and learning. The schools’ literacy communities of practice are also well developed, while staffroom talk is usually centred
on learning issues. Shifts in students’ engagement in learning also become a
feature of conversation. These characteristics – where theorised communities of
practice develop and learning is emphasised and widely discussed – are key
features of schools that engage (more) successfully in PD literacy interventions
(cf. Guskey, 2000; O’Brien et al., 1995; Poulson & Avramidis, 2003; Taylor et al.,
2005).
Staff should also be beginning to use literacy assessments more explicitly as
a basis for guiding pedagogy and practice, moving from summative analyses
to more formative and diagnostic uses in the classroom that can also, then,
be used as a basis for deliberate acts of teaching (Alvermann, 2002)2 . Here,
the support of the RF is once again crucial, especially in scaffolding processes
by which individual classroom teachers can use student outcome data to directly inform teaching and learning practices in their individual classrooms
(see also Whitehead, this issue). As a result, improved student literacy outcomes should begin to become noticeable within classrooms and across the
school as a whole, particularly with respect (but not limited) to those students
deemed to be most ‘at risk’. The characteristics of this phase are summarised in
Table 2.
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Table 2 Phase 2: Consolidation of effective literacy practices
Within the school

Across the school

Within facilitation

Literacy
focus

Broader focus on a range of literacy needs, and
students, across the school, not just those most
‘at risk’.

Focus on
approaches,
emphases
appropriate to the
differing literacy
needs of students
across the school.

Key
people

Literacy Leader (LL) & team

PD processes;
change leadership;
literacy content.

Roles

Facilitation

One-to-one advice, guidance and support.

Mentoring

Small/targeted groups provided with speciﬁc
literacy knowledge, content, strategies and skills

External Literacy Facilitator (RF) and Senior
Management Team (SMT) support.

Modelling
Sharing
PD

Teams learn about
and trial strategies in
their classrooms.

RF conducts whole-school
seminars.
LL and literacy team
demonstrate use of
speciﬁc strategies within
their classrooms.
Departmental goals and
literacy foci identiﬁed.

Resources

Appropriate literacy
resources, both
externally and
internally generated.
Staff share ideas and
resources formally
and informally.

Data

Purposes for
analysis clariﬁed.
Speciﬁc assessments
chosen for school’s
current/future
needs rather than on
the basis of historical
practice.
Complementing
summative analysis
with formative
assessment and
analysis.

Subject-speciﬁc
examples
provided.
Subject-speciﬁc
facilitation occurs.
Wide view of
literacy –
acknowledgement
of L2 students and
their needs.

Selection of speciﬁc, classroom-based and
content-oriented strategies.
Adaptation, rather than adoption of ideas.
Literacy community of practice widens to include others beyond literacy team.

Teachers begin to design diagnostic and normative assessments that reﬂect the pedagogical
and literacy practices implemented in their classrooms.
Classroom-based practices designed to suit content, skills, knowledge and strategies
Teachers developing and honing reﬂective practices.
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Outcomes

Within the school

Across the school

Within facilitation

Data used to inform
pedagogy.

Teachers share classroom practices and experiments with literacy strategies.
Community of practice gains momentum.
Staffroom discourse centres on learning.
Assessment practices reviewed and revised.
Units revised to better reﬂect effective literacy,
assessment and pedagogical practices.
Speciﬁc ability to recognise student needs.
Differentiated texts and learning more deliberately selected.
Staff comment on changed student attitudes to
learning.
Students begin to transfer literacy learning
strategies from subject to subject.
Teachers employ more deliberate acts of teaching in their classrooms.
Senior classes experience literacy; senior programmes begin to reﬂect effective learning; academic language speciﬁcally addressed.
Changes to student literacy achievement patterns beginning to occur, particularly, for those
most ‘at risk’.

Phase 3: Sustaining effective literacy practices
Very few schools in the SSLI research evaluation could be said to have reached
this third phase, where effective literacy practices are consistently sustained
over time across the school and within subject departments. Adjudging from
the available international research literature on secondary literacy contexts,
this is also likely to be the case elsewhere. As such, the descriptions that follow
are necessarily somewhat speculative, extrapolating from trends apparent from
those schools that were on the cusp of moving from Phase 2 into this subsequent
phase in the SSLI project.
At Phase 3, it is expected that schools will have not only a broader but also
a more critical conception of literacy – incorporating the much wider range of
textual modalities and the related multiliteracies required to engage with them
effectively (see, for example, Cope & Kalantzis, 1999; Education Queensland,
2000; Knobel & Lankshear, 2007; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003; Street & Hornberger, in press). As Luke et al. in Queensland, Australia, argue, this necessitates
an approach to literacy teaching and learning that ‘is about pedagogy, about
focussed instruction, about scaffolding and goal-directed activities with a range
of texts and media’ (Education Queensland, 2000: 10). The consequence of this
more socially critical view of literacy and learning is a greater sensitivity to the
teaching and learning context and, especially, the relationships between teachers and learners. As Corson summarises it: ‘[i]n practice, this means moving the
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emphasis away from artiﬁcial textbooks and towards “real” materials integrating and drawn from these multiple literacies’ (1999: 165). This should include,
Corson argues, materials and resources in the various home languages and/or
language varieties of students, speciﬁcally bridging ﬁrst and second language
learning contexts.
Such a conception also foregrounds how, as Alvermann argues, ‘adolescents
who appear most “at risk” of failure in the academic literacy arena are sometimes the most adept at (and interested in) understanding how media texts
work, and in particular, how meaning gets produced and consumed’ (2002:
200). This, in turn, requires that teachers’ professional focus continues to move
from the use of teaching (teacher) activities/strategies – still dominant in many
approaches to literacy instruction – towards learning (learner) strategies. The
most likely means by which the sustainability of literacy across the curriculum can be achieved is by creating independent and strategic learners. Shifting
responsibility for learning from teachers to the students, through a guided, coconstructive and scaffolded method, facilitates this process. At the same time,
teachers need a scaffolding process of developmental learning for themselves,
through a community of practice centred on literacy (see Wright, this issue),
which continues to extend/expand their own understandings of literacy and
learning (not to mention related processes of organisational change). Busher
contends that such ‘learning communities [are] sites where people expand their
capacities to work in new and creative ways through working together’ (2005:
461). It is through the work of internal school change agents, such as literacy leaders (LLs), and ongoing external facilitation and support that literacyoriented capacities can expand and eventually become self-sustaining. One obvious way in which this might occur is via speciﬁc action research based studies
generated from within the school as a result of such practices, thus ‘creating
sustained opportunities for teachers to make practical knowledge explicit to
themselves and others; to make connections between practical and theoretical
knowledge; and to engage in activities beyond their own school’ (Poulson &
Avramidis, 2003: 557; cf. Taylor et al., 2005). Another is to continue to induct
new staff into the existing literacy understandings and practices reached by the
school.
These potential developments suggest that the nature of both internal and
external literacy facilitation will also necessarily change over time. Indeed, it
might be expected at this stage that the focus on capacity building – having
achieved breadth, or coverage across the school in terms of teacher buy-in – might
now focus more on establishing disciplinary depth. The latter might involve
working with disciplinary- or subject-based teams to instantiate effective literacy
teaching and learning practices in those areas, both in relation to the texts and
related textual practices that are regularly used, and with respect to the wider
aim, discussed earlier, of creating independent learners in these contexts. This
might also necessitate a change in role for key change agents – LLs, for example,
might take on more of a mentoring/modelling role, while Heads of Department
or Faculty become much more central to facilitating (or resisting) the adoption
of effective literacy practices within their discipline(s).
Finally, how the school collects and examines student literacy data to inform
its teaching and learning practices will likely be further developed in this phase,
incorporating not only summative and formative assessment practices, as in
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the previous phases, but also diagnostic, disciplinary-related assessments that
allow for an ecologically valid approach to literacy teaching and learning in
speciﬁc classroom contexts (see Whitehead, this issue for further discussion).
These various characteristics are summarised in Table 3.
Table 3 Phase 3: Sustaining effective literacy practices
Within the school

Across the school

Within facilitation

Literacy
focus

Focus not only on different student literacy needs, but also different types of literacy; multimodal; multiliteracies; linking 1st
and 2nd language needs.

Key people

LL
Principal (structural
role).

Roles

• One-to-one or small subject-speciﬁc group facilitation, with
particular discipline/subject focus;

Literacy team –
department/subject
focus.

Subject-speciﬁc staff
HODs/HOFs

• Resource preparation (e.g. templates on server);
• Networking – matching expertise to need;
• Mentor role and developing other in-school literacy ‘experts’;
• Teambuilding;
• Facilitation;
• Change processes understood and used effectively to
support literacy/pedagogy change;
• Leadership development;
• LL role evolves into leading learning rather than just
literacy; ‘lead teacher’ role;
• Principal advocates for LL funding and time allowance;
requires departments/faculties to account for literacy within
subject jurisdictions; school language/literacy policy
implemented and
• HODs/HOFs and/or key subject teachers lead
subject/discipline-speciﬁc literacy practices.
PD

• Subject-speciﬁc;
• Internally generated and based on local data;
• Externally assessed language/literacy requirements
understood across subjects;
• Literacy induction of new staff is part of PD programme;
• Teachers develop own qualiﬁcations through further
university study;
• Succession-planning/mentoring;
• Literacy community of practice now includes most staff, via
subject/discipline-speciﬁc teams and
• Wider issues of pedagogy and education debated.
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Table 3 (cont.)
Within the school
Resources

Across the school

Within facilitation

• Staff generate their own literacy resources in relation to their
teaching areas;
• Adapt and reﬁne existing strategies and
• Wide sharing (e.g. through templates/samples on shared
server space; staffroom discussion).

Data

• Subject-speciﬁc and classroom-based data analysed and
used purposefully to support learning in diagnostic and
reﬂective ways;
• Teachers have practical applications for information;
• Tracking/monitoring of student literacy achievement from
year to year.

Outcomes

• Teachers and school have better information on student
achievement and existing skills;
• Stronger and more authentic relationship between
pedagogy and assessment;
• Community of practice widens to include knowledge of and
skills in data analysis and application;
• Quality of information improves;
• Theoretical knowledge of literacy increases teacher capacity
and competence;
• Staffroom and departmental discourses consistently centre
on learning issues;
• Classrooms become more student-oriented rather than
teacher-oriented;
• Students’ learning, engagement and behaviour improve;
• Whole-year level programmes are revised to include explicit
literacy foci, including assessment practices that centre on
diagnosis and action;
• Concerted attention given to academic language needs of all
students in relation to speciﬁc subject/discipline areas;
• Focus broadened to include L2 students; their language
backgrounds appreciated and used purposefully to enhance
learning;
• School becomes proactive rather than reactive regarding
educational issues and priorities;
• Signiﬁcant changes now evident in student literacy
achievement across the school and from year to year.
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Conclusion
Since this paper began with an observation from Taylor et al.’s (2005) study
on literacy reform in primary schools, it seems appropriate in framing my own
concluding remarks to return to one of the principal conclusions from their
study. As with our SSLI research evaluation, Taylor et al. highlight the multifaceted nature of school organisational change in the development of an effective
approach to literacy across the curriculum in the schools they examined, and
the complex, multiyear process involved. From this, as we saw earlier, they
argue that ‘we must be willing to stay the course in these schools for at least
ﬁve or six years in order to fully understand the nature of change’ (2005: 65).
This is because any substantive change ‘[takes] root gradually, not suddenly’
(2005: 64).
And yet, there remain enormous pressures on schools – and because of the
organisational constraints discussed earlier, perhaps even greater pressures on
secondary schools – which militate against this long term view of change. As
we know, schools will often opt into a new PD ‘initiative’ for 1 or 2 years,
before moving on to ‘something new’. Meanwhile, external educational agencies, more often than not, require an almost immediate return – for example,
via demonstrable changes to student literacy outcomes in the short term – as a
precondition for continued funding and/or resource support. What Taylor et al.
conclude in relation to primary schools, and what the SSLI research evaluation
demonstrates unequivocally in relation to secondary schools, is that neither of
these approaches will effect substantive, let alone sustained, changes to teacher
practices and student literacy outcomes. If we are serious about realising such
changes, then we need to address two further key research questions raised by
Taylor et al. (2005: 66) in their study:
(1) How can a school be encouraged or motivated to stay in a reform effort for
the long haul?
(2) How can the educational research enterprise generate the resources needed
to carry out long term (5–10 years) studies of school change?’
To these questions, one might add the following:
(3) How can schools and related PD initiatives combine research-attested
knowledge of effective literacy theories and practices alongside knowledge
of sustainable change management and leadership (and the school organisation and culture in which they both occur)?
(4) How can schools and external agencies manage to best effect the complex, reciprocal processes of external literacy facilitation and internal school change
processes in literacy over time?
These complex characteristics, and their even more complex interaction, at
least in relation to the SSLI study, are summarised in Figure 1.
It is hoped that the ﬁndings from the New Zealand-based SSLI research evaluation discussed here, and in the other papers in this special issue, may thus
provide a useful point of reference for further work in this area. After all, there is
still much that needs to be done before effective cross-curricular literacy teaching and learning becomes the norm, rather than the exception, in secondary
schools.
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Figure 1 Internal and external factors in secondary literacy across the curriculum
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Notes
1. Guskey (2000) identiﬁed seven stages of change that teachers typically progress
through in relation to PD:
r Awareness of the issues raised in PD, but with no accompanying change in
action.
r Recognition of the characteristics of change, but without an understanding that
the individual may need to do something new.
r Recognition of the change process and the individual’s capacity to change their
pedagogy.
r A focus on the teaching tasks/approaches required and their integration into
classroom practice.
r Recognition of how and where new approaches can affect student learning and
how they can be strategically applied to inﬂuence learning.
r Collaboration and coordination with other staff members to reﬁne change.
r Exploration and reﬁnement of the broader beneﬁts of change and the overall
effects on student learning.
These stages at the individual teacher level have obvious parallels with the wider,
school-based phases discussed in this paper.
2. Deliberate acts of teaching result when teachers are aware of the language and
thinking demands of their subjects, and deliberately use strategies which make the
new language, contexts and texts accessible to students, so that they continue to
develop ‘appropriate background knowledge and strategies for reading a variety of
texts’ (Alvermann, 2002: 193).
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