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`Early literacy: practices and possibilities '-is the result of 
Department of Education and Childrens Services SA (DECS) initiative 
which commenced in 1995.  It was an Early Literacy Component Project 
(ELC) funded by DEET as part of the National Equity Program for 
Schools, (NEPS).

The project aimed to produce practical, comprehensive classroom and 
whole school strategies for teachers who would assist students from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds to develop their literacy skills and was 
designed to make optimal use of and build on current and previous 
national and state early literacy intervention initiatives.

It argued that the support for teachers and schools be informed by a 
view of literacy as a sociocultural practice (Luke, 1995).  An extract 
from the project rationale states as Freebody, Ludwig and Gunn (LLNC, 
1994) claim, `literacy competencies must be viewed and described in 
their cultural and situation context of use'.  The significance is that 
in any diagnosis, literacy difficulties can't be located simply in the 
child or in the child's family.

Project Outcomes -`Early literacy: practices and possibilities '- 

The Early Literacy Resource package was to consist of classroom and 
whole school procedures and strategies for identifying, understanding 
and responding to the literacy needs of students in the early years.  
It was to include documentation of the whole school strategies that ten 
junior primary schools set up for identifying, understanding and 
responding to the literacy needs of students in the early years.  A 
flexible training and development resource was to be developed  for use 
by principals and resource teachers when implementing and using the 
resource package.

The Project Team and Collaboration 

The project team consisted of five curriculum officers from DECS and 
five university researchers from the University of South Australia.  
Numerous collaborative groups were established throughout the 
development and trialling of the resource.  An important component in 
the development of these materials was the work of school and project 
personnel. 



The DECS groups consisted of Curriculum Officers within Literacy Team, 
Curriculum Division teams of Equity, English as a Second Language 
Projects: Teaching and Learning Team - National Statements and 
profiles: Aboriginal education; Children's Services; Areas of Study and 
a Quality Control Panel.
The university groups had representatives from the Language and 
Literacy group and and Early Childhood group.  The evaluation team, 
from another university  added another perspective. 

Staff from 19 schools, teacher writers and  developers and the forty 
personnel from programs and projects from phase 1 made up the school 
based, program project groups

Phases of the Project 
An outline of each of the four phases, with details of numbers of  
personnel and teams provides a view of the scope and complexity of this 
project.  The purpose of phase one was to investigate a range of 
programs and projects, in phase two whole school structures were 
documeted and in phase three trialing of the materials occurred, while 
phase four entailed the completion of materials including training and 
development.  A working draft was developed at the conclusion of each 
phase. 

In phase one the project team met for four days for workshops with a 
working party of teachers and curriculum officers.  The forty 
representatives from a wide range of early literacy projects operating 
nationally and in South Australia ensured that the project was informed 
by a range of perspectives and positions on early literacy.  These 
projects were Social Justice Curriculum Development Projects; Reading 
Recovery; First steps; Speech Pathology; Special Education; 
Connections, : Its Worth the Time'; Whole School literacy assessment 
project; Literacy & Learning National Component; English Language 
Aquisition for Aboriginal students; English as a Second Language 
project; Eclipse; Cornerstones program; English Statement and Profile; 
Freebody et al research, LLNC, 1994; Badger, Comber and Weeks, LLNC, 
1993.

Phase two focussed on nine schools' effective structures and strategies 
and their whole school approach to identifying, understanding and 
responding to the literacy learning needs of students.  The Principals 
and a literacy key teacher from each school met at four days of 
workshops to discuss, debate and document this information into case 
studies.

Phase three entailed intensive work between the project team and staff 
of ten schools to trial and develop the project materials.  Staff 
members developed and refined the resource by participating in the 



following activities.  These were a training and development for whole 
staff or selected staff with a focus on development of one aspect of 
their early assistance plan, a requirement resulting from the State 
mandated Cornerstones training in 1995).

Two volunteer teachers demonstrated the process of identifying, 
understanding and responding to early literacy needs of two students in 
focus child studies.  Particpants also provided critical feedback and 
suggestions about the materials through journal writing or personal 
feedback.  Work samples, training and development activities, overheads 
and findings of the teachers were retained and documented in journals 
for later use by the project team.  

Completion of the project materials to publication stage occurred 
during phase four.  A training and development resource to accompany 
each section of the document was written.  It incorporated ideas from 
phase three and contains a minimum of one workshop session with 
possible options or follow up activities. 

The materials 

The materials - `Early literacy: practices and possibilities ` will be 
presented in a box, with five booklets.  Several features link the 
booklets and lead readers to other sections of the document.  For 
example cross referencing boxes occur throughout and each booklet 
commences with the key assumptions about literacy teaching and learning 
and an overview of contents of all booklets. 

 Training and Development
Training and Development sessions provide support for key literacy 
teachers to examine classroom and whole school practices and 
procedures.  The flexible model which recognises that Training and 
Development needs to be seen in the context of the school and 
community, is designed to be tailored to the needs of that community.  
Harisun, (1993).  The paragraphs titled :Entry Points indicate varied 
pathways which are determined by audience, their needs and the purposes 
of the training and development.

A dilemma which emerged for the project team was to' find a compromise 
between promoting professional autonomy (Petherick and Smith, 1995) of 
teachers and schools whilst - providing a resource which was practical 
and contributed to the alleviation of the intensification of teacher's 
work.  Final report Flinders Institute for the Study of Teaching FIST 
report. 

Their struggle to provide for teacher choice of practical examples lay 
in providing guidlines which provided a `teacher friendly framework for 
decision making about strategies without being teacher 



proof-one-size-fits all - manifesto.'  FIST report.

This was achieved by anchoring the work in a set of principles 
characterised by a sociocultural view of literacy, within a whole 
school context of responding to the literacy needs of students teachers 
and key literacy planners.  Readers are encouraged to consider socio 
cultural perspective's and the implications of key assumptions in a 
variety of ways.  

Key assumptions underlying literacy teaching and learning are 

Literacy involves speaking and listening, reading (including viewing), 
and writing. 
Literacy can be understood as social and cultural practice.
Literacy underpins learning in all the areas of study.
There is no one way to teach literacy which will be effective for all 
students.
Literacy teaching and learning is supported by school structures and 
processes.
Ongoing reflection on practice can assist in responding to the literacy 
learning needs of all students.

Practical applications of  `Early Literacy:Practices and Possibilities :

The following section demonstrates critically reflective practice 
within the materials  `Early Literacy:Practices and Possibilities . :It 
demonstrates the use of one framework, the Four Power Model; the use of 
critical questions in the selection of teaching strategies and the use 
of critical questions within the :Early assistance planning framework' 
Section 8.  Reference is made to the whole school structures and 
processes to support its development in the section titled :the 
Learning environment'

Critical reflection and critical frameworks

Throughout the document a range of questions engage readers with key 
assumptions and a range of critical questions.  In other locations 
references are made to critical frameworks which may be utilised in a 
similar way.  Several case studies in section 9 demonstrate how 
individuals and groups utilised these critical frameworks before using, 

adapting or analysing information gathered from strategies.  One such 
example occurs in Section 8 Early assistance planning framework where 
critical reflection is fundamental to  the process. 

The critical frameworks used are the Four Power Model (Benn, C. ); the 
Eight T's (Comer, B. Cormack, P, 1995); Critical Questions (Smyth, J. ) 
and Four Roles of a Reader (Luke, A& Freebody, P).  The project team 



chose to presenting these in case study format as :real examples from 
schools and teachers' as this format is popular with teachers.  This 
method often provides a springboard for teachers and schools to make 
adaptations for different contexts.

Critically reflective practice is encouraged at other points throughout 
the document.  For example in the section titled :Selecting teaching 
strategies: a series of questions urge readers to consider a range of 
options before and after selection.  Processes for use of the document 
and training and development sessions refer facilitators to processes 
which encourage critical debate through collaborative reflection.

1. Critical reflection : The Four-Power Model
The ‘Four-Power Model' was developed by Connie Benn (1981) and has been 
adopted by the Brotherhood of St Lawrence as a model for understanding 
and tackling both the causes and effects of poverty.  Benn argues that 
people living in poverty not only have a limited income but are also 
limited in the range and choices available to them in areas such as 
transport, housing, medical care, schooling.  In particular, they lack 
power over four crucial areas in their lives: resources, information, 
decision making and relationships.  To redress disadvantage, the issue 
of power in all four areas needs to be addressed.  The framework can be 
used to examine both whole school practice and classroom practice.

Schools are using the framework to ask these questions. 

Who has power over:
decision making in our school/classrooms?
information in our school/classrooms?
resources in our school/classrooms?
relationships in our school/classrooms?

At a whole school level, this might involve reaching  a common 
agreement about what power over these four areas, (staff, students and 
parents/caregivers), would look like in the school; identifying 
structures already in place as well as those that still need to be put 
in place would be the next step.

The following is one example of how the Four-Power model was used as a 
critical framework to examine what whole school practice might look 
like.

Decision making
How are decisions in this school made? 
Are the decision making processes inclusive of all stakeholders, 
parents, students and staff?
Who gets listened to? 
What would inclusive decision-making look like at this school?
Information



Is information accessible to all members of the school community? 
What model of information sharing is used? 
Who is able to make use of the information? Relationships
Which students, staff, parents are visible in our school? Which are 
not?

How is participation defined and/or understood?
What structures are in place to ensure a recognition of self-worth and 
the worth of others? Resources
Who uses the resources in our school?
How are the resources displayed?
Who chooses the resources?
How is access to the resources monitored?
This framework has been used by many schools to critically analyse and 
inform: 
their school development planning
their internal review process
their school/community communication processes
their assessment and reporting procedures.
Examining classroom structures and organisation
At a classroom level, two teachers who work as a teaching team used the 
Four-Power model as a critical framework to examine the structure and 
organisation of their classroom.
They examined their classroom practice in the light of each of the four 
areas and identified strategies they could put in place to negotiate 
different power relationships with students in the teaching and 
learning environment.  They developed the following framework to assist 
in critically reflecting on their practice. 

Decision making
Who makes decisions about the:
timetable?
organisation of the room?
learning context? 
learning topic?

Information 
Who has the information about:
the curriculum?
the education system?
the running of the day?

Relationships
Who solves the conflicts?
Who actively participates in class meetings?
Who is included/excluded in class activities?

Resources



Who selects and presents the resources?
How are the different resources valued?
Who has access to the resources?

What they  found out
Through critically reflecting on our program, timetable and management 
strategies they recognised that:
the students had limited control over decision making
the students relied on teacher control to form relationships and solve 
conflicts
the teacher selected most of the resources to be used within the 
classroom
the students had little knowledge about curriculum or how educational 
systems were run.

Changed practice
They attempted to develop structures which were flexible enough to 
allow for and build on diversity, so that the students could and would 

engage with a rigorous curriculum.
Decision making:
expand decision making to include making decisions about curriculum 
students to make choices about how they worked, with whom and where.
Information: 
program was written and displayed.  We 
used the skills of both students and community members to access 
information. 
presented information to the students in a variety of 
taught the vocabulary necessary to talk about the curriculum learning.
Relationships: 
taught collaborative and conflict resolution skills 
students to practise these in meaningful situations 
made expectations clear.
Resources: 
encouraged the students to bring resources from 
ensured that all the resources in the classroom were easily accessible

2. Whole school planning and reflection

This case study from a trialing school in phase 3 demonstrates how the 
section 8 model may be utilised and adapted for planning for early 
assistance in literacy and can be adapted for any whole school change.  
The Early Assistance Plan discussed here focuses on the Transition of 
students from Child Parent Centres to school.

Early Assistance Planning Framework
It is a collaborative research process with teams of staff, students 
and community members participating in the exercise.  Parent reference 



groups took responsibility for overseeing for information gathering 
amongst their groups.

The school reviewed their progress of the past year by reviewing their 
achievements in early literacy.  They used the headings suggested by 
Cornerstones, that is Transition, Home, school preschool links; 
Critically reflective teaching practice; Charting student's literacy 
progress; Providing additional support.

`Big picture' data : 
Transition was  identified as an area of concern for many.  They asked 
'How can we do this better?' Staff, students and parents have 
opportunities to identify areas of strength and areas of concern 
through questionnaire and interview.  The staff used the Four Power 
Model, Critical Questions, 8T's to construct relevant questions around 
transition.  A lively debate and discussion ensued, with staff becoming 
aware that they all need to play a greater role in the process

Setting benchmarks and targets  
The group made judgments about what they thought students could achieve 
and they set long term goals or targets.  Staff made a commitment to 
having  transition days which were enjoyable for the majority of 
students.  Other targets were that students would adapt more readily, 
staff would get to know them more quickly and that the process should 
be more flexible than it otherwise had been.  Parents, students, 
teachers should also be happier about the outcomes.

Refining base line data 
Groups or teams were set up to collect more refined data about 
transition.  Students and staff were asked how the process could be 
improved, what they like and didn't like.

Analysing data and developing plans  

The information from parents, staff and students was collated and 
solutions were found.  The day of transition was changed, all staff are 
now  involved and a more flexible entry is negotiated in some cases.  A 
date was set for review of new procedures and policy. 

Implementing plans  
A policy was written and implemented it.  Meetings occurred to provide 
support for change, for discussion and sharing insights.

Evaluating  
The original group collected data about student's learning and changes 
needed to program.  They reviewed and further refined their transition 
process.  In the process they state that they would like to further 
develop critically reflective practice. 



3. Teaching strategies and reflection .
While locating a strategy to motivate a reluctant writer a teacher goes 
to :Written conversation'.  Further investigation of the strategy leads 
the teacher to the questions located at the end.

Conclusion 
This project sought to model and encourage group collaboration in 
project team processes, workshops and work with program and school 
personnel. This  is powerful in fostering reflection Baird & Northfield 
(1992). As a result of collaborative reflection on practice 
participants learn from one another, building long lasting 
relationships and challenging, refining or even changing their own 
frameworks.

`We were able to trial critical reflective practice as we reviewed and 
implemented changes to our transition  from Kindergarten to school.  
All the staff from child parent centre to year 3 worked in groups and 
used  the critical frameworks within the ELC resource to formulate a 
set of questions pertaining to transition.  This opened up discussion 
and brought into the open a range of issues  that we were then able to 
discuss.  This led into the next stage where we came up solutions that 
we were able to trial in our new procedures. 

We are aware of the changes that this process assisted us to make with 
the staff.   The staff were all  committed to the process of transition 
as a result of the discussion and opening up of the issues. 

Critically reflective practice will be a focus for us next year.

One teacher's view of transition `6 months down the track it's 
incomparable.‘`  Students engage in learning more quickly as they are 
not in shock.  We can detect specific learning needs more quickly, much 
earlier and more efficiently.'
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