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ABSTRACT
Models of language and literacy education in the recent past have tended
to stress individual growth in learning language, often at the expense of
perspectives that recognise the social nature of language and of learning.
Currently, it would seem that there is a significant move in Australian
language and literacy education away from individualistic models of
language towards models that are primarily social in character. Genre
based approaches, among others, have contributed to the development of
such models. This study takes up the theme of a social model of language
and literacy, and of the pedagogical practices that have been derived from
such a model. There are at least two sets of practices that are involved.
Firstly, there are those practices that include the three-stage teaching or
curriculum cycle advocated by genre theorists and practitioners in this
country, namely the modeling or deconstruction of texts, joint
construction of texts, and the provision of opportunities for independent
practice. Secondly, there are the pedagogical practices that are more
commonly associated with the Whole Language movement, especially as
it has been recently reconstrued by its leading advocates in the United
States as a philosophy of teaching and learning.
The report of this study takes as its particular focus the teaching and
learning of writing in the early school years. The total teaching and
learning program documented in the study was concerned with the
teaching and learning of both narrative and factual genres, and indeed,
with the teaching of reading, listening and speaking as well as writing. I n
fact, the total teaching and learning program was concerned with the
building of socially valued knowledge and experience, and language was
regarded as a key resource in this process. The teacher I researcher was
constructed as expert, the children as apprentices, and the activity of
teaching and learning as an interactional one, involving many levels of
scaffolding of children's performance in contexts that were real and
purposeful for the children concerned. The teaching and learning of, as it

occurred in this study, was embedded in this total teaching and learning
program.
The study establishes that (i) young children are capable of producing
coherent and increasingly competent factual texts in their first years at
school, given appropriate levels of adult support and guidance; (ii) genre
based programs have a particular configuration of curriculum contexts,
but need to be contextualised as components of broad, intellectually
demanding, and language-rich curricula in the early school years; and (iii)
constructions of learning and language as social interactional phenomena,
systemic functional grammar, and genre and register theory have key roles
to play as informing theories in the design and development of effective
language and literacy education in the early school years.
The study involved one teacher (the researcher) and a group of young
children in a Queensland primary school, over a period of five semesters,
as the children moved through Years One, Two and Three of the regular
school system. As their class teacher over that period, the researcher was
responsible for the development and implementation of the total class
program for the children, and for their progress and assessment within
that program. The study arose out of an earlier study completed by the
researcher, as part of her work towards a Master of Education degree,
under her previous name, Elms. In that study, the researcher examined
the written texts produced by one young writer in her early school years
(Elms, 1988). The present study provides a vehicle for commenting
further on the relationships between text and context as they are realised
in school settings. In particular, the report of this study expresses a view of
what ought to be happening in schools under the banner of genre-based
language and literacy education.
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Chapter 1
CONTEXTS, QUESTIONS, AND PROBLEMS

... thought Alice, and she went on.
"Would you tell me , please, which way to go from here? "

"That depends a good deal on where you want to get to, "
said the Cat.

(Carroll, Lewis, 1971, Alice's Adventures in Wonderland and

Through the Looking Glass, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, Middlesex, p. 87)

1.0 Introduction

The research project reported here is a case study of literacy teaching and
learning in one early childhood education setting. Initially, the study was
designed to explore the question of what young children might be expected
to write in their first year at school, where a deliberate and explicitly genre
based approach to teaching writing was adopted within the context of a
Whole Language approach to developing a total teaching and learning
program.
Eventually, and perhaps not surprisingly, the study became a complex
investigation of the ways written texts are shaped by particular contexts of
situation and culture, in the manner discussed by the anthropologist
Malinowski in his seminal studies of the culture of people living on
islands to the south and east of Papua New Guinea (1923). This interest i n
the relationship between text and context was taken over from
anthropology into linguistics by J.R. Firth (1957), the first professor of
linguistics in Great Britain.
Recognition and exploration of the
relationship lies at the heart of Michael Halliday's theory of language as a
social semiotic (1973, 1975, 1976, and 1985). It constitutes the focus of the

genre school of linguistics and educational linguistics that most directly
informs this project, leading proponents of which include J.R. Martin,
Frances Christie, Joan Rothery, and Clare Painter (see discussion Chapter 2,
sections 2.4 and 2.5). In the case of this project, the key texts and contexts
under examination were those created or called into being in a particular
school setting, as one teacher/researcher and a group of young children
went about their daily lives over the period of five consecutive teaching
semesters. In this respect, this project follows earlier investigations of the
ways texts are shaped in classroom contexts, including those of Elms
(1988), Kamler (1990), Christie (1990c) and Rothery (1990).
As the study unfolded, it came to comprise three key categories of research
activity. These included the documentation of a particular set of
curriculum contexts; the collection and analysis of written texts produced
in these contexts; and the consideration of the consequences that the
particular curriculum contexts had for one group of children's growing
control over the written language mode during their first years at school.
In this report of the study, the nature of those curriculum contexts has
been described, particularly as they realise elements of both a Whole
Language approach to teaching and learning, as defined variously by
Goodman (1986), Weaver (1990), and Edelsky (1993), and a genre-based
approach to teaching writing, as developed by Hammond (1986), Rothery
(1989), Derewianka (1990), Macken et al. (1990), Christie et al. (1990, 1992, i n
press), and Christie (1993). In addition, a sample of the Observation,
Narrative, and Report genres written by the children as they participated
in these contexts has been closely examined, using systemic functional
linguistics as developed by Halliday (1985), and genre and register theory as
represented by Martin (1985) (see discussion Chapters 5, 6, and 7 for
accounts of the linguistic features of the three genres identified). Finally,
based on the findings of the study with regard to the matter of the
relationship between text and context as it was realised in this study, a set
of recommendations has been proposed regarding the future development
and employment of genre-based pedagogy in early school contexts.
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The report thus serves to pose and answer three key questions regarding
the theory and practice of language and literacy education in the early
school years. These include:
(i) What is the nature and place of a genre-based approach to
teaching written language in the early school years?
(ii) What kinds of written texts are produced by young children i n
curriculum contexts that are deliberately and explicitly genre-based?
and
(iii) To what extent can it be said that a genre-based approach to
teaching early writing makes a positive contribution to the early
literacy achievements of young children, especially with respect to
the teaching and learning of the genres of Observation, Narrative
and Report?
The study grew out of a previous study conducted by the teacherI
researcher wherein the interrelationship between curriculum contexts and
written text production in the early school years had emerged as a
significant factor in explaining what, when, how, and why young children
learn to write (Elms, 1988). Specifically, that previous study indicated that
the teaching of some of the features of written language, albeit in a
relatively unconscious and unsystematic way, had had a positive impact
on the range and quality of one young child's written text production
during her first three years at school. The present study was aimed at
exploring the consequences of taking a more deliberate and explicit stance
to the teaching of these features of writing, through the adoption of a
genre-based approach to teaching writing, as described in Hammond (1986),
Rothery (1989), Derewianka (1990), Macken et al. (1990), Christie et al.
(1990, 1992, in press), and Christie (1993). In this respect, the study needs to
be regarded as one of a number of current research initiatives in the matter
of genre-based programs of language and literacy education, many of which
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having their origins in some 15 years of associated research in Australia
(Martin, 1991).
The study needs also to be recognised as one of the few such research
initiatives concerned firstly with the implementation of genre-based
programs in early educational contexts; secondly, as one of the few which
seeks to examine the place of genre-based language and literacy programs
within broader curriculum contexts, particularly those associated with a
Whole Language perspective; and thirdly, as one of the few studies where
the teacher/researcher has been able to play a direct and significant role i n
the design and development of the genre-based program under review.
Like the whole range of current research initiatives concerned with genre
based teaching and learning, this study is stimulated by current levels of
debate on broad language and literacy issues in both professional and
public circles in Australia; the many and various pedagogical implications
of this debate; and the strongly evident movement of state and national
education authorities in Australia towards reviewing and revising existing
programs of language and literacy education, increasingly to include a
genre-orientation.
This study is also located in the view that the whole matter of language
and literacy education in the early school years, and indeed throughout
the period of compulsory schooling, is one of pressing significance as we
stand poised on the brink of the twenty-first century. Educators, parents,
and the general populace are seemingly uncertain about the matter of
what young children should learn in terms of language and literacy i n
school contexts, and how they should learn it. What is certain, however,
is that too many of our children-up to 20 per cent, according to a recent
House of Representatives Standing Committee report - complete primary
school with inadequate literacy skills (The Literacy Challenge: A Report o n
Strategies for Early Intervention for Literacy and Learning for A u s t ralian
Children, 1993: 2). Given this situation, there is a critical need to find a
more effective pedagogy for language and literacy education at all levels of
the schooling process.
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This need is particularly pressing at the first level of compulsory
schooling, that is, the early childhood or junior primary years. This is
emphasised in The Literacy Challenge (1993), where the critical
importance of training specialist early childhood teachers, with specialist
qualifications in the teaching of language and literacy in early educational
contexts, is framed as a key recommendation for the restructuring of
teacher education (1993: 30). Associated with this is a growing recognition
of the need to find more sensitive and systematic means of identifying the
extent to which children achieve standardised or negotiated goals of
language and literacy education in schools. Currently, for example,
considerable research efforts and funding at both State and Federal levels
have been devoted to the explication of profiles of language and literacy
achievement for the compulsory school years. These profiles have eight
levels which describe the full range of student achievement, "with the
expectation that level six should be achievable by 70 to 80 per cent of all
Year 10 students at the end of compulsory schooling" (Australian Reading
Association Newsletter, Edition 1, 1993: 8).
This study has raised and considered issues centrally implicated i n
documents such as The Literacy Challenge and A Statement on English
for Australian Schools (1994). In the first instance, the study has
highlighted the intimate relationship that exists between text and context
in the particular cultural and situational configurations that make up the
phenomenon we call "school". In doing so, the study has voiced the need
to embed social and critical constructions of language, literacy, and
learning in early childhood pedagogy. The study has called into question
the continuing contribution that a progressive educational tradition has to
make to the pedagogy of language and literacy education at all levels of the
schooling process, and the particular expression of this tradition in the
early childhood field referred to as developmentally appropriate practice
(Hendrik, 1991, and Arthur et al. 1993) (see also discussion Chapter 2,
section 2.9). Similarly, the study has highlighted the need to consider
critically both the strengths and limitations of a genre-based approach to
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the teaching and learning of writing in the early school years. Overall, this
study has raised the issue of the central place of informing theories i n
curriculum design and development processes in school settings; and the
importance of adopting some systematic approach to the design and
development of school curricula.
It has also revealed the critical
importance of contexualising language and literacy education, especially in
early educational settings, in broad but intellectually stimulating and
challenging contexts of investigation and activity. In raising these issues
and themes, the study has comprised an attempt to explore what goals
might be possible and desirable in terms of early language and literacy
learning in school contexts; and then to develop a framework of
pedagogical principles and practices for moving towards the achievement
of such goals.
The discussion that follows provides a brief overview of the way in which
the report of the study has been organised (section 1.1); the changing focus
of the study over the history of its design and development (section 1 .2);
the particular antecedents of the study (section 1 .3); the central aims of the
study (section 1.4); the nature of the study as a research project (section 1.5);
the particular findings of the study (section 1.6); and the significance of the
study in terms of the question of appropriate pedagogy for language and
literacy education in the twenty-first century (section 1.7). The chapter
concludes with a summary and review of the contexts, questions, and
problems that were addressed and encountered in the study, and of the
implications that can be drawn from this study, with particular reference
to the teaching and learning of written language in early school contexts.

1.1 Organisation of the report of the study

As noted in section 1.0 above, the study reported here comprised the

design, development, and evaluation of a genre-based program of learning
to write in a particular early educational setting; the collection and analysis
of the written texts that were produced by the children who participated i n
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the program over their first three years at school; and a consideration of
the relationships realised between text and context in this program of early
language and literacy education. During the study, the teacher /researcher
drew extensively on a range of informing theories about language,
learning, and teaching, and about the particular matter of conducting
research in school contexts (see discussion Chapter 2). The study thus
comprised a vehicle for examining the issues of text, context, theory, and
pedagogy, as they were realised in one case of learning to write in the early
school years.
reporting the study, an organisational structure commonly
recommended for the preparation of academic theses and dissertations has
been adopted. For example, the report opens with this introductory
chapter wherein the problem and issues of significance explored in the
study are briefly outlined (Chapter 1). This is followed by a discussion of
the various theories that informed the study's design, development,
implementation, and evaluation phases (Chapter 2). These theories
pertain most directly to the phenomena of learning and teaching, of
language and language development, and of curriculum and instructional
design and development.
This discussion is then followed by an
explanation of the particular research tradition and methodology
employed in designing and developing the study, and a description of the
specific location and participants involved in the study (Chapter 3).
In

The remainder of the report then encompasses the description and
analyses of the particular contexts and texts identified as being of central
significance in the study, and of the relationships that were evident
between them. Specifically, the key features of the genre-based program
developed in the study, and the broader curriculum contexts in which it
was sited have been described (Chapter 4). Following this, representative
episodes of teaching and learning activity drawn from the program have
been described and analysed, in terms of their contextual features and the
range and quality of the written texts produced by the children involved in
these episodes (see Chapters 5, 6, and 7). These episodes include a selection
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concerned with the teaching and learning of how to write Observations
(Chapter 5), Narratives (Chapter 6), and Reports (Chapter 7) (see Chapter 2,
section 2.5 for a discussion of the nature of these written genres). In the
final chapter of the report of the study, the issues of text, context, theory,
and pedagogy have been readdressed, in light of the descriptions and
analyses of data presented in the preceding chapters (Chapter 8).
Considerable data about text and context as they were realised in the study
have been presented and discussed in Chapters 4 through 7 of this report.
In the main, these data have been drawn from the wider data base
represented in the appendices that accompany this report (see Appendices 1
through 25).
For example, extracts from the teacher I researcher's
curriculum planning document for the third year of the study are
presented in Appendix 1; a reconstruction of one day in the teaching
learning sequence, based on the teacher I researcher's daily lesson and unit
notes, is provided in Appendix 2; and a sample of the evaluation records
maintained by the teacher I researcher is contained in Appendix 3.
Appendices 4 through 22 then contain a selection of the written texts
produced by the children in the study, and the analyses of these texts, using
key systems identified in the systemic functional grammar developed by
Halliday (1985) and described in Chapter 2, section 2.4 of this report. In
Appendices 23, 24, and 25, mature instances of the genres of Observation,
Narrative, and Report have been analysed. The material contained i n
these appendices is an integral part of the report of the study, comprising
the basis from which all interpretive analysis was derived. However, it
should be noted that the data presented in these appendices represents only
a small proportion of the textual and contextual data base amassed over the
five teaching semesters of the study.
In

the remainder of this chapter, the nature of the research problem
proposed at the outset of the study, and developments within that problem
as the study progressed, have been outlined (section 1.2); and significant
influences upon the design and development of the study have been
discussed (section 1.3). The particular aims of the study have been
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identified (section 1.4); and the research methodology employed in the
design and development of the study has been outlined (section 1.5). The
specific findings of the study with respect to issues of text, context, theory
and pedagogy have been summarised (section 1.6), and the contributions
made to the general field of language and literacy education as a result of
these findings have been discussed (section 1.7). In the conclusion to this
chapter, the overall character and importance of the study has been briefly
reviewed (section 1.8).

1.2

The research problem - a changing focus

Early literacy learning in school contexts is an increasingly significant
educational priority in Australia. As was recently noted in Australia's
Language: The Australian Language and Literacy Policy,
the early period of schooling s
i critical to literacy development. Evidence suggests
that if children are not making appropriate literacy progress by the end of the
third year of primary school, it is likely that they may not make up the gap
through the rest of their schooling.
(Dawkins, J. 1991, Australia's Language: The Australian Language and Literacy
Policy, AGPS, p.S)

In the same document, a call was made for teachers to adopt "the best
available teaching methods" in the pursuit of redefined and responsible
literacy goals (Dawkins, 1991:5). Unfortunately, no further mention of
what these methods might be was made in the document, school systems
and individual teachers being left to solve that problem for themselves.
This study was designed to allow the teacher/researcher concerned to
explore a particular method of teaching, and to examine its impact on
some of the literacy achievements of young children in their early school
years.
Specifically, the teacher/researcher set out to explore the nature and
implications of a genre-based approach to teaching writing in the early
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school years. At the outset of the study, the teacher/researcher posed the
three questions noted above and reiterated below:
(i) What is the nature of a genre-based approach to teaching written
language in early school contexts?
(ii) What kinds of written texts are produced by young children i n
curriculum contexts that are deliberately and explicitly genre-based?
and
(iii) To what extent can it be said that a genre-based approach to
teaching early writing makes a positive contribution to the early
literacy achievements of young children?
These questions were to shape the progress of the entire study, through its
design and development, its implementation, and its review and
evaluation. Finding answers to these questions carne to involve the
translation of genre theory and the principles of genre-based teaching, as
proposed by Halliday (1975), Martin (1985a), Christie (1985), and Hammond
(1986), into actual sequences of classroom teaching and learning activity.
This was effected within the context of a wider commitment to the
principles and practices associated with a longstanding, progressive
tradition in education, as it found contemporary expression in a Whole
Language approach to teaching and learning in early school contexts (see
the discussion in Chapter 2, sections 2.6, 2.7, 2.8, and 2.9). Finding answers
to the three focussing questions noted above also carne to involve careful
and principled analysis of the written texts produced by the children
involved in the study, using Halliday's systemic functional grammar
(1985). Finally, the whole research process put in place at the beginning of
the study culminated in a consideration of how these written texts had
been shaped by the particular configuration of curriculum contexts
established in the study, and of how this had contributed to the children's
successes in learning how to control the written mode during their first
years at school.
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Each question carne into prominence at different stages of the research
project. For example, in the early stages of the study, the practical
application of genre theory to teaching a particular group of young
children how to write was an a priori concern for the teacher/researcher.
Essentially, answering this question meant finding out, in practice, what a
deliberate and explicitly genre-based program of teaching and learning
looked like in a first grade classroom, from the beginning of a school year.
Then, as some of the elements of that program carne under control,
particularly those related to the now well-documented cycle of curriculum
activity associated with genre-based teaching (see discussion Chapter 2,
section 2.5), the research focus shifted to include more attention to the
nature of the written texts being produced by the children. The particular
relationship of these texts to the teaching and learning sequences being
generated within the genre-based program, and its wider curriculum
contexts, became of central concern in the latter stages of the study, as the
teacher I researcher attempted to establish the extent to which the
curriculum contexts had shaped the processes of text production in the
settings under review.
In addition, in the final stages of the study, the significance of the study as
more than simply an account of one instance of teaching and learning
language in an early educational context, became of critical concern. At
this time, the concepts of text, context, theory, and pedagogy were
identified as key themes in the data, and the question of the importance of
the ideologies, both visible and invisible, that surround and shape
experience in schools was raised (see discussion Chapter 2, section 2.10).
Indeed, in the closing stages of the research project, it became clear that the
study realised a significance beyond that of the identification of the critical
relationship between texts and contexts in one early educational setting.
As has been discussed in the final chapter of this report, the role of the
study in confirming key assertions about the wider practice of effective
language and literacy education, especially as it occurs in early educational
contexts, was identified. These assertions include:
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(i) the central importance of an informed, principled, and explicit
approach to developing language and literacy curricula in early
childhood education;
(ii) the value of a systematic tool for the description and analysis of
children's writing development in school contexts; and
(iii) the continuing need to locate language and literacy teaching and
learning in rich and intellectually challenging experiences for
children, especially in early educational settings.
These matters are taken up again in the concluding chapter of this report.
In the section that follows, some of the contextual background of the study
itself is outlined.

1.3 Background of the study

The initial proposal of this study was directly influenced by three factors.
These included the findings of the teacher I researcher's previous study of
early writing development in school contexts (Elms, 1988); the
teacher / researcher's response to contemporary debates and developments
within the field of language and literacy education in school contexts; and
the teacher I researcher's involvement in the design and development of a
new framework and syllabus for the teaching of English Language Arts i n
Queensland primary and junior secondary schools, currently known as the
English Language Arts Syllabus (Draft, 1991). Each of these contexts
exerted a significant influence on the shape and direction of the study
reported here. In the following discussion, a brief overview of these
contexts, and their influence on the study are outlined. This discussion
should be noted as the essential backdrop to the study reported here, at
planning, development, and evaluation stages.
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earcher'sprevious studyofyoungchildren's writing _
1.3.1 The teacher/res
As noted in section 1.0, the study reported here arose out of an earlier
investigation of young children's writing development in early school
contexts, conducted by the teacher /researcher (Elms, 1988). In that study,
an investigation of one young child's writing development during her first
two years at school was conducted, using genre and register theory as
articulated by Martin (1985a; 1985b), and systemic functional grammar as
developed by Halliday (1985). The texts produced by the child, Ann, were
selected as the basis of the 1988 study because of her particular identity as a
competent but not outstanding writer in a group of similar age children.
The pattern of Ann's writing development was mapped; the genres
evident in the body of Ann's texts were identified; and the extent to which
she established control over elements of such genres was established using
systemic functional grammar, as described in Chapter 2, section 2.4.
This analysis revealed that Ann had produced a wide range of written
genres during her first two years at school, and had established significant
levels of control over the structural and semantic elements of a number of
those genres (Elms, 1988). The identification of these features in the
overall pattern of Ann's writing development over her first two years at
school did not reflect the findings of earlier studies of young children's
writing, in particular, Martin and Rothery's investigations of writing i n
NSW primary schools (1980, 1981). Specifically, the body of Ann's texts did
not indicate the "natural" progression from Observation to Recount to
Narrative as conceptualised by Martin and Rothery on the basis of their
studies of children's writing in NSW schools (1980, 1981). (Martin and
Rothery have since acknowledged that they were in error in interpreting
their original data in this way.) Nor did the data examined in the
researcher's own study indicate a focus on narrative-type texts, at the
expense of more factual forms of writing, as found by Martin and Rothery
(1980, 1981).
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In explaining the divergence of these research findings, it was hypothesised
that Ann's texts revealed the operation of a deliberate and explicit
approach to teaching children how to write a range of text forms or genres.
While it was noted that this was by no means a fully developed "genre"
orientation on the part of the teacher, it certainly represented a significant
departure from the widely implemented "process" oriented pedagogy
popular in primary school settings at the time (see Elms, 1988, Chapter 8).
As a result of this study, the teacher/researcher resolved to investigate
further the nature and outcomes of a deliberate and explicitly genre-based
program of language and literacy education.
That opportunity was
provided with the appointment of the teacher I researcher, as class teacher,
to a group of five and six year olds entering their first year at school at the
beginning of the 1988 school year.

13
. .2 The developmen t and implementation of the English Language Arts
Syllabus
The teacher I researcher designed and developed the study reported here as
part of her role as a classroom teacher in a State primary school i n
Queensland, Australia. A t the time, the Queensland State Education
Department was involved in the development of a new Language Arts
curriculum for the compulsory school years (Years P-10). That curriculum
has now been widely circulated in Queensland, albeit in draft form - the
English Language Arts Syllabus (Draft, 1991). Teachers and schools are
expected to be moving towards the implementation of programs based o n
that Syllabus and its accompanying Guidelines by the end of 1994. As the
draft materials show, the Syllabus is one which draws heavily on a social
theory of language, and on a pedagogy that is heavily genre-oriented,
despite assertions that other approaches, including process approaches, are
incorporated within the recommendations for classroom practice (English
Language Arts Syllabus, Draft, 1991).
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Prior to the development of this set of curriculum guidelines, language
and literacy education in Queensland primary schools had developed a
strong orientation towards process approaches, usually following the
original work by Graves (1983).
Local adaptations of Graves'
conceptualisation of a process approach had occurred in the form of the
QWIP (Queensland Writing InService Project) model promulgated during
the late 1970's; and the EUC (Early Literacy InService Course) and FLIP
(Further Literacy InService Course) models developed and operated from
the early 1980's. Following these models, children were encouraged to
write each day, were allowed to select their own topics and concerns for
writing, and were encouraged to draft, edit, and redraft their work in order
to bring a piece to "publication" standard. Teachers were encouraged not to
intervene in these processes in any directed or directive way. Instead, they
were advised to "conference" children about the "meaning" of their work,
and to provide assistance and guidance regarding other linguistic or
semantic issues only where and when it was requested by particular
children (see the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.6).
Knowledge that official Education Department policy was moving in a
genre-based direction gave the teacher/researcher confidence to continue
with the development and implementation of a teaching and learning
program that departed significantly from the practices associated with a
"process" approach to writing.
This knowledge also provided the
teacher / researcher with support from the principals of the school in which
she developed the study reported here, and reinforced her professional
credibility with teaching colleagues who had not yet begun to move
towards more explicit and deliberate programs of teaching and learning
language. In addition, these sources of tacit approval influenced the
parents of the children involved in the program: they saw the study as a
means by which the educational needs of their children were being met i n
"approved" ways. Thus, the teacher/researcher found considerable moral
support for her program of classroom research, despite being situated in a
school context in which most other teachers were still employing a
"process" approach to language and literacy education.
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1.3.3 The development of models of genre-based approaches to teaching

and learning
However, while such moral support was provided within the general
educational climate surrounding the development of the study, the
teacher / researcher did not find quite the same level of practical support.
Specifically, during the initial period of the research project, the
development of genre-based writing programs was in its relative infancy.
Few resources of a practical classroom nature were widely or commercially
available. Current resources including A Genre-Based Approach t o
Teaching Writing Years 3 -6, by Macken et a/. (1990), the materials
prepared for and by the Metropolitan East Region Disadvantaged Schools
Program (DSP), especially during the late 1980's and early 1990's, the series
of teacher and student materials Language: A Resource for Meaning,
developed by Christie, Gray, Gray, Macken, Martin, and Rothery (1990,
1992, and in press); and the brief but explicit monograph by Derewianka,
Exploring How Texts Work (1990) had simply not been written.
However, accounts of genre-based programs in second language learning
contexts were available (Hammond, 1986, 1987); and genre theorists and
educational linguists such as Martin, Rothery, and Christie were beginning
to speculate on how a genre-orientation would 'look' in classrooms, at
various language and education conferences around the nation. One
source that did prove invaluable in providing the teacher I researcher with
an understanding of the various elements of text types or genres were the
materials developed by Christie for use within the Bachelor of Education
program offered at Deakin University, namely Writing in Schools (1984)
and Children Writing (1984). The teacher/researcher also found support
for her intention to develop a genre-based program from other quarters,
including various Early Childhood Education and Language Consultants
employed by the Queensland Department of Education, and Dr. Frances
Christie, the supervisor of her previous study of early writing
development (Elms, 1988).
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Ultimately, as the analyses and discussions provided in Chapters 4, 5, 6,
and 7 of this report demonstrate, the teacher/researcher was able to design
and implement a successful genre-based program of teaching and learning
writing.

Indeed, the program was successful in at least three senses.

Firstly, it was successful in teaching one group of young children how to
create a wide range of written texts in their first years at school. Secondly,
the program was successful in providing an example of how a genre-based
approach to teaching children how to write could be developed in early
educational contexts. Thirdly, the program was successful in showing how
a genre-based approach to teaching writing could be contextualised as part
of a rich and challenging language-oriented curriculum in early childhood
settings.

These findings of the study are highly significant, given the

controversy and contestation that have surrounded the development of
genre-based pedagogy, especially in primary school contexts
but also in other Australian states and territories.

in

Queensland,

The character and

intensity of this controversy and contestation is briefly outlined in the
following discussion regarding contemporary debates in the field of
language and literacy education.

1.3.4 Contemporary language and literacy debates
A review of the history of language and literacy education in Western
democracies shows that there is a pattern of periodic assertions of a
"literacy crisis" (Graff, 1987).

Currently it seems, we are at one of these

nodal periods, when key government, public, and professional figures and
organisations are questioning existing practices in language and literacy
education, and calling for review and I or revision of these practices.
Parents, teachers, academics, and the media have all added their voices to
this call for an examination of prevailing literacy standards and practices i n
our society, especially within the context of the compulsory school years.
At the heart of this call is the fact that learning language and, in particular,
learning to be literate, has long been accepted as one of the key activities or
outcomes of schooling in the Western world. However, of late, there has
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been a heightened focus on language and literacy issues in both public and
professional circles, with considerable debate occurring as to the nature of
literacy in a poststructural society, the role of schools in teaching language
and literacy, and the need for national standards of literacy attainment and
assessment.
As part of this debate, we have witnessed the development of a national
language policy, Australia's

Language: The Australian

Language a n d

Literacy Policy (Dawkins, 1991); and an inquiry into the preparation of
teachers of literacy, Teaching English Literacy: Report of the Project of
National Significance on the Pre-service Preparation of Teachers for
Teaching English Literacy (Christie, et al., 1991). This report, for example,
suggests that while there are many commendable aspects of the current
approaches to the preparation of teachers of English literacy, there is also
considerable need for improvement both in the adoption of more socially
driven models of literacy and in the provision of better teacher education
programs (Christie, et al., 1991}.

Alongside this, we have seen the

publication of a number of recent reviews and assessments of what it
means to be literate in contemporary Australian society (Grant, 1986,
Kennedy and Rousch, 1989, Wickert, 1989, Christie, 1990, and the House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and
Training, 1991). Even more recently, there has been another House of
Representatives Standing Committee report, this time aimed at identifying
fundamental problems in the matter of language and literacy achievement
in

Australian schools (The

Literacy Challenge, 1993).

This

report

highlights issues such as the training of teachers, the organisation of
primary schools, and the level of funding for primary schools, relative to
secondary schools.
The

study reported here

took place within

the

context

of such

developments and debates. Specifically, it was influenced by the questions
raised in both public forums and among professional language and literacy
educators about:
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(i) the nature of literacy demands associated with living and working
in Australia in the late twentieth and twenty-first century;
(ii) the kinds of language and literacy education in school settings
that will enable children to meet such demands, in both their
present and future lives; and
(iii) the roles to be played by teachers, as language and literacy experts
and as curriculum planners, in the development of school language
and literacy programs.
There are clearly discernible patterns or schools of thought evident in the
resolution of these questions and problems.

They include economic,

personal and critical constructions or perspectives on language, literacy and
language and literacy education. Each construction or perspective embodies
a particular response to or interpretation of these questions. For example, a
critical construction embodies the notion that "in an information-based,
consumer society, more versatile and critical competence in literacy is
needed by all than was true in the past" (Christie, et al., 1991: 2). In this
construction, it is argued that language and literacy pedagogy, at least
during the compulsory school
"acknowledges

the

central

years, needs to be of a kind

significance

of language

in

the

that
social

construction of experience" (Christie, et al., 1991: 16). In comparison, more
economically driven constructions of language and literacy embody a call
for a return to traditional forms of language and literacy education, with an
attendant emphasis on the teaching of "basic skills" of literacy and
numeracy (Dawkins, 1991). Then, in contrast to both critical and economic
constructions,

there

remain

significant

personal

or

progressive

constructions of language and literacy education in which the importance
of personal voice and self-expression are stressed as paramount language
and literacy goals (see Gilbert, 1990, for a critique of such progressivist
constructions).
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Much of the current climate of review and revision in Australian language
education is driven by debates surrounding the nature of literacy, and the
kinds of learning experiences that will be effective in producing literate
adults.

These debates are fuelled by the rising influence of economic

constructions of language and literacy, especially within the industry sector
of Australian society, and within the federal Department of Education,
Employment and Training (DEET).

Under the leadership of a recent

Minister of Education, Mr. John Dawkins, many DEET-funded projects
have supported and validated such a construction. The print media have
resonated the main principles and views associated with this construction,
perhaps more in the interest of selling newspapers than in commenting
constructively on the educational achievements of our time. As a result,
leading national and state newspapers regularly feature articles and
editorials that claim Australia is experiencing a "literacy crisis". These
claims are usually followed up with a demand for a return to the "good old
days" of language and literacy education.
As Graff (1987; and more recently at the Australian Reading Association
Conference, Literacy for a New Millennium, held in Melbourne in July

1993) argues, among others, such a notional period exists mainly in the
imagination of reactionary politicians, educators, and members of the
public who refuse to recognise that literacy is more than the ability to bark
the words on a page.

Indeed, more than a return to "the basics" i n

language and literacy education is needed to address the many social,
political, and economic changes that have taken place in our society since
the post-war years.

Similarly, it has been argued that a far more

comprehensive and critical approach to language and literacy education
will be needed in the closing years of the twentieth century, and in the first
decades of the twenty-first century. The level of debate about these matters
in both public and professional circles serves to identify language and
literacy education as an area worthy of continued and intense research and
study.

It certainly encouraged the teacherI researcher to pursue her

investigations of how children learn to write in early educational contexts.
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1.3.5 Theresearchers
' previousprofessional experiences

The teacher/researcher was and is, in fact, uniquely placed to conduct a n
investigation of language and literacy education, given the nature of her
previous professional experiences. For example, the teacher I researcher's
teaching career now spans two decades of professional activity, as a teacher
and a teacher educator. During this time, she has worked across all levels
of the primary school as a class teacher, spending the majority of her time
in

early childhood or junior primary classes. She has had several full and

part-time appointments as a tutor and lecturer in education, and as a
lecturer in early childhood education, at colleges and universities in four
Australian states. She has also taught in a full-day preschool program.
Throughout the latter years of her teaching career, the teacher /researcher
has conducted seminars and workshops on matters of language and
literacy education for undergraduate teacher education students and for
teaching colleagues in school contexts.

Throughout her career, the

teacher / researcher has continued to engage in professional development,
both through means of formal academic study and through attendance at
seminars and conferences at local, state and national level. In addition, she
has undertaken curriculum leadership roles in school contexts, and
participated in pilot and classroom-based research projects, both on her
own behalf, and that of her employers.
In the history of this activity, the teacher I researcher has taken a number of

philosophical and pedagogical paths, some of which will be explored in
later discussions of this study (see particularly Chapter 2). For example, her
views of the act of teaching and the nature of young children have been
variously informed by behaviourist, developmental, and social theories of
learning.

Consequently, her approaches to curriculum development,

particularly in early childhood contexts, have included the use of DISTA R
models (Bereiter and Englemann, 1966), spiral curriculum models (Bruner,

1966, and Taba, 1971), Open Framework models (Halliwell, 1977),
traditional Tyler-based models (Tyler, 1967), and integrated "language
across the curriculum" models (Curriculum Development Centre, 1979).
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In addition, at different times in her career, the teacher/researcher has been
involved in a variety of curriculum development and implementation
strategies,

including

the

implementation

of

centrally

determined

curriculum materials, the adaptation and extension of recommended
guidelines for curriculum development, and the development of school
based curricula. With respect to the specific circumstance of language and
literacy curricula, the teacher /researcher has implemented and developed
early childhood curricula during periods marked by the creative writing
movement, phonic and whole word approaches to teaching reading, basals
and workbook approaches, language experience methodology, the process
writing movement, the "learning to read by reading" approach to early
reading instruction, and the beginnings of genre-based approaches to
teaching and learning language in school contexts.
The experiences and knowledge gained by the teacher/researcher in her
career as described above have challenged her to continually review and
evaluate her practice as a teacher and a teacher educator.

The teacher/

researcher has often found herself in the position of asking the question
posed by Edward de Bono at the recently convened Fifth International
Conference on Thinking (1992), namely:
This is good, this is excellent, but is it enough?

That question motivated the design and development of the study
reported here.

That motivation was reinforced by the findings of other

studies of early writing development in school contexts, particularly as
they are described in the section that follows.
ther studiesofearly writing development in school contexts.
1.3.6O
As noted in section 1.3.1 above, the teacher /researcher had previously
conducted a study of one young child's early writing development i n
school contexts (Elms, 1988). This study did not reflect the findings of other
studies of young children's writing, in particular, Martin and Rothery's

22

investigations of writing in NSW primary schools (1980, 1981). However,
until the publication of the Martin and Rothery reports, very little was
actually known about what young children write in their first years at
school.

This is still very much the case, regardless of the interests

expressed

in

early literacy and the considerable funding that has been made

available by the State and Federal governments in support of early literacy
teaching and learning initiatives.
In

the particular matter of what young children learn to write in genre

based programs of early language and literacy education, Hammond (1986,
1987) and Rothery (1992) continue to offer the most comprehensive
accounts.

The findings of Hammond and Rothery were noted with

interest by the teacher I researcher during the conduct of this study, and are
discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.5. One other study that promises to shed
light on this matter is Gray's account of learning about language and
literacy at Traeger Park School in the Northern Territory (in preparation).
Two other informative studies about language and literacy learning in the
early school years by Christie (1990c) and Kamler (1990) offer some
indication of what and why young children write in their first years at
school (see later discussion, Chapter 2, section 2.5). However, as noted i n
that discussion, these studies were conducted in contexts that were not
deliberately or explicitly genre-oriented.
The study reported here needs to be seen in light of the particular studies
noted above. In many respects, this study resonates and amplifies those
other accounts of learning to write in school contexts. However, unlike
any of the others, this study has provided a view of genre-based pedagogy
in the context of broader curriculum

issues and concerns

in early

childhood education. In doing so, this study affirms the value of a genre
based approach to teaching writing in early school contexts, but flags some
specific concerns that the teacher /researcher has about the dangers of
recommended pedagogy becoming dogma. In the following section, the
particular intentions and aims of the teacher/researcher in designing,
developing, and reporting the study are outlined.
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1.4 Aims of the study

The study reported here was proposed as a means

by which

the

teacher I researcher could learn more about what young children wrote
when a deliberate approach to teaching and learning was adopted in the
early school years. Specifically, the study was aimed at
(i) designing, developing, and implementing a genre-based program
of learning to write in one early educational setting;
(ii) identifying the range of written genres produced by the children
who participated in the program;
(iii) assessing the extent of control the children were able to develop
over the generic and linguistic requirements of selected genres
taught in the program;
(iv) exploring the nature of the relationship between the curriculum
contexts established in and around the program and the written texts
produced; and
(v) applying the data analysis and interpretation so effected in the
study to the problem of changing and improving existing patterns of
language and literacy pedagogy in school contexts.
Associated with the above aims was the teacher/researcher's intention to
use the study to expose and dismiss a number of the 'myths' associated
with the practices of early education. In particular, the study was designed
to show that an intellectually demanding program of language study is as
appropriate in the early years of school as at any other time. It was argued
by the teacher /researcher that young children are active, curious, and at
times, sophisticated learners. This study was aimed at demonstrating that
restricting young children to programs that only require the reconstruction
of commonsense knowledge in everyday text forms underestimates their
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intelligence. The notion of the importance of education as a challenging
and rigorous activity is by no means a new concept, but it seems to have
been lost in the last few decades of progressive, child-centred educational
practice.
The study was also aimed at establishing the richness of a genre-based
approach to teaching and learning in early educational contexts. Critics of
genre-based programs have been quick to argue that such a perspective o n
curriculum development and language education will return us to the
dullness and formulaic orientation of traditional educational practice (see
for example discussions in Reid, 1987).

This is far from the case, as this

study shows. At the outset of the study, the teacher /researcher speculated
that within a good genre-based program, young children could develop a
vital interest in language patterns and forms; learn to approach writing
tasks with enthusiasm, confidence, and most importantly, success; and
acquire a basis upon which to exercise their extensive individual creative
abilities.
The study was also aimed at providing evidence that the development of
successful and effective language and literacy curricula in school contexts,
indeed curricula in general, is dependent on the locating of curriculum
decision-making processes in grounded theories.

Specifically, this study

represented an attempt to show how a social interactional theory of
language and learning, a dynamic model of curriculum

design and

development, and an integrated approach to the planning of teaching and
learning sequences in school contexts were critical components of the
curriculum development processes engaged in by the teacher/ researcher.
In the final analysis, this study was aimed at investigating and restoring

the good teaching practices identified by Bruner (1960) to early educational
endeavours in school contexts.

More often than not, this aim found

expression in the act of making teaching and learning an explicit rather
than hidden agenda in the classroom contexts established during the study.
As Cazden has recently noted, it is this issue of "explicit" versus "implicit"
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teaching and learning that is more significant to the future of language and
literacy education in the Western world than all the arguments over
"genre" versus "process" (1991). This issue is taken up in later discussion,
especially in Chapters 2 and 8. In the next section of this chapter, the way
in which the study was actually designed, developed, and evaluated has
been briefly outlined.

1.5 Research methodology and analytical frames employed in the study

Overall, the investigation reported here comprises a longitudinal case
study of the nature and outcomes of one program of learning to write i n
the early school years, with particular attention to the range and quality of
written texts produced within

that program, and to the impact of

curriculum contexts on the processes of written text production. As such,
the study exhibits the overall patterns associated with a qualitative research

tradition, as described in Wittrock (1986), and the particular characteristics
associated with case study methodology, as described by Hook (1981),
Walker (1985), and Woods (1987) (see discussion Chapter 2, section 2.1).
The study also draws on ethnographic perspectives and techniques as
articulated by Brice-Heath (1982) and Burns (1990) (see the discussion i n
Chapter 2, section 2.1). In the tradition of such studies, this study attempts
to make the familiar strange (Brice Heath, 1982), to reconstruct the ways of
living of the group involved in the study, and to make explicit the
conceptual framework and organising rules and principles in operation i n
the environment under study (Brice Heath, 1982). However, the study also
reflects elements of an action research approach as conceptualised by
Kemmis and McTaggart (1988), with respect to its central concern to
improve practice and its cycles of teaching/research activity (see the
discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.1).
The study was begun in 1988, with the design and initial development of a
genre-based program of learning to write for a Year One class group in a
small Queensland school.

As the program was subsequently developed
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and implemented, records were kept of both its nature and progress in the
form of broad curriculum documents, specific unit plans, and daily
teaching notes (see discussion Chapter 3, section 3.4).

The written texts

produced by the children involved in the program were also collected,
subjected to initial levels of analysis, and retained for closer levels of
analysis at a later date (see discussion Chapter 3, section 3.4). This activity
continued for five school semesters, spanning the children's first three
years at school.

At the end of this period, the teacher I researcher was

released from classroom teaching duties in order to participate in other
investigations of language and literacy education, and to subject the data
acquired in the study to closer analysis and discussion.
In examining the nature of the teaching and learning contexts established
in

the study, the teacher/researcher drew on a number of informing

theories and discussions (see Chapter 2). These theories and discussions
were used to effect an assessment of the teaching and learning contexts as
an instance of curriculum design and development, as a particular instance
of early childhood education, as an application of an integrated model of
organising curriculum in school contexts, and as an example of a genre
based approach to teaching writing.
In the analysis of the written texts generated by children in the program,

the study drew heavily on genre and register theory as articulated by
Martin (1985a, 1985b) and systemic functional grammar as developed by
Halliday (1985) (see Chapter 2, section 2.4; Chapters 5, 6, and 7; and
Appendices 4 through 21). On the basis of these assessments and analyses,
certain conclusions were drawn regarding the nature of the relationship
between text and context realised in this study.

Subsequently, a set of

recommendations regarding the design and development of genre-based
programs of learning to write in the early school years were proposed. This
is considered to be one of the most significant outcomes of the study.
Other more specific issues and findings that emerged in the study are
outlined in the following section.
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1.6. Outcomes of the study

Discussion and analysis of the curriculum contexts and written texts
featured in the study revealed many critical issues related

to the

phenomena of language, learning, and curriculum development in early
educational settings (see discussion Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8).

In

particular, it

is argued in this report that the study established that:
(i) teachers need access to a wide range of informing theories of
language, learning, and curriculum design and development in
order to plan effective language and literacy programs in school
contexts;
(ii) systemic linguistic theory, and the many possible levels of text
analysis embedded within it, is a particularly critical dimension of
knowledge for understanding children's

language and literacy

development in primary school contexts, and thus, should be part of
every teacher's professional education and personal experience;
(iii) critical features of the contexts in which young children learn to
write in school contexts include the extent to which teachers adopt
deliberately interventionist roles in children's learning, especially
with respect to providing explicit support and guidance in the ways
meanings are constructed in the world;
(iv) specifically genre-based programs of learning to write, with their
characteristic three-stage cycle of teaching and learning activity, are
particularly powerful ways of teaching young children how to
construct successful instances of a wide range of written genres; and
(v) genre-based programs of learning to write, particularly within the
early school years, need to be contextualised within broad but rich
and intellectually challenging topics of interest and concern, so as to
build appropriate levels of field-related knowledge and to establish
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real and meaningful social purposes for the production and teaching
of written genres; and
(vii) within such contextual configurations, young children are
capable of producing increasingly complex and competent instances
of the genres of Observation, Narrative, and Report during their first
years at school.
Each of these findings has been discussed in detail in Chapter 8 of this
report.

Here too, the significance and impact of the various levels of

recurring curriculum cycles identified within the teaching and learning
contexts established in the study have been discussed (see also Chapter 2,
section 2.5, and Chapter 5, 6, and 7). The teacher I researcher's use of cycles
of curriculum activity sterns from her commitment

to a Brunerian

perspective on the importance of revisiting fundamental concepts and
ideas (Bruner, 1960, 1966, 1986, and 1987).

Her commitment

to this

perspective was first established through her experiences in implementing
Social Studies curricula based on the work of Taba during the 1970's

(Primary Social Studies Gu idelines, Queensland Department of Education,
1978).

More recently however, the teacher /researcher has seen the value

of this perspective confirmed in Gray's work with concentrated language
encounters at Traeger Park, in the Northern Territory (1986).
Overall, it is argued that in establishing this particular set of findings
regarding text, context, theory, and pedagogy, the study reported here
makes a significant contribution to the emerging tradition of genre-based
research and teaching in language and literacy education in Australia. This
and other matters are taken up in Chapter 8.

The following section

summarises some of that discussion.
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1.7 Contributions of the study to the research field

As indicated earlier, this study was motivated by the teacher I researcher's
overall interest in developing more effective approaches to language and
literacy education in early school contexts. In this respect, one of the major
contributions of the study is to the teacher I researcher's own level of
professional

development

and expertise.

However, as also

noted

previously, the study must also be seen in the context of other explorations
of the nature and effectiveness of language and literacy education in school
contexts.

In this respect, the study extends the range of the current

knowledge about what young children write in their first years at school,
and the nature and effect of genre-based programs of teaching and learning
language during those years.

The study also serves to articulate and

exemplify the three specific strategies regarded as central in a genre-based
approach to teaching and learning language, and discussed at length i n
Chapter 2 (section 2.5) of this report. These strategies include:

(i) the provision of appropriate models of genres;
(ii) the scaffolding of novices' attempts to construct instances of
particular genres, through the joint construction of texts; and
(iii)

the

provision

of

opportunities

for

independent

text

construction.
The study also provides opportunities for further clarification of the nature
of three major written genres, as they are represented in children's writing.
These include the genres of Observation, Narrative and Report (see
discussion Chapter 5; Chapter 6; and Chapter 7). The study also serves to
argue the need for effective programs of language and literacy education to
be based on coherent and defensible models of language and language

learning; and for teachers of young children to be particularly aware of and
expert in the use of these models

in

the process of curriculum

development.
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This study complements and extends other academic writing and research
within the field of genre-based approaches to teaching and learning
writing in school contexts.

In particular, it is argued that the study

reported here builds on and goes beyond such work.

It is argued for

example, that the present study has established the significance of a genre
based approach to language and literacy education within an overall
curriculum context that is derived mainly from Vygotskian (1962, 1978,
1986) and Brunerian (1986) constructions of learning and of language. It is
also argued that the study has established how such a genre orientation
can be compatible with elements of a progressive tradition in education,
particularly as they are currently expressed in Edelsky's construction of the
Whole Language movement and philosophy (1991). It is also argued that
this study provides a vehicle for considering the importance of developing
a critical stance in learners towards genres as social processes, in the
tradition of de Castell, Luke and Egan (1986), Luke (1988) and Gee (1992),
and for thus incorporating more reader and writer-resistant practices into
current constructions of genre-based pedagogy (see Chapter 8).
Ultimately, the report of this study confirms the value of genre theory as a
significant informing theory in the development of language and literacy
curricula in school contexts. That is not to say, however, that this study
argues that genre theory is the only theory that might, or indeed should,
inform this process. Certainly, this study demonstrates how genre theory
can provide a principled basis for setting out to teach students how to
generate the kinds of texts, especially written texts, that are both socially
approved and "functional" in a range of situational and cultural contexts.
In this respect, genre theory, as a basis for educational practice serves to

empower both teachers and learners in the matter of language and literacy
education.
Unfortunately, this study also demonstrates that such empowerment is
not necessarily a direct or "natural" outcome of deriving educational
practice from genre theory. The examples or episodes of classroom activity
discussed at length in this report of the study reveal quite clearly the

31

teacher I researcher's intention to develop a teaching and learning program
which helped children learn about how texts are shaped within and by the
contexts in which they arise. However, those episodes also reveal that the
teacher / researcher was not yet able to show children how to use that
knowledge of the relationship between text and context to question,
challenge, or resist the discourses that are realised in texts. In principle,
genre theory provides a powerful basis for identifying, evaluating, and
resisting if necessary, the operation of multiple meanings and discourses
within particular texts. Further, systemic functional grammar provides
the linguistic tools for effecting these activities. The teacher I researcher's
experiences and reflections during the final, non-teaching phase of the
study have led to the consideration of how this matter of critical literacy
might

be

addressed

more

effectively

within

the

application

of

contemporary models of genre-based pedagogy (see discussion Chapter 8).
With respect to this matter, the study reported here establishes a warning,
from first-hand experience, about the practice and outcomes of genre-based
teaching. Like other educational innovations, genre-based pedagogy can
be "read" in a limited way-in this case, as a recipe for teaching text types.
Indeed, genre-based pedagogy is very easily reduced to a formulaic
approach to language and literacy instruction, particularly in the case of
writing. In Queensland schools, following the introduction of the genre
based Language Arts Syllabus and Guidelines (Draft, 1991), this has been
seen in the growing tendency towards "doing the Recount genre this
term".

In comparable South Australian and Victorian settings, Cazden

has noted that the adoption of a genre-based approach to language and
literacy education has resulted in the "doing to death" of selected genres
during both deconstruction and joint construction phases of the genre
based curriculum

cycle (1991). This

observation

teacher I researcher's current work with

is echoed in

primary school

the

teachers i n

Tasmania.
The study reported here provides no hard or direct evidence of how
another more critical stage might be added to the genre-based curriculum
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cycle. This must be seen as a limitation of the study. However, the study
does provide evidence of the wider contextual features that might help
establish a clearer focus on language as a resource for meaning, rather than
as a set of formulae to be applied in specified settings.

The study

contextualises a genre-based writing program, where the intention was to
teach the children involved in the study how to write selected genres, not
simply for the sake of the "exercise", but for the purpose of showing them
how knowledge is constructed in different ways, and helping them
establish control over these ways of making meaning. Perhaps a stronger
and more explicit commitment to the matter of "valuing" or evaluating
those

ways

of

making

meaning

would

have

helped

both

the

teacher /researcher and the children take up more critical perspectives o n
language and literacy.
In the final analysis of the study's contribution to the field of language and
literacy education, it must be recognised that the study was based in one
classroom context.

It involved one classroom teacher, and a relatively

small group of children. Thus, it is not wise to make broad generalisations
regarding patterns of language and literacy development or practice during
early childhood,

based solely

teacher I researcher was also

on
the

this

study.

classroom

Further,

teacher

since

the

concerned,

the

description and analysis elements of the study must be recognised as
having been effected through the filter of the teacher's expectations and
perceptions of classroom life.

This necessarily results in the study's

possession of a personal and idiosyncratic rather than clinical character.
However, despite these characteristics, the focus of the study must still be
considered valid-that is, the consideration of how texts are shaped in the
curriculum contexts that are established during the early school years. The
outcomes of this study-the evidence of one group of young learners'
progress and success during their early school years - can thus be used to
inform other research and practice. In this manner, this study should be
regarded as a beginning in the process of establishing and justifying the
need for more deliberate and explicit treatment of the phenomenon of
learning to write in school contexts. This study, and others like it, are
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essential if improvements are to be made in the quality of language and
literacy education in school contexts, in preparation for the particular
literacy demands of the twenty-first century.

1.8 Review of the study

In conclusion, it must be said that this study addresses the general question

of learning to be literate in our society. In particular, it addresses the issue
of learning to write in the early school years. This issue is a critical one, for
individuals, for schools, and for society as a whole. Learning to write
means learning ways of knowing and being that are valued highly in the
dominant culture of a society. Such an outcome of the schooling process
cannot be left to chance. Instead, schools and teachers have a central
responsibility for ensuring that all students, regardless of class, gender, or
other differentiating characteristics, "have access to and control over (this)
language of power, both in school and society" (Knapp, in Callaghan and
Rothery, 1988).
Debate exists as to the extent that Australian schools have carried out this
responsibility in the past few decades, especially with respect to various
groups of learners including girls (Gilbert, 1987), immigrants (Hammond,
1987), and children of cultural minorities (Walton, 1991). Most writers,
educators, parents and employers agree that it certainly appears that too
many children leave school poorly equipped to take part in the written
genres valued most highly in their society. Nor, it seems, can students,
irrespective of gender, expect that their literacy accomplishments will be
automatically extended if they go on to tertiary education (Aitken, 1991).
This evidence alone suggests there is a real need for the re-examination of
language and literacy related pedagogy across all levels of the education
system. This study is part of such a re-examination-a movement i n
educational thought, practice, and research aimed at exposing and
addressing issues of language and literacy education in school contexts, and
making viable and realistic suggestions for change and improvement.
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This study presents evidence in support of the design and development of
deliberate and explicit approaches to learning to write in school contexts, i n
the particular form of genre-based programs of language and literacy.
While the many advantages of informal and child-centred education are
recognised, and indeed recommended for retention as components of the
curriculum design process in early childhood education, this study
represents a call for the adoption of more overt and interventionist models
teaching of writing in the early school years. As Christie (1991) has noted
in discussing the imperative for genre-based programs of language and
literacy education:
numbers of children (do) succeed in learning the features of written language without
overt teaching. Those who do so, however, are normally children of privileged
situations whose backgrow1ds predispose them and prepare them to "pick up" much
about written English in incidental ways. However, a great deal of deliberate
teacher intervention and guidance is required if many other children are to achieve
control of the features of written English for the purposes of reading and writing . . .
success in school learning is increasingly dependent upon control of reading and
writing the longer children stay at school: teachers owe it to their students to
prepare them to deal with the reading and writing demands in the various subjects
that they study as they progress through the years of schooling.

this study, it is argued that there is no better place to start this process
than the first years of school. The particular research methodology used i n
designing and developing the study, the data collected in the study, and the
particular findings of the study are addressed and explained in more detail
in the remaining chapters. In the next chapter, Chapter 2, the theories and
positions that informed the study at its design, development, and
evaluation phases are considered at length.
In

35

Chapter 2
INFORMING THEORIES
AND RESEARCH TRADITIONS

Man's use of mind is dependent upon his ability to develop and use
'tools' or 'instruments' or 'technologies'
that make it possible for him
to express and amplify his powers ...

(Bruner, J. 1966, Toward a Theory of Instruction, Harvard University
Press, Canada, pp.24-5)

2.0 Introduction

The study reported here involved a critical examination of the particular
theoretical and pedagogical principles embedded in a genre-based approach
to teaching writing in the first years of school, and a principled evaluation
of the consequences of such an approach for young children's control over
the written mode of language. Essentially pragmatic in terms of its
intentions and expected outcomes, the study was nonetheless centrally
informed by a number of discrete but interrelated theories and research
traditions. These theories and traditions were variously drawn upon i n
design, development, and evaluation of the investigation.
For example, in selecting a research technology for the investigation-a
way of posing specific questions, seeking answers, and talking about those
questions and answers in a critical and reflective manner-the teacher I
researcher drew upon a qualitative research tradition, as described by
Schulman (1986), Erikson (1986), Burns (1990), Patton (1990), Eisner (1991),
and Neuman (1991). The investigation thus became a site in which
research intentions, methodological choices, and evaluation techniques
concerned with revealing the layers of complexity that are embodied i n
everyday life were explored and applied within one early educational

setting. As a result, the investigation came to reflect many of the features
of case study methodology as it is applied to the examination of
educational issues or problems, and is discussed by Stenhouse (1985),
Schulman (1986), Best and Kahn (1989), Anderson (1990), and Patton
(1990). However, due to its very clear and explicit focus on improving as
well as mapping the design and development of a particular instance of
literacy teaching and learning, the investigation also came to reflect the
intentions and orientations associated with action research, a research
technology discussed by Kemmis (1981), Kemmis and McTaggart (1988)
and Bums (1990). These research traditions are discussed in section 2.1 of
this chapter.
In pursuing the problem of the nature of a genre-based approach to

teaching writing, both as a coherent set of theoretical constructs and as a
framework for shaping classroom practice, the teacher/researcher drew
firstly upon the broad field of curriculum theory and design. Specifically,
at the outset of the investigation, the teacher/ researcher made an explicit
commitment to using a dynamic model of curriculum design and
development, as originally articulated by Walker (1971, in Print, 1987) as
an overall approach to the task of generating contexts for teaching and
learning (see discussion section 2.2). This model is a relatively flexible and
open-ended model of curriculum design, compared to those of Tyler (1949)
and Wheeler (1967), and shares common dimensions with the model
proposed by Skilbeck (1976). The stages in a dynamic curriculum design
and development process, as they are constructed at a theoretical level,
have been outlined in this chapter (see section 2.2). How and when these
stages were realised in the investigation have been discussed in Chapter
Three (Design and Development of the Study) of this report, and a critical
review of these activities and their outcomes has been provided i n
Chapter 4 (Curriculum Contexts).
The teacher I researcher's deliberate and principled choice to adopt a
dynamic model of curriculum design and development had antecedents
in her previous practice as a teacher and teacher educator (see discussion
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Chapter 1, section 1.3.5). In terms of the research problem initially
proposed in this investigation-the examination of the nature of a genre
based approach to teaching and learning to write and its consequences for
children's control of the written mode-this model had particular
significance. Specifically, it possessed the capacity to continually challenge
the teacher I researcher to articulate and clarify the key theories, ideological
positions, and inherent beliefs implicated in her overall approach to
teaching and learning in the first years at school, and in a specifically
genre-based approach to literacy education. As a result of responding to
and reflecting on this challenge, at the outset of the investigation and
during both its implementation and evaluation stages, the teacher/
researcher became involved in asking questions about the nature of
learning, of language, and of education, particularly at the early childhood
level.
The theories, positions and beliefs that provided some principled answers
to these questions have been discussed in this chapter. In particular, the
construction of learning as a social phenomenon, in the tradition of
Vygotsky (1962, 1978, 1986) and Bruner (1986) has been outlined (section
2.3); the construction of language as a social semiotic, in the tradition of
Halliday (1975, 1976), and of systemic functional grammar, as developed by
Halliday (1985), and genre and register theory, as developed by Martin
(1984, 1986) have been discussed (section 2.4); and the characteristic
features of a genre-based approach to teaching and learning language i n
school contexts, as articulated by Hammond (1986), Rothery (1989),
Derewianka (1990), Macken (1990), and Christie et al. (1990, 1991, in press)
and in the various publications of the Language in Education Research
Network (LERN), and the Disadvantaged Schools Program (DSP) in New
South Wales have been outlined (section 2.5).
The processes of review and reflection involved in exploring socially
driven constructions of language, learning, and teaching as are noted
above led the teacherI researcher to both questions and answers regarding
the nature of a genre-based approach to teaching writing. In addition,
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however, these processes led the teacherI researcher to questions about the
impact and continued validity of progressive approaches to language and
literacy education over recent decades, particularly that of "process"
pedagogy as developed and popularised by Graves (1983), and the natural
learning theory and Whole Language movement supported and theorised
by Cambourne (1988) in Australian contexts and Goodman (1986) in both
North American and international contexts (see section 2.6).
The search for answers to these questions also came to involve an
appraisal of Edelsky's (1991) recent construction of Whole Language as a
perspective, rather than as a movement, derived from both the
progressive tradition and a social interactional perspective on language
and learning (section 2.7); a review of an integrated approach to
curriculum organisation in school contexts, in the manner outlined by
Pappas, Keifer, and Levstik (1990) and Katz and Chard (1989) (section 2.8);
and a re-examination of the received tradition of early childhood
education, as it is constructed in contemporary accounts of
"developmentally appropriate practice" (Arthur et al., 1993) (section 2.9).
In the final analysis, the study provided a vehicle for asking questions

about how contexts shape texts in school settings, about how teachers
might harness the power of such interrelationships, and how children
might thus aspire to and achieve higher and more personally satisfying
and socially useful literacy competencies. In the section that follows, the
research traditions upon which the teacher /researcher drew in posing
some of these questions and choosing ways to seek answers are discussed.

2.1

Research traditions

The study reported here is located predominantly in a qualitative research
tradition as it is described by Schulman (1986), Erikson (1986), Bums (1990)
Patton (1990) Eisner (1991) and Neuman (1991). In particular, the study
reflects the particular intentions and methodological features associated
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with one expression of the qualitative research tradition, namely the
design and development of case studies (see Stenhouse, 1985, Schulman,
1986, Best and Kahn, 1989, Anderson, 1990, and Patton, 1990). As they are
described in these sources, case studies are descriptive and/or evaluative:
they set out to reconstruct events, phenomena, or instances of policy and
practice; and where deemed appropriate, to establish the significance or
effectiveness of those events, phenomena, policies, or practices. The study
reported here also reflects some of the intentions and interests of action
research, a methodology associated with exploring and solving
educational problems (see Kemmis, 1981, Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988,
and Burns, 1990).
The key features of qualitative research, the particular features of case
study methodology, and the cycle of decision-making and practice
favoured in action research are discussed in the sections that follow (see
sections 2 . 1 . 1 ; 2.1 .2; and 2.1.3). In addition, the particular role of teachers as
researchers in contemporary educational research is commented upon (see
also Olson, 1985, Brownlie, 1985, Shannon, 1985, Erikson, 1986, and Burns,
1990), due to the expression of this role in the study reported here. The
matters so raised critically shaped the study reported here, in terms of its
particular research intentions and methodological choices. A detailed
discussion of these intentions and choices is provided in a subsequent
chapter (Chapter 3: Design and Development of the Study).
2.1.1Key featuresof thequalitative tradition of educational research
The development and application of a qualitative approach to educational
problems and issues has been an increasingly significant feature of
research in education since the 1960's (Wittrock, 1986). The impetus for
this movement has been variously explained as the rejection of a
positivist/ quantitative paradigm as the only means of explaining and
finding "truths", especially in educational contexts. Certainly, the rise of
interest in and use of qualitative approaches in a great diversity of research
contexts can be associated with the general movement towards
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poststructural explanations of truth and reality that has occurred in the
post-war period (see discussion provided in Harvey, 1989). Originally, a
qualitative research orientation was posited as an alternative methodology
to the quantitative tradition.
Increasingly, however, it has been
established that these alternative approaches to research problems and
issues answer different questions in different ways. The contributions of
the two approaches towards the illumination of particular problems and
issues of significance are now being recognised. Indeed, individual
research projects now often feature both quantitative and qualitative
research techniques, as means of collecting, treating, and interpreting data.
Increasingly over the last three decades, qualitative research methods have
been widely and diversely applied to educational concerns and issues
(Woods, 1986). In the main, these have resulted in the preparation and
publication of classroom ethnographies, ethnographic studies (not as
complex and as far-reaching as ethnographies), and case studies of
particular dimensions of teaching and learning in school contexts (see for
example, Graves, 1975, Bissex, 1980, Kathleen Hill, 1984, and Christie, 1989,
Kamler, 1990, and Rothery, 1990 in the case of teaching and learning
writing, the focus of the present study). There is not, however, a
predominant paradigm which those intending to apply a qualitative
approach to educational research can simply "put in place". Instead,
different instances of qualitative research in education exemplify different
applications of the approach (see for example Osborne, 1983, and Malin,
1990). However, as many of the current explanations of qualitative
research establish, there is an overall coherence and continuity across the
many diverse instances of qualitative research.
Much of this coherence and continuity is located in the shared intention
of much qualitative research, namely, the identification and
understanding of events from the viewpoints of the participants (Burns,
1990: 9). In essence, a qualitative research orientation is one where the
central research focus concerns:

42

the importance of the subjective experience of individuals with a focus m
qualitative analysis. Social reality is regarded as a creation of individual
consciousness with meaning, and the evaluation of events being a personal and
subjective construction. Such a focus on the individual case rather than general Ia w
making is termed an ideographic approach.

It is just this focus that has caused much division and dissent within
educational research circles. The quantitative paradigm that has held sway
over much investigation into educational issues and concerns has always
framed research as a rule-oriented phenomenon. The purpose of research
has been to discover patterns and trends (structures) in sample groups
which can then be applied across whole populations. As social scientists
and educationalists argue more and more convincingly, this is simply not
possible where the research focus is human activity of any kind.
However, as Erickson (1986:130) has pointed out:
this is not to say that (qualitative) research is not interested in the discovery of
universals, but that it takes a different route to their discovery, given the
assumptions about the state of nature in social life that interpretive researchers
make.
The search is not for abstract universals arrived at by statistical
generalization from a sample to a population, but for concrete univer!!als, arrived a t
by studying a specific case in great detail and then comparing it with other cases

studied in equally great detail.

Indeed, the design and development of qualitative research is concerned
with the task of illuminating experience as it is "lived" or "felt" or
"undergone" (Sherman and Webb, 1988: 7). It is aimed at identifying and
articulating experience-of an individual, of groups, of institutions
within its particular context, from the standpoint of those involved in or
affected by the experience. Linked with this focus on local or specific
instances of phenomena is an a priori assumption regarding the
importance of social context for understanding the social world. For
example, as Neuman (1991:325) observes:
it is hard to understand what a baseball glove is without knowing something about
the game of baseball. The whole of the game - innings, bats, curve balls, hits - gives
meaning to each of the parts, and the parts in the absence of the whole have l i t t l e
meaning.
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Qualitative researchers want to reconstruct "the whole of the game", to
describe the essential qualities of phenomena, to interpret the meanings
and relationships between those qualities, and to give a reasoned
judgement about the significance and value of these things (Sherman and
Webb, 1988: 8). The report of a qualitative research project in a particular
educational context should then serve to "transport the reader to the
scene, convey the pervasive qualities or characteristics of the
phenomenon, and evoke the feeling and nature of the educational
experience"(Shermann and Webb, 1988:7).
The issues of validity, reliability, and replicability associated with a
quantitative research tradition are construed in different ways i n
For example, researchers working within the
qualitative research.
qualitative tradition aim to:
uncover the different layers of universality and particularity that are confronted in
the specific case at hand- what is broadly universal, what generalizes to other
similar situations, what is unique to the given instance.
(Erickson, 1986: 130)

The study of concrete cases or instances of human behaviour, particularly
teaching and learning behaviour, allows the qualitative researcher to
identify in detail those aspects which appear to be specific to the particular
case, and those which may or in fact are known to occur in other cases or
instances. The consideration of layers of universality thus becomes a
second phase or dimension of qualitative research, rather than the first
phase as it is in quantitative research. In this respect, educational
researchers are following the model established previously i n
anthropological studies (Erickson, 1986: 130). In the final analysis,
qualitative research places stress on "multiple meaning structures" and
"holistic analysis" compared to the "number crunching" approach
associated with quantitative research methods (Burns, 1990: 8).
The close involvement of the researcher in the context in which the
research is located is questioned by those with a more quantitative
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approach to the exploration of problems and issues. In particular,
qualitative research is often dismissed as being too much of an insider
view, too subjective, and thus, too susceptible to researcher bias.
However, as Neuman (1991: 325) and other proponents of qualitative
research argue that "a qualitative researcher's first hand knowledge of
events, people, and situations cuts both ways. It raises questions of bias,
but it also provides a sense of immediacy, direct contact and intimate
knowledge".
Indeed, those working within a qualitative tradition argue that all
researchers come to their research projects with certain experiences,
expectations and values that will impact on their inquiry (Collins, 1992:
183). In a qualitative tradition, it is expected that the experiences,
expectations and values of the researcher will be identified. Currently, for
example, it is recognised that:
we always bring to experience frames of interpretation, or schemata. From this
point of view, the task of fieldwork is to become more and more aware of the frames
of interpretation of those we observe, and of our own culturally learned frames of
interpretation we brought with us to the setting.

(Erickson, 1986: 140)

The close involvement of the researcher in the research context, through
the methodology of fieldwork, is another central characteristic of
qualitative research. This sets qualitative research design apart from the
positivist tradition of conducting investigations under experimental
laboratory-like conditions (Schulman, 1986). The reliance on this mode of
investigation is certainly most suited to exploring questions and issues
which are located in everyday, localised, and thus highly complex settings
(Erickson, 1986: 122).
In traditional anthropological applications of
qualitative research, field work was very open ended, with fieldworkers
having the central intention of immersing themselves in a particular
context, and letting the research interests and hypotheses emerge solely
from the data so accumulated. A more deliberative or selective stance is
being adopted in the design of contemporary instances of qualitative
research, particularly with respect to educational issues (Malin, 1990). This
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is not, however seen as reducing the efficacy of either fieldwork or
qualitative research, nor as opting for the more precision-oriented stance
of the quantitative tradition.
Typical starting points for the development of qualitative research
programs in education include questions about what is problematic i n
particular teaching-learning contexts. These usually include the sources
for "wonder and dismay" in educational practice and achievement;
controversial topics and strategic sites for research; and the underlying and
implicit definitions of schooling, of teaching, of learning. In this respect,
the choice to employ qualitative research techniques, including case study
methodology, realises "a central research interest in human meaning i n
social life" (Erickson, 1986: 119).
Proponents of qualitative research methodology have consistently been
criticised by advocates of a quantitative approach as taking too little
account of the issues of validity, reliability, and replicability of results. In
addition, qualitative research usually accumulates complex and varied
data bases, and requires very lengthy periods of time from project
initiation to project completion. However, "like the nets of deep-sea
explorers, qualitative studies may pull up the unexpected and striking
things for us to gaze on"(Barton and Lazarfeld, 1969, in Burns, 1990: 1 1 ). In
this respect, qualitative research applications can accumulate information
that is unlikely to be exposed in quantitative investigations. This is
particularly the case in two common applications of the qualitative
research tradition to problems of educational significance, namely the
building of classroom ethnographies and the articulation of qualitative
case studies. The specific nature of the latter is explored in the section that
follows.
2.1.2Qualitative casestudy design

Originally a research tool associated with clinical psychology, case study
methodology is one of a number of high profile technologies located i n
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the qualitative research tradition, as it is applied in educational settings.
In fact, case studies have almost become the standard approach i n
educational research and evaluation (Patton, 1990: 99). The questions
associated with such applications, and with the wider move to all kinds of
qualitative research in schools, continue to reflect strong anthropological
and sociological perspectives (Schulman, 1986: 20). In particular, these
perspectives embed a view of classrooms as socially and culturally
organised environments where "individual participants in those
environments contribute to the organisation of classroom life" (Shulman,
1986: 20).
The development of case study methodology, as an instance of the
qualitative research tradition, has been traced by a number of
commentators including Hook (1981); Stenhouse (1985); Schulman (1986);
Best and Kahn (1989); Anderson (1990); and Patton (1990). As a major
research strategy, it has been applied to questions about key persons
involved in the educational process, the identity and performance of
groups of pupils in various educational contexts, methods of teaching,
curriculum innovations, and educational philosophy (Hook, 1981: 251).
Usually, however, the focus of a particular case study is an individual or
small number of individuals engaging in specific activities in specific
contexts (Brause, 1991: 184).
As with other qualitative methods, there is a great diversity in the way i n
which case studies can be developed (Patton, 1990: 384-90). However, it is
possible to identify some features common to the various applications of
case study methodology in school contexts. For example, regardless of
their design and development variability, the purpose of qualitative case
studies in educational contexts is usually the gathering of comprehensive,
systematic, and in-depth information about the teaching and learning
contexts, or about the participants within those contexts (Patton, 1990: 384).
Thus, most case studies are concerned with revealing the complexities of
classroom life, and exposing the beliefs, practices, attitudes, and
assumptions that all too easily become invisible in the daily routine of
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teaching and learning (Hook, 1981: 256). Aims are usually stated as being
concerned with establishing an understanding of how things happen and
why (Anderson, 1990: 157)
In

addition, most case study research involves in-depth examinations of a
few people, organisations, or groups over time. It is thus a very intensive
approach to research, requiring close observation of a specific group or
setting (Neuman, 1991: 325). Case study researchers often become
intimately involved with other participants in the research, thus giving
rise to concerns about the issue of bias in analysis and interpretation of the
Case studies often
data gathered in particular research contexts.
incorporate a range of separate methodologies, including direct
observation, survey, questionnaires, and document and artefact
description (Neuman, 1991: 325). As such, case study is often regarded as
one of the most complex research applications to implement well
(Anderson, 1990: 157).
Most case study research is exploratory, but it can also be undertaken to
describe or to explain (Neuman, 1991: 325). While it relies heavily o n
observation and documentation as the primary data gathering techniques
(Burgess, 1985: 177), other data-gathering devices that may be used include
interviewing, questionnaires, surveys, and video and tape recording
(Hook, 1981: 252). Application of these techniques, in any number of
configurations, results most often in the accumulation of rich data bases
which make possible "thick description" of the phenomenon under
This data base is used to effect an analysis and
investigation.
interpretation of that phenomenon.
Stenhouse described case study research as providing "documentary
reference for the discussion of practice" (in Burgess, 1985: 267). Further, h e
argued that through the design and development o f case studies, critique
of teaching and learning contexts in schools would be more readily
accomplished. Stenhouse regarded this as an essential feature of case
studies, arguing that "the improvement of critique of classrooms and
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schools is central to the problem of quality in education, and it depends
heavily upon practitioners extending vicariously their experience of
schools and classrooms as cases" (Stenhouse, in Burgess, 1985: 267).
In its most extended applications, case study represents:
a way of organising social data for the purpose of viewing social reality ... The

purpose is to understand the life cycle or an important part of the life cycle of t h e

unit. The case study probes deeply and analyses interactions between the factors
that explain present status or that influence change or growth.
(Best and Kahn, 1989: 92)

The choice of a context or a problem to investigate implies a knowledge of
some interesting issue or feature and that sets the general parameters for
the important 'why' question (Anderson, 1990: 159). It requires the
immersion of the researcher in the research context, and it promises to
reveal new and more complex understandings of the phenomenon being
investigated.
Once a starting point for a particular case study is established, the
subsequent design and development of the study then involves the
accumulation of rich data bases, the intensive analysis of such data bases,
and if possible, the generation of hypotheses and theories about "how
people engage in different processes" (Brause, 1991: 184). Case study
reports should reflect these activities, providing description as well as
analysis and interpretation of the data base accumulated (Patton, 1990: 423).
In the interpretation stage, significance should be attached to what was
found, explanations of the data should be offered, and conclusions drawn
about and from the data (Patton, 1990: 423). Throughout all of the stages
of a case study, emphasis should be placed on "illumination,
understanding, and extrapolation" (Patton, 1990: 424) of the phenomenon
in question.
These levels or stages of activity associated with case study design and
development can be formalised as a research plan or framework. For
example, Brause (1991: 185-194) notes that seven elements should be
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attended to. These include the acquisition of a theoretical and research
background; the establishing of initial questions and objectives; the
selection of participants and settings; the collection of data; the analysis of
data; the interpretation of that data; and the grounding or extension of
Brause's approach to
theory based on the interpretations of data.
designing and developing a case study is · very systematic, and
demonstrates clearly that conducting case study research is not simply a
wandering exploration of one researcher's personally lived experiences i n
selected educational contexts. Her approach is reflected in the accounts
and discussions of case study research provided in other sources (see for
example, Best and Kahn, 1989, Anderson, 1990, and Patton, 1990), albeit at a
less detailed level of specification. Patton, for example (1990: 388), notes
that case study design and development should incorporate three basic
activities, namely:
(i) the assembling of the raw case data;
(ii) the condensation of the raw case data into a case record, a set of organised,
classified and edited materials; and
(iii) the writing of a case narra tive, presenting a holistic portrayal of the
phenomenon being studied.

Brause's comments regarding the analysis of data accumulated in a case
study are particularly enlightening. She notes, for example, that data
analysis actually begins prior to the completion of the data collection stage
wherein "concurrent with the accumulation of data, researchers review
their collected data to obtain a more cohesive perspective which accounts
for seemingly isolated events"(Brause, in Brause and Mayer, 1991: 188).
In addition, Brause argues that there are two aspects of the data analysis
stage, namely, data reduction and data validation (1991: 189). In data
reduction, significant patterns emerging within the data are identified, and
tentative hypotheses regarding those patterns are proposed (Brause, 1991:
189). The validity of those hypotheses is then tested, usually through
further data collection, or through re-examination of the data, in a data
validation process (Brause, 1991: 189). This process usually involves the
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application of the specific techniques of triangulation, repetition, and
prediction testing (Brause, 1991: 189-193). The cycle or progress of such
activities is shown in the following Figure 2.1 below.
Figure 2.1 Data anlysis stage of a case study

Collect Data

!

Intensely Examine Data

!

Formulate Tentative Hypothesis

Test Against Some Data

t

j

Test Against More data

Reformulate Hypothesis

(After Brause and Mayher, 1982, in Brause, "Research objectives: generating hypotheses,
testing hypotheses, and critiquing educational practice", 1990: 190)

According to Brause, this process makes possible "the process of moving
from the particular context in which the data were gathered to more
general statements and theory building" (Brause, 1991: 193). The findings
of a number of similar or complementary case studies are often used, for
example, to contribute to the development of theory about particular
phenomena in education. Subsequently, then, "this knowledge provides a
firmer foundation for formulating classroom activities, for responding to
student contributions, and for evaluating student progress"(Brause, i n
Brause and Mayer, 1991: 194).
As in any research design, the manner in which data are to be analysed is
always a critical decison. The cyclical approach recommended by Brause i n
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the above discussion is one of the most common features of qualitative
research, and also characterises most case study design and development.
It is an inductive approach, aimed at revealing and highlighting emergent
patterns in the data (Patton, 1990: 411). It is recommended that such a n
approach should be informed by existing research and the>oretical
literature, particularly in identifying the significant themes that appear to
emerge from the data so analysed (Anderson, 1990: 162).
Case studies are regarded as being particularly useful in contexts where:
one needs to understand some special people, particular problem or unique situation
in great depth, and where one can identify cases rich in information - rich in the
sense that a great deal can be learned from (them) of the phenomenon in question.
(Patton, 1990: 54)

Case studies do, however, possess all the limitations usually associated
with qualitative research, particularly that of researcher bias (see
discussion 2.1.1 above). Further, case study methodology looks deceptively
simple, but it is not (Best and Kahn, 1989: 92). One of the real problems i n
case study design and development relates to the accumulation of data. As
Anderson (1990: 161) notes:
an important aspect of data coUection is the creation of a case study data base.
Weak case studies generally confuse the data with its reporting whereas the best
case studies maintain a separate inventory of data with charts, tables, and numbers
which may or may not be reported in the case-study report but are included as
appendices or can be retrieved by other interested researchers.
(Anderson, 1990: 161)

In fact, as many contemporary writers and researchers argue, good case

study research is as rigorous an approach to exploring and accounting for
problematic aspects of educational theory and practice as any quantitative
method (Eisner, 1991, Patton, 1990, and Brause, 1991). However, many of
the applications of case study methodology in educational contexts during
the late 1970's and early 1980's were marked by what Atkinson and
Delamont have criticised and dismissed as "demotic naturalism and a
democratic ethic" (1985: 36). This was expressed as a rejection of
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methodological consistency, a denial of the informing role that theory
could play in the design and development of case studies, and a n
insistence that the "particular" was of more significance than the
"general" (Atkinson and Delamont, 1985: 37). Many of these issues and
criticisms have been addressed in the ways that case study research is
currently formulated.
However, it still remains an open-ended,
hypothesis generating approach compared to the hypothesis testing
paradigm associated with quantitative research (Brause and Mayher, 1991:

50).
Many contemporary instances of case study research continue to take a
long time, sometimes have scant theoretical underpinnings, and often are
voluminous in their written form (Anderson, 1990: 161). Despite these
limitations, the application of case study methodology to problems of
educational significance continues to be a popular and informative
research option (Burgess, 1985; Patton, 1990; Brause and Mayer, 1991). So
too is the application of an action research modet as discussed in the
section that follows.
2.1.3 Action research
Key figures in the development of action research as a research model or
methodology include Lewin (1948), Corey (1949, 1953), Elliott (1978) and
Kemmis (1981). Collectively, these researchers have argued that the most
critical problems associated with teaching and learning, and thus those
most worth investigating, emerge in the course of teachers' work. They
argue that researchers, including teachers, concerned to solve these
problems need to adopt a very focussed and pragmatic approach to
investigating such problems. Such an approach is not a-theoretical.
However, the essential feature of the approach is:
trying out ideas in practice as a means of improvement and as a means of increasing
knowledge about the curriculum, teaching and learning. The result is improvement
in what happens in the classroom and school, and better articulation and
justification of the educational rationale for what goes on. Action research
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provides a way of working that links theory and practice into one whole: ideas in
action.
(Kemmis, and McTaggart, 1986: 6)

Action research is thus essentially teacher-based. While teachers and
researcher's may work together in action research projects, researchers
tend to operate as consultants and recorders rather than decision-makers
Typically, action research projects incorporate
(Kelly, 1985: 131).
cumulative cycles of problem identification and solution. Four m a i n
recurring aspects of such cycles have been outlined by Kemmis and
McTaggart (1988: 10), and are shown in Figure 2.2 below. They include:
(i)

the development of a plan of critically informed action to improve what is

already happening;
(ii) action to implement that plan;
(iii) observation of the effects of the action; and reflection of these effects as the
basis for further planning.

As Kemmis and McTaggart note, such activities are indeed inherent in the
professional act of teaching. However, in an action research project, those
activities are engaged in "more carefully, more systematically, and more
rigorously" than in the normal contexts of daily teaching (1988: 10). The
involvement of teachers in action research, as collaborative decision
makers as well as informants, has led to changes in the ways that others
including parents and principals view teachers, and in how teachers view
themselves as professionals rather than as technicians. For example, as
Erickson (1986: 157) argues, it is increasingly accepted that:
the teacher, as classroom based researcher, can learn to ask his or her own questions,
to look at everyday experience as data in answering those questions, to seek
disconfirming evidence, to consider discrepant cases, to entertain

alternative

interpretations. That, one could argue, is what the truly effective teacher might do
anyway. The capacity to reflect critically en one's own practice, and to articulate
that reflection to oneseU and to others, can be thought of as an essential mastery
that should be possessed by a master teacher.
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Stenhouse articulated similar ideas a decade earlier, arguing that teaching
should involve:
the commitment to systematic questioning of one's own teaching as a basis for
development; the commitment and the skills to study one's own teaching; the
concern to question and test theory in practice by the use of those skills.

To these

may be added as highly desirable, though perhaps not essential, a readiness to
allow other teachers to observe one's work - directly or through recordings - and to
discuss it with them on an open and honest basis.
(Stenhouse,

1975, in Cwrunings, 1985: 217)

Figure 2.2:The action research cycle

In general terms then, action research projects are designed specifically to
achieve classroom or school-based objectives, namely the change or
improvement of teaching and learning contexts. By admission, such
research is not aimed at validating or refuting empirical research, or
establishing new theoretical constructions of teaching and learning
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(Avery, 1990: 33). However, such research, when published in some form,
does indeed carry the potential for such outcomes. For example, while
particular case studies and action research questions might be associated
with unique contexts, the description and interpretation of teaching and
learning process within those contexts can be extremely useful not only to
the participants directly involved, but also to their colleagues, pupils,
school systems, and the academic and research community in general
(Griffiths, 1985: 212).
Action research and the teacher-as-researcher role is not without its
difficulties for the participants. As Cummings (1985: 177) notes, as a result
of her own involvement in action research, as a teacher, she became " a
more thinking teacher, more 'open' to what the children experience, and
more self-concious, but also more paranoic! Self evaluation is not for the
faint-hearted !"(Cummings, in Burgess, 1985: 217). Yet, as Stenhouse
argued (1975, in Cummings, 1985), without a critical and serious
commitment to self evaluation, the act of teaching is incomplete. Indeed,
as others have argued, without reflection and critique on practice, teaching
soon becomes a mindless and mechanistic exercise with little personal or
professional satisfaction for the individual(s) concerned. Unfortunately,
the role of the teacher as an inquiring and reflective practitioner has yet to
be adequately formalised or institutionalised. As Erickson (1986: 157) has
observed with reference to the American context:
teachers in (American) public schools have not been asked, as part of their job
description, to reflect on their own practice, to deepen their conceptions of it, and to
communicate their insights to others. As the teaching role is currently defined in
schools there are external limits on the capacity of a teacher to reflect critically m
his or her own practice.
There is neither the time available nor an
institutionalized audience for such reflection. The lack of these opportunities is
indicative of the relative powerlessness of the profession outside the walls of the
classroom.
(Erickson, 1986: 157)

The study reported here, with its focus on applying qualitative research
methodology, particularly that of case study but also of action research
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design, is one instance of a reflective and inquiring teacher stance. It
represents the application of methodology that was judged appropriate i n
the classroom contexts involved, in order to critically evaluate the
philosopical and pedagogical choices made in setting up the particular
teaching and learning contexts. These choices were themselves grounded
in particular theoretical constructions of learning, of language, and of the
activitity of curriculum design and development in school contexts.
Critical dimensions of these theoretical constructions are discussed in the
remainder of the chapter, beginning with an exploration of the nature of a
dynamic model of curriculum design and development.

2.2 Curriculum design

and

development - models

and

issues

The theory and practice of curriculum design and development is a well
established field in education. In the Australian context, the field
encompasses a range of conceptualisations regarding the nature of
curriculum and of the processes involved in generating curricula i n
specific situational contexts (see for example Brady, 1983, Marsh and
Stafford, 1984, Print, 1987, and Smith and Lovat, 1991). These include
three most commonly applied conceptualisations: Tyler's rational-linear
model of curriculum design and development; Wheeler's cyclical model;
and Walker's dynamic model (Print, 1987: 17).
In planning and
implementing the particular curriculum documented in the study
reported here, the teacherI researcher drew upon her understanding of all
three of these models of curriculum design and development. However,
at the outset of the study, the teacher I researcher made a deliberate choice
to work most centrally within the framework realised in the dynamic
model.
This model, compared to Tyler's rational-linear and Wheeler's cyclical
models, emphasises the significance of making explicit the various beliefs
and value positions upon which planning and teaching decisions are
made in any curriculum context. In this respect, a dynamic model appears
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most compatible with the increasingly popular view that "curriculum is
centrally concerned with action"; that teachers in schools are continually
engaged in a dialectic between states of action and reflection about
curricula; and that it is the involvement of teachers in this kind of
dialectic activity which maintains and shapes the flow of classroom life, or
indeed, of curricula (Smith and Lovatt, 1990: viii - ix). Indeed, it was such
a view of the essential activities of planning and teaching that stimulated
this study in the first instance.
In

the discussion that follows, the specific characteristics of a dynamic
model of curriculum design and development are outlined.
The
particular influence of this model, on both the shape of the research
project and the curriculum planning processes documented in this study
are also discussed. A more detailed discussion of the curriculum design
and development stages identifiable across the whole period of the study is
provided in Chapter 3 of this report.
2.2.1 Characteristic features of a dynamic model of curriculum design and
developmen t
The dynamic model of curriculum design and development was proposed
largely as a rejection of rational-linear and cyclical models of curriculum,
and according to observations and descriptions of what really took place
when teachers and curriculum experts engaged in the process of
curriculum design and development (Print, 1987: 32). As Walker (1971)
contended, "curriculum developers do not follow the prescriptive
approach of the rational sequence of curriculum elements when they
devise curricula" (in Print, 1987: 32). In fact, as Walker vehemently
argued, curriculum developers far more commonly proceed through three
phases in their natural preparation of curricula. These stages are shown in
Figure 2.3 below, and include the articulation of a range of conceptual or
philosophical bases on which curriculum decisions could be predicated
(platform); the negotiation, compromise, and/ or selection of competing
and complementary claims for primacy of these bases; and the shaping of
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curriculum components according to these negotiations, compromises,
and selections.
Figure 2.3: Levels of decisionmaking in a dynamic curriculum model

(beliefs, theories, conceptions, points of view, aims, objectives)
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The emphasis given to logical and sequential development in the
rational-linear and cyclical models is rejected as both unrealistic and
impractical m dynamic conceptions of curriculum design and
development, such as described by Walker (1971). In fact, Walker coined
the phrase "naturalistic" model to describe his conception of the process of
curriculum development, in order to emphasise "how curriculum
planning actually occurs in practice, compared with other approaches
which prescribe how curriculum planning should occur" (Marsh, 1992:
112). This model has been observed in practice in many curriculum
design and development settings, including small-scale projects with pre
service teachers; with in-service teachers; and in large-scale programs
(Roby, 1983, Kennedy, 1984, and Orpwood, 1981, in Marsh, 1992: 112). As
Marsh explains, such a model still conceptualises curriculum as a set of
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plans and provisions for the related activities of teaching and learning i n
school contexts. However, the model reflects the reality of practice, in that:
individuals who come together as a group to undertake curriculum development
activities approach the task with certain beliefs and values.

They will h a v e

certain perceptions o f the task, ideas about what the chief problems are; assertions
about what should be prescribed and certain commitments which they are prepared
to pursue and argue about.
(Marsh,

1992: 113)

These beliefs and values function as a platform upon which alternative
courses of action in classroom settings are devised, implemented, and
changed-the processes of deliberation and design. It is important to note
that Walker has never given any clear account of where one activity
finishes and the other begins. Implicit in the model is the notion of the
continuous activity of platform generation; deliberation regarding
alternative courses of action; and the design of specific sequences or
Here we have the
arrangements of teaching and learning activity.
dialectic referred to by Smith and Lovat (1991) - the "action-in-reflection"
image of curriculum design, development and implementation. Walker
also argues that decisions made in the design phase of curriculum
development activity are "influenced as much by personal preferences as
they are by rational discussion" (Marsh, 1992: 114).
Other interpretations of dynamic or interactive models of curriculum
design and development have been proposed as alternative to the
prescriptive models of Tyler, Taba, Wheeler, and the Nicholls (see for
example, Skilbeck, 1976, in Print, 1987). Walker's dynamic model of
curriculum design also shares many important positions on the nature of
"real" curriculum development activity with the views expressed by
Stenhouse (1975). While the work of Stenhouse is not a model of
curriculum design and development, it does constitute an important
source of authority and example for non-prescriptive approaches to
curriculum design and development. Stenhouse originally questioned,
for example, the rational-linear and cyclical models' preoccupation with
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objectives as the starting point for thinking about curricula (1975: 84, i n
Marsh, 1992: 102). Stenhouse's work, and later work by advocates of
classroom-based research such as Carr and Kemmis (1986), and Kemmis
and McTaggart (1988, 1992) have made non-objective orientations more
acceptable in curriculum design and development. Certainly, the focus of
dynamic models on the identification of a platform of beliefs and values,
the deliberations regarding possible alternative courses of action based o n
this platform of beliefs; and the selection of agreed upon or negotiated
courses of action have become a far more viable and accepted approach to
curriculum design and development in the 1980's and 1990's (Marsh, 1992:
110). In addition, dynamic models of curriculum design and development
also possess the potential to be more learner- or problem-centred than
other more subject-centred models such as the rational-liner model (Print,
1987: 76).
With this focus and direction, or perhaps because of such a focus, there has
been a considerable change in the role of teachers in the process of
curriculum design and development. The teacher I researcher certainly
found this model to be particularly appropriate to her work in the
development of curricula for young children in general, and with
particular reference to the curriculum developed in this study. It also
accords with her conception of the roles and responsibilites of teachers as
professional educators, and her own participation in the activities of
curriculum development within school and classroom contexts. This
issue is explored in the section that follows.
2.2.2 Teachers and the curriculum design and development process
In the field of curriculum design and development theory, it is argued that
teachers can fulfil three kinds of role with regard to the process of
curriculum design and development. These include curriculum receiver,
curriculum modifier, and curriculum designer (Marland, 1992). The
responsibilities and characteristic activities vary with each role. For
example, in carrying out the role of curriculum receiver, teachers are
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required to simply and unquestioningly implement detailed and specific
curriculum plans. Usually, such curricula have been designed and
developed at and for a system level, for example, for all state primary
schools in Queensland. Referred to as a generic approach, this pattern of
curriculum design and development is adopted in order to ensure that, as
far as is humanly possible, every application of a particular curriculum
plan is the same as another (Marsh and Stafford, 1984).
In a less mechanistic construction of the processes of curriculum design,
development, and inplementation, again at a system or generic level,
teachers can be conceptualised as curriculum modifiers. When this
occurs, curricula are developed so as to permit adjustment of the
conceptual framework, content, and/or recommended teaching and
learning strategies to suit local conditions and the particular needs of
different groups of students (Marsh and Stafford, 1984). However, teachers
are expected to work within the framework of the pre-established
curriculum plan, modifying only its scope and sequence according to their
assessment of particular situational contexts.
By comparison, when they are conceived to be curriculum designers and
developers, teachers can be expected to establish curriculum priorities, to
select and articulate curriculum frameworks, and to generate the specific
components of such frameworks (Marsh and Stafford, 1984). The
participation of teachers in such activity is usually at the level of the
individual school or region rather than the system. In the 1970's and early
1980's, this pattern of curriculum design and development was commonly
referred to as school-based curriculum development (Marsh and Stafford,
1984). It can, however, occur at the individual classroom level, as is
evidenced in the study reported here.
There is a growing body of research which has investigated teachers as
curriculum designers and the theoretical bases on which they make a wide
range of decisions in the classroom (see, for example, Elbaz, 1983, Bennet
and Desforges, 1985, Clark and Peterson, 1986, Doyle, 1986, Smyth, 1986,
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1987a, and 1987b, Connelly and Clandinin, 1988, Marsh and Stafford, 1988,
Anderson and Burns, 1989, Smith and Lovat, 1990, Marsh, 1992, and
Marland, 1992). The research specifically related to identifying and
documenting the nature of teaching as a decisionmaking activity has
established the inadequacy of a view of teachers as practitioners rather
than as theorists.
As Marland's most recent work confirms (1992),
teaching as an act comprises many diverse decisions and actions. In
carrrying out the act of teaching, teachers are assessing and analysing
complex and often conflicting data; they are drawing on personally
constructed knowledge bases; they are sorting and selecting from a range of
possible alternative courses of action; they are implementing one(s) which
they consider, in their professional judgement, will be in the best interests
of their clients.
Similarly, specific studies of teachers' curriculum-planning processes
(Clark and Yinger, 1979, Shavelson and Stern, 1981, Smith, 1983, 1986, and
Clark and Peterson, 1986) indicate quite definitively that curriculum
design and development is not beyond the scope of classroom teachers. In
fact, as the research shows, the record of teacher participation i n
curriculum design and development is a good one. Teachers do possess
and use theories that are embedded in their activity as classroom
participants; and they are capable of acting in ways that go well beyond the
roles of curriculum modifier or receiver, as constructed in a generic
approach to curriculum design and development. In the study reported
here, this was indeed the case, with the teacherI researcher being centrally
involved in the building of innovative practice based on clearly
articulated theoretical positions. Some of these positions, particularly as
they relate to issues of learning, of language, and of literacy pedagogy, are
discussed in the sections that follow.
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2.3 A social interactional perspective on learning

In the same way that debate exists regarding the matter of language
acquisition or development and the nature of literacy, the issue of the
general phenomenon of human learning has been subject to intense
questioning in the second half of the twentieth century. Significant
proponents of alternative constructions of human intellectual functioning
have included Thorndike (1905), Skinner (1953, 1957), Piaget (1952; 1954;
1957; 1960; 1967; 1967; 1969), Vygotsky (1962; 1978), Luria (1959; 1961), and
Bruner (1966; 1968; 1986). Indeed, for much of this century, educational
practice in most Western democracies has been shaped and directed either
by Thorndike and Skinner's behaviourist account of learning or by
Piaget's epistimological theory of human intellectual development.
Within the former, learning is said to proceed under the effect of
particular external stimuli operating on the individual.
By comparison, within Piagetian theory, learning is said to occur as a
result of the activity of key cognitive processes - accommodation and
assimilation - within the existing mental structures of the individual. In
behaviourist theory, learners are seen as being respondent in nature; i n
cognitivist theory, particularly Piaget's, the learner is constructed as being
actively engaged on the "lone" discovery or re-invention of knowledge.
However, of late, the dominance of behaviourist and cognitivist theories
as central determinants of educational policy and practice has been
significantly challenged by a social interactional perspective on language,
learning, and language and literacy teaching. In particular, Piagetian
constructions of intellectual growth and development have been criticised
as being eurocentric in nature; and as being derived from studies and
observations of children that show more about the questions researchers
ask, than about children's thinking and learning (Donaldson, 1978).
The writings of the Russian psychologist, Vygotsky, are a key source of
explication of a social construction of learning and language. For example,
in attempting to explain thinking, learning and language, Vygotsky
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advanced a view of intellectual development "which acknowledged that
children undergo quite profound changes in their understanding by
engaging in joint activity and conversation with other people" (Edwards
and Mercer, 1987: 19). Piaget's active but "lone" organism and the
"powerless" respondent contructed by the behaviourists are but pale
shadows against the nature of the active and
interactive learner
constructed in Vygotskian theory. Indeed, as many teachers and parents
have noted as a result of extensive day-to-day interactions with children,
they are not more like rats and pigeons than they are like adult humans;
and they are certainly more like novices and apprentices than they are like
young scientists, testing and proposing their own hypotheses.
In essence, Bruner and Vygotsky integrated Piagetian notions of varying

ways of thinking with "powerful accounts of the interpersonal, social and
cultural foundations of all human thinking, learning and language"
(Roberts, 1989: 65). Specifically, from Bruner we draw concepts such as
enactive, iconic and symbolic modes of thinking and behaving, each one
involving a "radical re-organisation and transformation of the child's
thinking and behaviour". These are not stages, as in a Piagetian tradition,
but alternative patterns, strategies or modes which are used throughout
life. Language is constructed as a tool for thinking but the environment particularly social and human dimensions of that environment - is
regarded as being critical for shaping language, thought, and world view.
In essence, infants and small children as regarded as "apprentices to life,
language and learning" (Roberts, 1989: 66). Similarly, from Vygotsky we
draw the key role of social interaction in the development of language and
thought, and the basis of all higher order forms of thought - thinking with
symbols- in social relationships and processes. His work is the source of
the idea that "language and other symbolic systems, such as mathematics,
writing and art, are psychological tools for thinking developed by cultures"
(Roberts, 1989: 67).
In Vygotskian theory, we find expressed the key role of "other" mediation
in development and in the understanding of development.
With
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particular respect to the development of thought and language, Vygotsky
offers the notion that thought and speech are potentially present but
separate at birth, the processes corning together at about age 2 to produce a
process called verbal thinking, but with some aspects remaining the
province of either thought or language. In a Vygotskian interpretation, the
onset of verbal thinking is marked by two symptoms: curiosity about
words and names; and a rapid increase in vocabulary. It is stressed that
this early language is learned in partnerships with others, raising the key
role of scaffolding or "what the child can do in cooperation today he can
do alone tomorrow" (Vygotsky, 1986: 188).
Bruner has noted (1985) that the key pedagogical strategy articulated in a
Vygotskian tradition is associated with what Vygotsky refers to as the
"zone of proximal development". This can be best understood as follows:
If the child is enabled to advance by being under the tutelage of an adult or a more
competent peer, then the tutor or aiding peer serves the learner as a vicarious form
of consciousness until such time as the learner is able to master his own action
through his own consciousness and control. When the child achieves that conscious

control over a new function or conceptual system,

it is

then that he s
i
able to use it as

a tool. Up to that point, the tutor in effect performs the critical

function of

'scaffolding' the learning task to make it possible for the child, in Vgotsky's word,
to internalize external knowledge and convert it into a tool for conscious control.
(Gray, n.d.

:

7)

'Scaffolding' here refers to the term proposed by Bruner (1983) to describe
the kind of supporting discourse which characterises learning negotiation
within Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (Gray, nd: 7). This
notion has been taken up by Gray in work being conducted at the Schools
and Community Centre at the University of Canberra. Here, the staff of
the Centre are attempting to put Vygotskian principles into practice in
teaching parents how to sustain supporting discourse in interactions with
their children during specific language and literacy-related learning tasks.
A number of strategies are in fact taught to parents. One of the key
strategies, however, is the "Vygotskian-inspired scaffolding approach"
(Gray, n.d: 13). This is contrasted with Piagetian-type strategies which
involve challenging the child to "reconsider (an answer) in the hope that
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it might create an anomaly that will lead the child towards a mental
reorganisation to accomodate the incompatible information" (Gray, n.d:
13). As Gray explains (nd: 13),
From a Vygotskian or Brunerian perspective the nature of the discourse is quite
different. The initial purpose of turning back the response onto the child is to probe
the child to take over as much of a jointly performed activity as he (sic) possibly
can.

As the discourse progresses over time the tutor will

use this

strategy to

encourage the child to take over aspects of the task that have previously been
achieved with support from the teacher. The discourse frame discussed above
provides a scaffold that the tutor

can use

to support the child in the learning task

without failure even with minimal input from the child. As the child's competence
develops over time the tutor can progressively dismantle it as the child responds to
invitations to take over the task.

Clearly, the notions of a zone of proximal development and scaffolding as
discussed above are consistent with Bruner's early and, at the time, quite
revolutionary argument regarding the spiral sequencing of material to be
learned in school contexts. In particular, Bruner argued that students
should be repeatedly exposed to a field's basic ideas, thus building on basic
understanding until the whole concept was acquired (1965, in Print, 1987:
118). In school settings characteristed by spiral sequencing of material, the
major responsibility for articulating or applying the concept was initially
carried by the teacher/adult. Increasingly, however, the learner was to
assume such responsibility, and eventually be able to articulate and apply
the concept for himself or herself. The nature of the application of
Bruner's early approach to the spiral sequencing of concepts and ideas i n
this manner can be seen in the Social Studies Syllabus and Guidelines
developed for Queensland Primary Schools in the early 1970s. These
materials are currently under review, but the basic notions of spiral
sequencing appear to be retained. (This assessment is based on the
researcher's own analysis of draft materials made available to her in the
course of her employment as a class teacher in Queensland primary
schools).
The shift from behaviourist and Piagetian constructions of learning to a
Vygotskian or Brunerian perspective involves a critical shift i n
constructions of the role played by language in learning. Specifically, it
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involves shifting away from a perspective on language as a secondary
phenomenon in an individual's development, and as a conduit for
intellectual development. In its place is constructed a view where
language plays a central rather than secondary role in learning; where it is
constructed as the site of much learning. This view of the central role of
language in learning is a key feature of Vygotskian theory. For example,
following Vygotsky's view,
the role of language in the development of understanding is characterised in two

ways. First, it provides a medium for teaching and learning. Second, it is one of the

materials from which the child constructs a way of thinking. The medium of social

interaction is taken over and internalised by the child, whose thought processes
are drastically reorganised as a consequence.

So Vygotsky was proposing t h a t

children's understanding i s shaped not only through adaptive encounters with the
physical world but through interactions between people in relation to that world
a world not merely

physical

and apprehended

meaningful, and significant, and made

so

by the

principally

senses

but cultural,

by language.

Human

knowledge and thought are themselves therefore fundamentally cultural, deriving
their

distinctive

properties from the nature of social activity,

of language,

discourse and other cultural forms.
(Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 20)

Acceptance of Vygotsky's theory of intellectual development as a social
phenomenon entails acceptance of school and classroom life as "the
gradual accumulation of shared contexts of talk and experience" (Edwards
and Mercer, 1987: 63). This in turn implies a view of education as "largely
the establishment of ... shared mental 'contexts', joint understandings
between teachers and children, which enable them to engage together i n
educational discourse" (Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 69). Teaching and
learning must thus be construed as interactive rather than as simply
directive or responsive phenomena, with the various participants
adopting different roles vis a vis each other, and vis a vis the nature of the
social transaction taking place. As Edwards and Mercer (1987: 86) note:
much of the acquisition of culture, including both formal and informal education,
takes place in the context of the guidance by

some

person, whether parent, teacher,

or more competent peer. It is a process of guided discovery, in which an individual's
competence begins as his or her part in a social transaction.

Joint activity

shared conceptions carried by language are the major constituents.

and

(Eventually, as
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part of the) 'handover process, the knowledge and competence of the adult i s
eventually possessed by the child.
(Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 86)

Evidence that this is indeed the case, especially with respect tc the early
learning of language as a dimension of culture, is being amassed through
studies of very young children learning to talk, and of older children
learning to write. These studies include ones conducted by systemicists
such as Painter (1984, 1993) and Hasan (1985); and by researchers from
other fields and traditions such as Tough (1973), Snow and Ferguson
( 1977), Wells (1981) and Trevarthen (1987).
The implications of such studies of children's learning for teaching and
learning language in school contexts, is clear: teachers need to be more
aware of the principles of a Vygotskian perspective on learning and
language and to be able to implement the key strategies which are
identified in such a perspective for these are critical determinants of
effective teaching and learning. These include acceptance of the notion
that human thought and understanding has its basis in social relations
and communication, and that knowledge and thought are intrinsically
social and cultural, being constructed through joint activity and discourse.
Under this view, education becomes a vastly different phenomenon from
that described in accounts of Piaget-based progressive education. Instead of
children being primarily engaged on independent and open-ended
pursuits of their own design, we will see:
teachers and children n
i volved in a negotiation of shared meaning, the teacher
interacting with her pupils in an essentially Vygotskyan manner, guiding them
through successive zones of proximal development.
(Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 163)

In fact, much contemporary educational practice reflects this pedagogy,
albeit under misconceptions of the practitioners that they are acting out
their commitment to Piagetian principles. Recognition and use of a social
interactionist perspective on learning, and thus schooling, needs to
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accomplished with due attention to the reality of power relations between
adults and children in both school and wider societal contexts.
On the whole, there is a need for teachers to surrender an
individualistic perspective en the development of knowledge and understanding
and to take up instead a psychological viewpoint which gives primacy to culture
and communication. ... Good teaching will be reflexive, sensitive to the possibility
of different kinds of understanding. It may be pursued through the careful creation
of context, a framework for shared understanding with children based en joint
knowledge and action which provides its own rationale for present activity and a
strong foundation

for future developments.

This

contextual

edifice

is

the

'scaffolding' for children's mental explorations, a cognitive climbing frame - built
by children with
systematically

their Vygotskyan teacher - which

than the discovery sandpit of the

structures activity

Piagetian

classroom.

more
Talk

between teachers and children helps build the scaffolding; children's activity,
even 'discovery' in the

absence of such a communicative framework may, in

cognitive terms, lead nowhere.

And if teachers insist en retaining tight control,

dominating the agenda and discussion, determining in advance what should happen
and what should be discovered, then even their more successful pupils will remain
'scaffolded'

like some supported structure, w1able to function independently or

outside the precise context and content of what was 'done' in the classroom.
(Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 167)

Clearly, the teacher I adult plays a far more significant role in learning, i n
Vygotsky's view, than was suggested in Piagetian terms. According to
Vygotsky's theory, "teachers may well lead children on to new levels of
conceptual understanding by interacting and talking with them" (Edwards
and Mercer, 1987: 20). However, unlike the educational applications of
Piaget's theory, there is no clear set or sequence of principles for teachers to
follow. Rather,
the educational basis of development is captured in what Vygotsky called the

of proximal development,

zone

defined as the distance between the actual development

level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in
collaboration with more capable peers.
(Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 167)

In response to previous claims regarding the value and role of discovery
learning, social interactionalists would argue that it is synonomous with
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learning by chance. Following Vygotsky's view, the role of the adult i n
helping learners make sense of their experience is critical: "activity by itself
is not enough. It is the sense that is made of it that matters" (Driver, 1983,
in Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 126). In fact, studies by Edwards and Mercer
to date show that teachers publicly espousing commitment to child
centred, Piaget-based programs of learning are aware of this conflict
between the values and principles of discovery learning, and the need to
ensure that learners do learn what is culturally valuable or necessary.
These studies also show that teachers remain heavily in control of the
direction of what occurs m classroom learning, through their
manipulation and/ or monopoly of the discourse structures of the
classroom, despite their overt commitment to the principles and practices
Given a
of discovery learning (Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 156-8).
commitment to the social interactional theory of learning, that type and
level of control is logical and consistent with the notions embedded in the
zone of proximal development and scaffolding, up to a point. At some
stage, however, the handover or transfer of roles must take place. Too
often it does not. As Forman and Cazden (1985: 344) point out so
succinctly, in their comparison of formal education and learning to play
peekaboo:
the mother initially enacts the whole script herself and then the child takes an
increasingly active role, eventually speaking all the parts initially spoken by the
mother.

The contrast between such learning environments and the classroom is

striking. In school lessons, teachers give directions and children non-verbally carry

them out; teachers ask questions and children answer them, frequently with only a

word or a phrase. Most importantly, these roles are not reversed....Children never
give directions to teachers, and questions addressed to teachers are rare except for
asking permission.

Applying a Vygotskian perspective to the endeavour of schooling
involves accepting that:
education is inherently concerned with introducing children and adults into a pre
existing culture of thought and language. However active a part pupils are allowed
to play in their learning, we cannot assume that they can simply reinvent t h a t
culture through their own activity and experience.

I t is necessarily a social and
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communicative process, and one which has as an inherent part of it as asymmetry of
roles between teacher and learner.
(Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 157)

The asymmetry of roles between novice and expert is also present i n
before-school cultural learning, especially that related to the learning of a
first language. Too often, however, that asymmetry becomes a negative
dimension in formal school contexts, an issue of 'them and us'. Edwards
and Mercer argue that we need to be able to harness the positive aspects of
this asymmetry in school contexts, rather than allowing the negativism of
"them" and "us" to persist (1987: 157). Instead, we have to remake
education as "a process of guided reinvention" (Edwards and Mercer, 1987:
158). Further,
we need to make the learning tasks and their significance in terms of t h e
development of shared knowledge and learner control over that knowledge,
explicit. At the moment too many children are doing things in school contexts just
because "it is what the teacher wants them to do". For most pupils, education
remains a mystery beyond their control rather than a resource of knowledge and
skill with which they can freely operate.
(Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 158)

The theoretical constructions and associated pedagogical practices
discussed above are derived from a view of learning as socially driven,
interind ividual phenomenon.
The application of this view to the
phenomena of language and language learning is a central feature of the
work of the linguist, M.A.K. Halliday (see particularly Language as a Social
Semiotic, 1975). The theory of language, or grammar, developed by
Halliday (1985), known as systemic functional grammar, is an attempt to
explain the nature of language as a social system, and to explain how
language is learned as meaning or fu nction, rather than as for m .
Continued work by Halliday and his colleagues, particularly Martin and
Hasan, has led to the increasing acceptance of systemic functional
linguistic theory (SFL) as a theory of language, language use, and language
learning.
It is certainly the main theory of language and language
learning that informs this study, and the development of the genre-based
program of writing that is featured within it. The view of language as a
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social semiotic, in the manner articulated by Halliday (1975), the particular
features of systemic functional grammar as developed by Halliday (1985),
and the central assertions and premises of genre and register theory as
developed by Martin (1984, 1985, 1993) are explored in the section that
follows.

2.4

Systemic functional linguistics

The particular view of language as a social semiotic upon which the
language and literacy program documented in this study was based, and
the functional grammar associated with it, are increasingly referred to as
systemic functional linguistic theory or SFL (Martin, 1993). Based on
original work by Halliday (1975; 1985) and further developed by Halliday
and Hasan (1985) and Martin (1984; 1985; 1993), SFL has become a
recognised, but often misunderstood or misrepresented explanation of
both linguistic and social behaviour. In SFL, language is constructed as a
set of interrelated systems of choices which together comprise a rich and
apparently limitless resource for creating meaning. These systems are
constructed in, through, and because of social interaction, and serve to
simultaneously frame both social interaction and language use (Martin,
1993).
Knowledge and application of SFL allows us to see how texts work to
shape and frame reality for individuals, social groups, and institutions. It
also allows us to examine how, simultaneously, individuals use language
at the level of text or discourse structures to shape or frame reality for
themselves, others, social groups, and institutions. Further, SFL makes it
possible to identify the choices made by individuals in text construction,
and within texts, in order to realise the various layers of ideology, genre,
register and language that are embedded in any text (Martin, 1993). SFL
allows us to analyse how the choices work, in real contexts of situation
and culture, and to demonstrate how systems of choice might be taught
and learned in school contexts (Christie, 1992). In the sections that follow,
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early developments in SFL and the key systems of choice featured in SFL
are outlined. In addition, the notion of genres as social processes is
described.
2.4.1 Systemic functional grammar
Systemic functional linguistics (SFL) is a theory of language that embodies
a view of language, of language learning, and of language use that is social
and interactional in nature. SFL is based on the premise that language is
learned in contexts of use, as individuals participate in the social worlds
and transactions around them (Halliday, 1975).
Within such a
construction, language is viewed as an inexhaustible phenomenon that
we use, shape, and change in order to serve the social purposes of our
daily lives (Halliday, 1975). Halliday's account of a functional grammar,
here referred to as SFL, was designed to show how these characteristics are
realised in the language we use, to show how above all, language is
functional and purpose-driven. Halliday used the term 'functional' to
describe this grammar, and to compare and contrast his system with
formal or traditional grammar, which is largely a rule-driven account of
language as a system. Halliday's grammar accounts for how language is
actually constructed and deployed in contexts of use, and is thus a
descriptive rather than prescriptive grammar.
In developing a system of functional grammar, Halliday set out to
demonstrate that "the fundamental components of meaning in language
are functional components" (1985: xiii). Further, he argued that there are
two main kinds of meaning, namely, ideational or reflective meanings
and interpersonal or active meanings (1985: xiii). He then argued that a
third main component of language is textual meaning, or the ways i n
which links are established between ideational and interpersonal
meanings (for a detailed discussion of these issues see Halliday, 1985,
Chapter 3). Halliday further argued that each element in language is
explained by reference to its function in the total linguistic system, each
part or unit of language being an "organic configuration of function"
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(1985: xiii). Functional grammar as developed by Halliday thus represents
a system of meanings or meta functions, which are variously realised i n
particular linguistic forms. Compared to formal grammar, with its
concern for the identification and classification of forms of language,
systemic functional grammar is concerned with exploring how meanings
are realised through different forms. Halliday argues, with respect to this
matter, that functional grammar represents a semiotic theory of language:
Systemic theory is a theory of meaning as choice, by which a language, or any other
semiotic system, is interpreted as networks of interlocking options: "either this, or
that, or the other." ... Whatever is chosen in one system becomes the way into a set

of choices in another, and we go en as far as we need to, or as far as we can in the
time available, or as far as we know how.
(Halliday,

1985:

xvii)

The grammar is thus a network of choices or options which are realised i n
linguistic units. Using the grammar, as a tool for identifying the
meanings realised in any text, involves identifying types of linguistic units
through which meaning options are realised (these units are extensively
described by Halliday, 1985; and discussed briefly in the section that
follows). The purpose of such analysis is to achieve a better understanding
of the text-how and why it means what it does; and to evaluate the text
why or why not the text is an effective text for its own purposes.
In
Halliday's terms, this involves the consideration of concepts such as
context of situation and context of culture, or how and why the text works
in its particular sets of social and cultural circumstances. Systemic
functional grammar makes it possible to show how the linguistic features
of any text relate systematically to the features of its environment, its
context of situation and context of culture. However, as Halliday notes,
unlike in the case of the application of formal grammar, the processes of
examining the meaning realised in text, as described above, are always
interpretive rather than formulaic.
discussing why we need a such a grammar, Halliday argues that while
text is predominantly a semantic unit, meanings are realised through
wordings. Without a theory of wordings, that is, a grammar, "there is no

In
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way of making explicit one's interpretation of the meaning of a text" (1985;
xvii). Any grammar must thus provide insights into the meaning and
effectiveness of a text. Halliday argues that formal grammar does not
provide this; and argues further that his is essentially a "natural"
grammar, based as it is on descriptions of how language works in context,
rather than offering prescriptions of how it should work (Halliday, 1985:
xiv). In the final analysis, Halliday's key conceptual premise is that
language is:
a system for making meanings: a semantic system, with other systems for encoding
the meanings it produces.

The term 'semantics' does not simply refer to t h e

meanings of words; i t i s the entire system of meaning of a language, expressed by
grammar as well as vocabulary.

In fact the meanings are encoded in 'wordings':

grammatical sequences, or 'syntagms', consisting of items of both kinds - lexical
items such as most verbs and nouns, grammatical items like

the

and

of

and if, as

well as those of a type such as prepositions.
The relation between the meaning and the wording is not, however, an arbitrary
one; the form of the grammar relates naturally to the meanings that are being
encoded. A functional grammar is designed to bring this out; it is a study of wording,
but one that interprets the wording by reference to what it means.
(Halliday, 1985: xvii)

Halliday thus argues that systemic functional grammar is a grammar
naturally related to meaning; and one that shows how language has
developed in the species, as a response to a range of needs vis a vis the
creation or realisation of meaning. Most centrally then, in Halliday's
view, language has evolved and indeed continues to evolve as a large
network of interrelated options" (Martin, 1984: 22). Some of these options
or systems from which choices can be made in the realisation of particular
kinds of meaning in particular contexts of situation and culture are
discussed in the section that follows.
2.4.2 Systemsof choice in Halliday's grammar
A comprehensive discussion of the major systems of choice within
systemic functional grammar is provided in Halliday's An Introduction t o
Functional Grammar (1985). Other discussions of these systems can be
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found in Painter (1986), Rothery (1989, 1990), Christie (1990), and Martin
and Rothery (1993), to name but a few sources. In the discussion provided
here, the systems of Transitivity, Mood, and Theme are briefly reviewed,
using the above-mentioned sources as reference points. The pattern of
choices made with respect to these systems, in the written texts collected i n
the study reported here, was the central focus of the analysis of those texts
(see Chapters 5, 6, and 7). Patterns of choices from these major systems
recur in our language, arising regularly and predictably in particular
contexts of situation and culture. Such patterns are referred to by second
generation systemicists such as Martin and Christie as genres.
Indeed, systemicists of this persuasion argue that it is in the patterning of
choices from the systems of Transitivity, Mood, and Theme that the
interrelationships between meaning, language and culture are most
centrally realised. To understand these interrelationships, as they are
realised in selections from the systems of Transitivity, Mood, and Theme,
we first have to understand Halliday's original construction of the levels
of meaning potential in language and the issue of register as it has been
developed from Halliday's early work, primarily by Martin (1984, 1985,
1993). Thus the discussion that follows briefly identifies the three
metafunctions of language that are central to Halliday's theory of language
as a resource for meaning, and his development of systemic functional
grammar. This is followed by a brief discussion of the notion of register, as
it has been developed by Martin (1984, 1985, 1993). Then, the systems of
Transitivity, Mood, and Theme are outlined, using the system network
approach applied extensively in accounts and applications of systemic
functional grammar. Finally, the notion of genre as it is used in systemic
linguistics is discussed.
(i) Metafunctions of language
In his early discussions of the nature and role of language in building and
shaping reality, Halliday (1975; 1976) proposed that language has three
main or metafunctional components.
These he referred to as the
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ideational (including both experiential and logical), interpersonal, and
textual components of language.
Halliday argued that in every
meaningful instance of language (text), all three of these components are
realised simultaneously, and that they are indivisibly linked to the
cultural and situational contexts in which any text is created. Christie
explains the experiential, interpersonal, and textual components as
follows:
The experiential component refers to the content of the language used. It includes
both one's inner experiences of the happenings of the external world and t h e
experience of the inner world of personal consciousness.
The interpersonal component refers to the function of language in interaction.

We

take u p roles and relationships i n any context, and these are expressed in language
use. It is through this function that language helps to define both personal identity

and relationships.

The textual component refers to the function of language in creating texts - continuous
meaningful passages of language. Without this function, the other two could never
find expression.
(Christie, 1984:

55)

In Halliday's view, we learn to use language in respect of these functions

as part of the matter of learning about and operating in the world (1975).
As part of that process, we learn about the variety of cultural and
situational contexts that exist in the world, and of the kinds of meanings
(texts) that are embedded or realised in each. In systemic functional
grammar, these cultural and situational contexts are said to vary along the
dimensions of field, tenor, and mode, together referred to register. These
elements of context are discussed below.
(ii) Register variables: field, tenor, and mode
The concept and significance of register was identified m Halliday's early
development of a social theory vf language (1975, 1976). However, the
articulation of a theory of register variation within systemic functional
grammar has been mainly the work of Martin, working with and beyond
Halliday in the Department of Linguistics at the University of Sydney.
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Martin's view of register constructs it as a semiotic system in its own right,
as one which finds expression only through a related semiotic, most often
that of language (Martin, 1984). Choices or systems of choice can thus be
proposed as components of register. Specifically, these are denoted as field,
tenor, and mode. In general, the terms can be understood as follows:
fi..e.l.d: set of activity sequences oriented to a global institutional purpose; e.g. dog
breeding, sailing, medicine, shopping

ImQ[: formality of interloculor's relations as modulated by:

1.

Power and solidarity relations

2. Contact degree of involvement in the relationship
3. Affect love-through-hate dispositions of interlocuters
MOO£: spatial and temporal distance scales:

1.

Distance between interlocutors as affecting aural and visual feedback

2. Distance between language and the social activity in which it plays a
part (language-in-action to language-as-reflection)
(following Plum,

1988: 43)

These layers or dimensions of the contexts in which texts are realised
relate intimately to the metafunctions of language proposed by Halliday
(1975, 1976). Specifically the experiential component relates to field, the
interpersonal component relates to tenor, and the textual component
relates to mode (Halliday, in Halliday and Hasan, 1985: 26). Variations i n
these register elements give rise to different selections from all the
linguistic systems available to speakers, but particularly those of
Transitivity, Mood, and Theme. The nature of these systems as sets of
choices is discussed in the section that follows.
(iii) Transitivity, Mood, and Theme
Within Halliday's construction of language as a resource for meaning, the
concept of system plays a central role. In Halliday's terms, a system is a set
of options or choices which are available for the realisation of meaning.
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Following this line of argument, it is possible to identify a number of
systems within English, three key systems being those of Transitivity,
Mood, and Theme. The range of these choices for the systems of
Transitivity, Mood and Theme are shown below in Figure 2.4.
Figure 2.4: Basic Transitivity, Mood, and Theme systems (from Rothery, 1990)
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Transitivity choices are between different ways of mapping reality - "the
difference between verbs of doing and happening, reacting, thinking and
perceiving, saying, describing, and identifying" (Martin, 1984: 23). Mood
choices differentiate between statements, commands, exclamations, and
questions, with the choice for question being further differentiated
between a wh-option (who, when, etc) and a polar option (yes/no)
(Martin, 1984: 23). The Mood system also realises choices for possibility,
probability, and certainty (Martin, 1984: 23). Theme choices concern the
selection or ordering of elements within a clause, especially with respect to
new and given information (Martin, 1984: 23). As set out in Figure 2.4
above, the principal choices for Transitivity in English are material,
mental, and relational, with additional but less common choices being
behavioural, verbal, and existential. The principal choices for Mood are
indicative or imperative, with declarative and interrogative existing as a
subset of indicative. The principal choices for Theme include unmarked
and marked. At another level, choices for Theme include experiential,
interpersonal, and textual. These chokes, adapted from Rothery (1990) are
set out in Figure 2.5 below.
The function of Transitivity, Mood and Theme choices in building
different kinds of meaning, according to the contexts of culture and
situation in which such meanings are realised, and their specific
lexicogrammatical referents are explained in some detail in Halliday
(1985).
Here, other important systems of Reference, Conjunction,
Number, and Tense are also explained. An understanding of these
systems was drawn upon in the analysis of the written texts collected i n
the study reported here. Together, patterned and recurring choices from
all of these systems, in response to certain configurations of register
elements, realise recognisable ways of "getting things done in language",
that is, genres. The place of genres in systemic functional theory is
discussed in the section that follows.
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Figure 2.5: The English Theme system (from Rothery, 1990: 282)
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(iv) Genres as social processes
The term 'genre' is not new, having been commonly used in the
examination of literature to refer to forms such as poems, novels, short
stories, and so on. However, in the field of systemic functional linguistic
theory, genre is regarded as a more far-reaching notion. Indeed, a genre is
defined within this field as a:
staged, goal oriented social process.

Most members of a given culture would

participate in dozens of these. Some Australian examples include: jokes, letters to
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the

editor,

job

applications,

lab

reports,

sermons,

medical

examinations,

appointment making, service encounters, anecdotes, weather reports, interviews,
and so on. Genres are referred to a social process because members of a culture
interact with each other to achieve them; as goal oriented because they have
evolved to get things done; and as staged because it usually takes more than one step
for participants to achieve their goals.
(Martin et al., 1987: 59)

There is some debate within the field as to how and why different genres
are called into being. Debate on this issue locates around the competing
explanations of Hasan (in Halliday and Hasan, 1985) on the one hand, and
Martin (1984, in press), Martin, Christie and Rothery (1987), Rothery (1990),
and Christie (1991) (see Kamler, 1990: 49-52 for some discussion of this
debate). Christie (1989) and Plum (1988) note that as yet, neither
explanation is entirely convincing as a clearly preferred account. In this
study, Martin's model of genre (1984) as the realisation of both context of
culture and context of situation has been adopted.
Irrespective of this issue, genres are accepted as "one of the purposive ways
of doing things in the culture" (Kamler, 1990: 52). Each genre is recognised
as encoding a particular social purpose, specific register values, a
distinctive pattern or ordering of beginning, middle, and ending stages,
and characteristic lexicogrammatical choices. Two broad categories of
genres are of particular interest in school contexts. These include the
family of factual genres and the family of narrative genres. Examples of
members of each set are shown in Figure 2.6 below.
this study, the written genres of Observation, Narrative, and Report
were of particular interest, with respect to setting up classroom contexts
designed to help children learn to master the structural, semantic, and
lexicogrammatical features of these genres, and assessment of children's
growth towards such mastery. Briefly, Observations and Narratives deal
with "particular or unique events in which specific participants are
involved" and include "interpersonal meanings which evaluate or give
significance to the events depicted" (Rothery, 1990: 165). The purpose
associated with these genres is to "entertain, even amuse, through the
In
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exploration of experience" (Rothery, 1990: 168). By comparison, Reports
serve to "organise information about things, typically by classifying or
decomposing them" (Martin, 1990: 100). A more detailed discussion of the
structural, semantic, and lexicogrammatical features of these genres is
provided in subsequent chapters of this report (see for example Chapter
section

5.1

5,

for a discussion of the genre of Observation; Chapter 6, section

6.1 for a discussion of the genre of Narrative; and Chapter 7, section 7.1 for
a discussion of the genre of Report).
Figure 2.6: System network for factual and

i e type genres (adap ted from Rothery,

narrat v

1990: 155)
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In most primary school contexts, children would typically be asked to
create instances of these genres as part of their ongoing curricular
experiences.

In a genre-based approach to teaching language in school

contexts, a deliberate and explicitly interventionist stance is adopted
towards helping children learn such genres, and thus, to learn to mean.
The focus of such an approach is not form, for the sake of form, or even
indeed at the expense of function. Rather, the focus is understanding that
the language system is intimately and intricately bound up in its infinite
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contexts of use, that form is inseparable from function.
Hasan and Martin, 1989: 65) argues,

As Painter ( i n

Wlderstanding of the relation between the linguistic system and contexts of use
provides a way of planning to develop language further.

It allows

us to

systematic in attempts to extend students by challenging them in respect of

be

one

particular contextual variable at a time, or with respect to whichever contextual

variable relates to the grammatical systems in which current problems have been
observed. At the very least, it allows us to have a means of assessing the difficulty

of new tasks and of clarifying for the learner all the contextual values he will need
to be clear about in order to perform any required task using language.

Implementation of such an approach requires an awareness at least of the
social nature of learning and of language, a view of language as a social
semiotic, and of the differences between spoken and written genres, as
they have for example been discussed here in this report. In the section
that follows, the specific parameters of a genre-based approach to the
teaching and learning of language are outlined.

2.5

Genre-based pedagogy

The development of genre-based programs of language and literacy
education is an emergent tradition in educational theory and practice.
Specifically, Hammond (1987: 164) defines a genre-based approach to
teaching language as being an approach deliberately and explicitly
"concerned with the context in which children write, the texts they
actually produce, and the linguistic system which underlies oral and
written texts". Kress (1982), Martin (1984, 1985a, 1985b), Rothery (1986,
1989), and Christie (1983, 1984, 1986, 1990) have been instrumental in the
development of the theory and practice of a genre-based approach to
teaching language in school contexts. The directions established by such
key figures have been succinctly yet comprehensively packaged for school
applications by Macken (1990), in association with the Literacy and
Education Research Network (LERN) and under the auspices of the
Disadvantaged Schools Program (DSP), Metropolitation East Region.
However, other sources of genre-based program models include Christie et
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(1990, 1991, in press), and
al.'s Language: A Resource for Meaning
Derewianka's Exploring How Texts Work (1990). More recently, a
particularly explicit and useful construction of genre-based pedagogy,
compared to progressive pedagogy, has been provided by Martin (in press).
In the discussion that follows, the conceptual underpinnings of current
constructions of a genre-based program are reviewed (section 2.5.1), the
key features of such a program are identified (section 2.5.2); and some of
the problematic dimensions of genre-based programs are considered
(section 2.5.3). In addition, the perceived strengths of a genre-based
approach to teaching language and literacy are considered (section 2.5.4);
and the particular claims of critical literacy theorists vis a vis genre
pedagogy are re-examined (section 2.5.5).
2.5.1: Conceptual underpinnings of a genre-based program
Most discussions of genre-based curricula treat language and literacy as
social phenomena (Halliday, 1978). In addition, such discussions recognise
that genre-based pedagogy derives from the systemic functional grammar
developed by Halliday (1985), and Martin's subsequent account of the
nature of text, context, and genre within a systemic linguistic tradition
(1985b, in press). As Christie (1992: 142-3) summarises,
a text is to be understood as functioning in a context, where context

at two levels: at the level of register, where field

s
i

said to operate

(social activity), tenor ( t h e

interpersonal relationships among people using language), and mode (the part
played by language in building communication) all

have

consequences for the

choices made in the linguistic system; and at the level of genre, where the social
purpose in using the language also has consequences for the linguistic choices made.
For any given instance of language use, a gerue is selected (be that

a report, a

narrative, a trade encounter, etc. ), and particular choices are made with respect to
field, tenor, and mode, all of which are in tum realised in language choices.

In this view, language is constructed as a social phenomenon "centrally
involved in the ways we build experience and reality" (Christie et al.,
1991: 4). It is a resource with which we make meanings. To use language
is to "engage in particular social practices in which we construct meanings
of various kinds, all of them having social significance in some way"
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(Christie et al., 1991: 4). Learning language and literacy thus involves
learning how to construct meanings, in particular social contexts. As
Christie (1991: 4) argues, learning to be literate involves learning
the written discourses, text types or genres of (various) socicultures, in order to
participate effectively in various contexts.

Learning language and literacy also

involves learning that these genres and text types, both spoken and written, are
"social phenomena, not God-given, not natural in some non-problematic way, but

constructed by people in social processes in order to achieve certain goals.

Even more critically, in terms of educational practice, learning to be
literate in school contexts is seen as an activity requiring "a great deal of
deliberate teacher intervention and guidance" (Christie, 1992: 145). It is
argued that this is especially the case for children whose horne
backgrounds do not predispose them to "pick up" much about written
English through strategies of immersion and free topic choice (Christie,
1992: 145). Such intervention and guidance includes building learners'
awareness of different ways of shaping and ordering reality, developing
their knowledge of the patterns of lexicograrnrnatical features associated
with different genres, and the facilitation of learners' skill in producing
instances of particular genres.
2.5.2: Key features of a genre-based program
Over time, a three-stage cycle of classroom activity has become formalised
as one of the central features of a genre-based program. This cycle includes
the:
(i) modelling and deconstruction of texts or genres;
(ii) joint construction of texts; and
(iii) provision of opportunities for independent text construction.
The sequencing of these stages is shown in Figure 2.7 below. In response
to criticisms regarding the overly formulaic nature of many applications of
genre-based pedagogy, Martin (in press) has identified an additional stage

87

teaching and learning in genre-based programs, namely: negotiation or
building up of Field-related knowledge.
Figure 2.7: The genre-based curriculum model (Rothery and Veel, 1992)
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Views of the learner, of the teacher, and of the activity of teaching and
learning embedded in a genre perspective have also been articulated by
Christie (1991: 19), and compared to those embedded in growth-oriented
models of language and literacy education (see Figure 2.8 below).
Figure 2.8: Relative views of the Ieamer, of the teacher, and of the activity of teaching
and learning (adapted from Christie, 1991: 19)

The growth-oriented model

The genre perspective

Leamer

Leamer

self as individual
individual growing and being self
expressive
individual achieving
independence in being self expressive

self as constructed in social processes
individual as apprentice in a culture
individual achieving independence in
being able to manipulate ways of
working valued in the culture

Teacher

Teacher

sympathetic adult
reactive to student needs
facilitator of student growth

expert
proactive in generating and sustaining
student interest
guide and one who intervenes to direct
student growth

Teaching-learning activity

Teaching-learning activity

focus on "process" as separable from
"product"
"process" as more important than
"product"
text choice as incidental to learning of
content
text choice as arbitrary or private, at the
whim of the individual text as
incidental to context

focus on "process" as inseparable from
"product"
"process" and "product" as mutually
dependent
text choice as central to learning of
content
text choice as non-arbitrary and
determined by social purpose
text and context as mutually dependent
and defining
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As Christie (1991: 19) explains, in a genre-based perspective the teacher is
constructed as:
primarily expert - that is, knowledgeable about areas of knowledge and how to
work with these areas.

Considerations of that expertise deterrninP the choices

made with respect to teaching.

Thus the teacher does not wait to react to the

students' perceived needs, although she will certainly acknowledge and work w i t h
them where it is productive to do so. On the contrary, she

courses for her students to pursue.

is

proactive, charting

She seeks to negotiate rewarding teaching

learning tasks with the students. She also sees herself however, as taking a major
role in generating student interest, and in leading students to understand in new and
demanding ways. She does these things because she is expert, and she thus sees
herself as standing in a particular role towards her students as apprentices in
learning.

In this respect, this approach to the teaching and learning of language,
particularly written language, constitutes a rejection of the "invisible
pedagogy" discussed by Bernstein (1990) and associated with a progressive
approach to language and literacy education. Genre theorists argue that
while progressive pedagogy "makes space for (non-mainstream students)
in school, (it) in no sense deconstructs or challenges the mainstream
discourses that have (such students) struggling for space in the first place"
(Martin, in press).
In

place of such a situation, genre theory and pedagogy represents a
demand that all students, regardless of gender, class, race, or age, be given
access to the ways discourses are construed in both speech and writing i n
school contexts.
Further, genre theory and pedagogy comprises a
commitment to ensuring that all students are taught how to construe such
discourses, as a result of their school experiences. To this end, and i n
demanding a movement away from the invisible pedagogy associated
with progressive approaches to language and literacy education, and
towards more explicit interactions with learners and texts, the genre
theorists align themselves with critical literacy approaches such as
articulated by Gee (1990, 1992); Luke (1990); and Baker and Freebody (1989).
Both groups, for example, argue that
once attention

is turned away from 'process', 'child-centred' or 'whole language'

notions of teaching/learning activities,

and back towards a view in which the

teacher plays a more central role, then the whole nature of teaching/learning
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activities is brought into a different focus. The Ieamer is seen as a social being,
learning the ways of knowing and operating in the world that

are valued in

different cultural contexts.
(Christie et al.,

1991: 21)

2.5.3 Problematic dimensions ofgenre-based pedagogy

Some critical literacy theorists argue that genre-based pedagogy is too
closely aligned to models of social and cultural reproduction (Gee, 1990;
1992). Indeed, a basic concern of the genre theorists, with respect to the
teaching of language and literacy in school contexts, has been the lack of
access of students to wider socio-political and cultural patterns under the
operation of progressive pedagogy. As Edwards and Mercer note (1987: 36),
the progressive movement has lost sight of the importance of cultural transmission.

What we need is an w1derstanding of education as a process in which children are
helped and guided into an active and creative participation in their own culture.

Academics, teacher educators, and teachers involved in the development
and application of genre-based pedagogy argue that they are indeed aiming
to guide "students to participate effectively and critically in their own
culture" through language and literacy education (Christie et al., 1991: 21).
They do argue, however, that this does not represent a return to "the
simple transmission of skills" (Christie et al., 1991: 21). Rather, it involves
a "stress on the teaching of students of powerful ways of handling
culturally significant texts, knowledges, and modes of critique" (Christie e t
al., 1991: 21). Genre theorists argue that they represent a much richer and
more intellectually satisfying view of English language and literacy than is
constructed in a traditional skills-based approach, in that they perceive
learning to be literate as learning to use texts in "new, varied and
challenging ways and contexts" (Christie et al., 1991: 24).
Unfortunately, many classroom applications of genre theory and pedagogy
using existing resources, do reveal a tendency to adopt a formulaic
approach to the teaching of written genres that is not unlike the
traditional skills-based model of teaching composition by modelling,
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demonstration, and guided practice. In fact, many publications devoted to
the explication of genre theory and pedagogical principles, including the
DSP, LERN, and HBJ materials, tend to create the impression that the
lexicogrammatical features of a genre are far more significant than the
social purposes and ideational and interpersonal functions they serve (see
later discussion, Chapter 8). Yet genre theory, and the teaching and
learning of language in school contexts, according to its pedagogical
implications, holds incredible potential for enabling individuals to master
and manipulate the key social and linguistic features of the world.
Perhaps its cause would be better served by giving more prominence to
ideological issues and stances in genre-based teaching materials.
In
particular, it may be advisable to include some of the more "conscious"
perspectives espoused and explored in critical literacy theory.
2.5.4 Particular strengths of genre-based pedagogy
Despite any other limitations, either philosopical or pedagogical, one of
the most significant contributions of a genre-based approach to language
and literacy education in school contexts has been in its recognition and
While
articulation of the differences between speech and writing.
recognising that using and learning both spoken and written language are
vital dimensions of the social world we inhabit, proponents of a genre
based approach also argue that learning to use written language, and
learning through written language, in school contexts do not appear to be
as easy or as successful an experience as learning and using spoken
language. They can demonstrate that this is due to the fact that written
language is both very different from speech; and is learned in social
contexts that are quite different from those that surround the learning of
spoken language (Halliday, 1985b).
In particular, genre theorists argue that the formal

contexts which
comprise schools and classrooms construct quite different patterns of
interaction and transaction between "novice" and "expert" compared to
those featured in many home situations. In addition, the time and
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opportunities to learn and use written language in school contexts is
neither intensive nor aimed at the construction of personally relevant sets
of meaning. These findings and assertions comprise a powerful and
persuasive challenge to the myth associated with the Whole Language
approach that learning to write is a natural phenomenon; and one that
can be facilitated simply by the provision of a warm and supportive
environment. Under the operation of such mythology, genre theorists
argue, learning written language has been a phenomenon fraught with
danger and difficulty, for many children in our schools.
In fact, as Martin and Rothery argued in their early reports of school
language and literacy education practices (1980; 1981), Australian schools
do not have a very good record in the matter of teaching children how to
write. In particular, they argue that the operation of progressive language
and literacy pedagogy has "actually made things worse for working class,
migrant, Aboriginal and other 'disadvantaged' children" (Martin, 1991: 5).
By comparison, genre-based pedagogy is presented as "an ideologically
committed form of social action" (Martin, 1991: 5), aimed at addressing
how discourses are framed in text structures, and at teaching children how
to create and to read such structures.
Genre-based pedagogy has certainly provided teachers with the
justification for taking up "teaching" roles with respect to the pursuit of
language and literacy development in school contexts. This is a vital
difference compared to its popular predecessor, a process approach to
writing, wherein "many children suffer(ed) from insufficient adult help in
making sense out of their rich environments" (Roberts, 1989: 90). In this
respect, genre-based pedagogy realises the notion that:
there must be provision for specific and conscious learning through the actual
teaching program that is invoked, so that children not only produce appropriate
language ... but are consciously aware of what they are doing in terms of language
(Roberts,

1989: 90)
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In raising this issue, Roberts dismisses the non-interventionist role
constructed for teachers in a process approach to teaching and learning
language as unreal, noting for example that
during a 'master class' in music the maestro does not hesitate to intervene during the
performance; he does not wait until it is complete before helping the student to
realise a better or more appropriate interpretation of the music. . .. By intervening
during the actual writing process, just as the maestro does in a master class, the
teacher can approximate to the role of interlocuter, and in doing so she can help
sustain production, prod the child's memory, and provide vocabulary; but more
importantly, she can help the child to develop discourse schemata - ie tht:! mental
structures that guide the writer in structuring and organising his composition.
Sustained help of this kind over a period of time can only be assumed to be
cumulative.
(Roberts, 1989: 217)

Roberts also draws attention to the established credibility of a genre-based
curriculum cycle in educational practice, noting that a precursor to this
cycle was articulated by Whitehead in the mid 1950's. In Whitehead's
construction the cycle comprised:
Stage One: preparation; introduction; and motivation
Stage Two: specific teaching, guidance, and the introduction of new or renewed
learning
Stage Three: provision for the use and practice of new material and for the
reinforcement of learning.
(Roberts, 1989: 276)

More importantly, however, genre-based pedagogy is currently one of the
very few options for addressing the matter of critical literacy teaching and
learning in school contexts. Indeed, it can be argued that genre-based
pedagogy is centrally concerned with the critical examination of beliefs and
practices that hold currency in society and which are encapsulated in the
language of both individuals, informal groups, and institutions. Like
other critical literacy theorists, advocates of genre-based pedagogy
emphasise the need for children to learn how and why language shapes
and constrains our understanding of the world.
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Some critical literacy theorists of the ilk of Gee (1990, 1992) and Luke (1990)
argue that genre theorists do not sufficiently address the matter of children
learning how to challenge and contest particular representations of the
world as they are realised in various texts. Gee and Luke argue that genre
based pedagogy ultimately operates to maintain hegemonic discourses i n
school curricula rather than exposing all texts as "intratextual sites for
struggle, rupture, inconsistency, and instability"(Corcoran, 1990: 71). To
this end, critical literacy theorists such as Gee and Luke demand that
classroom practice be shaped according to the following assertions:
1. that any text is inevitably a social construct, produced out of and containing a
number of competing discourses.
2. that all texts contain gaps and contradictions which, when isolated, reveal t h a t
certain interests are sustained and legitimated, while others are silenced or
marginalised.
3. that the teacher's obligation is to provide all students with opporhmihes to
interrogate the discourse and language ideologies in a range of texts and reading
materials.
4. that there are ways and means to provide students with the ability to contest and
resist dominant discourses.
(Corcoran, 1990: 71)

Unfortunately, like many other discussions of the pedagogical
implications of critical literacy theory, this level of discussion fails to
include a description of what those ways and means are. By comparison,
genre theory and pedagogy do currently provide such direction, at least at a
potential level. All critical literacy theorists, including genre theorists,
support the operation of pedagogies that enable learners to identify,
interpret, produce, and challenge discourse structures. To this end, such
theorists are openly anti-progressive; they support the positioning of
children as neophytes requiring framing through social interaction and
the positioning embedded in such interaction; and they support moves
towards the integration of subject matter knowledge, certainly at early
levels of education, in order to compare the positioning embedded i n
various discourses, and the multiplicity of experience and identity that is
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framed through both complementary and conflicting discourse. Clearly,
in this respect, critical literacy theorists support curriculum development
approaches that frame teachers and children as critics of curricula and
content.
As a dimension of the critical literacy movement, genre-based pedagogy
offers teachers and their students the potential to address and master the
social, political, intellectual, and communicative demands of "being
literate" in the worlds of the twenty-first century. This is shaped in ways
that a romantically progressive tradition in the teaching and learning of
language and literacy does not and could never hope to realise. However,
there are a number of ideas and practices associated with recent
constructions of such a tradition that could continue to valuably inform
classroom practice, especially with respect to the teaching of language and
literacy in the early school years. These and other issues related to a
progressive tradition in education are discussed in the section that follows.

2.6

The

tradition of p rogres sive pedagogy - modern expressions and

current developments

Much of the history of school-based language and literacy education in the
Australian context, at least until the late 1960's and early 1970's, was
located in modernist constructions of language, learning, and teaching. In
the main, curriculum provisions - referred to commonly as a traditional
approach - were characterised by compartmentalisation, segmentation, a
skills orientation, and relatively limited expectations regarding language
and literacy outcomes (see for example Cope, 1986). Within such an
approach, it was argued that children had to learn sounds of letters before
they could read, and they had to be able to write words before they could
write sentences.
Expressions of a progressive tradition in the modern world had challenged
such an approach (see for example the work of Dewey, 1899, 1902, 1915,

96

1916; Pestalozzi, 1969; and Rousseau, 1762/1956). However, it was not
until the Plowden Report (1967) that this challenge represented a serious
threat to a traditional approach to teaching and learning in schools
throughout the Western world. This report lauded the practices
developed in postwar English classrooms, mainly in infant schools, and
the grounding of educational practice in Piagetian constructions of
learning and development. Over the next two decades, the cries of
childcentredness, education of the whole child, discovery learning, and
play as child's work echoed through every corner and corridor of the
educational world.
In

the 1970's, Australian primary school educators embraced progressive
philosophy and pedagogy, particularly with respect to language and
literacy education. Firstly, there was the move to open or informal
approaches to education, modelled largely on the recommendations of the
Plowden Report, and supported by appropriately open styles of school
architecture (Iles, J, 1979). Small-group teaching, co-operative learning,
individual projects, and integrated themes or topics of interest began to
dominate the work of primary classes around the nation. This laid the
ground for a positive reception of American-based initiatives i n
progressive pedagogy: firstly, Graves' (1983) process approach to writing;
then, a conference approach to reading and writing; and finally, Whole
Language and the associated "natural learning" theory promoted first by
Ken and Yetta Goodman (1979) in the United States and then by
Cambourne (1984) in Australia in the early 1980's.
Indeed, the American expressions of progressive education - process
writing, and Whole Language - "took off" across Australia, in ways that
were never experienced in any other educational setting in the Western
world. This period of classroom practice represented a major paradigm
shift by teachers from a skills orientation to a wholistic view of language
(Kamler, 1990). The overall shift towards progressivism, within which the
process writing approach and the Whole Language movement must be
located, was described by Martin (1991: 4) as follows:
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by the early 80's a network of progressive educators controlled curriculum across the
board in infants and primary school (Years K-6), controlled humanities and social
science curriculum in junior secondary school (Years 7-10), and had penetrated into
the English curriculum at senior secondary levels (Years 11 and 12).
(Martin, 1991: 4)

The nature of these modern expressions of a progressive tradition i n
education is extensively described in Clay (1975), Walshe (1977, 1981a,
1981b), Turbill (1982, 1983), Calkins (1983), Graves (1983), Smith (1983, 1984,
1988), Butler and Turbill (1984), Hill (1984), Goodman (1986), Parry and
Hornsby (1985), Hornsby, Sukarna and Parry (1986), Watson, Burke, and
Harste (1989), Brown and Mathie (1990), and Furniss and Green (1991a,
1991b). Such works have been central in supporting classroom teachers,
and indeed State and Territory educational systems, in their move forward
from eighteenth century models of language and literacy education.
Whatever concerns we may have now, the rise of progressive pedagogy as
a dominant educational paradigm in Australia during the 1970's and
through into the 1980's was a positive sociohistorical phenomenon. For
example, for many young children, language lessons in school became, for
the first time, real and satisfying. Many children were spared the
frustrations and failures associated with more skills-oriented
methodologies. As a result, for example, many teachers, particularly i n
early primary school classes, marvelled a t how quickly each new intake of
children began to write with flair and confidence. In a very short space of
time, the new approach to writing was nibbling away at more traditional
approaches to teaching reading. Professional associations and individual
researchers and academics supported the movement, and a revolution i n
language education was underway.
The writing process movement, as a modern expression of progressive
pedagogy, was indeed hailed as a revolution in the teaching and learning
of language and literacy. However, despite its many benefits, for teachers
and learners alike, the movement did not achieve its hoped-for goals.
Children were certainly freed from the tyranny of segmented and
rationally paced learning sequences, but this was soon replaced with a new
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tyranny - that of responsibility for their own language development,
particularly in the area of written language. Teachers withdrew their
knowledge and expertise from learners, adopting the passive and
responsive role outlined in the literature and workshops on conferencing
(see for example Calkins, 1983; and Graves, 1983). As Walshe (1991:126)
expressed it, "at its core the conference approach is concerned to produce a
self-reliant learner, one who does not depend on teacher direction".
Teachers thus provided opportunities for daily writing, for pre-writing
talk, and for editing and publishing conferences. However, they did not
provide any explicit models or guidelines as to how written texts are
created in our culture, and nor did they provide any directive feedback on
how well young writers were mastering the text forms of their culture. In
essence, language education of the time provided a perfect example of the
old adage of throwing the baby out with the bathwater.
Many young writers, and talented or well-informed older writers, did
flourish in process-writing classrooms. However, many children also
experienced a continuous process of de-skilling, becoming reluctant
writers in the middle and upper primary school, or continuing to churn
out the well-worn personal narratives or soap-opera narrative text
structures that they had heard, read, or saw nightly on television. In the
main, the advent of the process-writing movement led to the absence of
challenges and support to experiment with and learn a wide range of text
structures. Over time, many teachers began to recognise the drawbacks of
a non-interventionist role in children's language development.
Gradually, the literature began to include discussions on modelling and
demonstrating different kinds of texts, on the importance of providing
language learners with a wide range of written texts to explore and discuss,
on the need to help learners unlock the 'top-level' structures of written
materials they were asked to read. Similarly, descriptions of and
commentaries on Whole Language classrooms began to broaden their base
(see for example Cambourne's 1988 monograph, The Whole Story).
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The critical issue in these developments, as Cope (1986) establishes, is that
progressive educational movements such as writing process and Whole
Language do not necessarily help children of different class, sex, or
ethnicity succeed in either school or out-of-school contexts. Rather, as
Cope argues (1986: 16), the weakness of progressive ideology, especially as
expressed in process-writing and Whole Language, lies in its tendency
to find individuals in socially constructed circumstances and hold up a mirror for
self-acceptance and feelings of success, even if real social outcomes resulting from
relative lack of 'ability' do not destine that individual to social success.
(Progressive) educators are not so much concerned with equality of humm
possibilities. They don't presume to set a goal like self-transformation for the self
realisation of what is yet only individual potential. Rather, finding individuals
in circumstances which have produced 'difference' (the nice word) which are often
also relations of inequality (the nasty reality), they call everything success, with a
smile. The formative circumstances are falsely called the individual's own nature,
and real individuality as the self-realisation of potential, a beyond-ness, is lost as
an ideal.
In the name of progressivism, the circumstances into which the
individual happens to be born and in which they spend their childhood, are simply
reproduced, and the individual remains ro individual, but a product of
circumstance.

Growing awareness of the limitations of process writing and Whole
Language as coherent and comprehensive pedagogical choices is now
evident at all levels of the educational community. Most significantly,
most State, Territory, and Commonwealth education authorities, for both
the public and private sectors of schooling, have moved to revise their
agenda for language and literacy education at all levels of the school
system. Wide-reaching processes of curriculum review and revision have
been put in place, and have included a consideration of the theoretical
perspectives on which school curricula are derived.
Increasingly, there is evidence of a movement towards a social
construction of language and literacy in Australian educational contexts.
The new and revised policy and curriculum documents issued by State
and Territory Education Departments address this construction of
language and literacy, albeit to varying degress. Similarly, the various
publications of professional associations in Australia, such as the Primary
English Teachers' Association (PETA), and the Australian Reading
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Association (ARA) are beginning to feature many articles and
monographs devoted to the explication of a social perspective on language
and literacy learning. In addition, issues of access and equity, especially
with respect to gender, class and ethnicity, are being revisited i n
Australian education. Such issues have not been successfully addressed i n
previous decades of educational practice, despite the initially expressed
claims of so called innovative methodologies and curriculum design
implemented since the 1970's. This is particularly evident in the field of
language learning in school contexts: children from many dimensions of
the wider community are simply missing out on critical learning in their
school experiences, at a time when neither they as individuals, or we as a
nation can afford such gaps in their achievement of literacy (Aitken, 1991).
Previous approaches to language and literacy education have certainly left
us with a legacy of underachievement in school contexts. For example,
Martin and Rothery's studies of the writing of children in primary school
contexts during the 1980's indicated that the range of genres learned was
actually quite limited, and that the genres actually learned were not
necessarily learned well (1981). It is argued that, under the impetus of
more explicit attention to the range and nature of genres in our various
social worlds, such an outcome of the schooling process is changing, and
that children are learning to control many more written genres to greater
degrees of competency. This change appears especially marked in contexts
where the limitations of earlier approaches to the teaching of writing i n
schools are recognised, and where increased professional dialogue
regarding the nature of a genre-based approach to the teaching of writing is
occurring. Certainly, the work being published by genre theorists and
practitioners and other professional associations within Australia (eg.
PETA, ARA) indicates a growing commitment to teaching children how to
generate and control various written genres, by deliberately and
consistently involving them in the contexts which give rise to specific
written genres, and by providing support mechanisms similar to those
found in natural learning situations associated with the learning of
spoken genres.
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This mood of review and questioning, and of commitment to social
perspectives on language and learning, is resulting in an increased
acceptance of a genre-based approach to language and literacy education i n
school

contexts,

at least with respect to the learning

of writing.

Unfortunately, this acceptance does not always appear to embrace anything
more than the very surface features of a genre-based approach to teaching
and learning. As recently noted by Professor Courtney Cazden (address to
education students, NTU, August 1991), many instances of genre-based
teaching appear to be resulting in rather

limited

development

of

children's writing abilities. This is the result o f ineffectual and inadequate
implementation of genre theory rather than a limitation of the theory
itself. In the main, this appears to result from a superficial understanding
of the role of language and language learning on the part of teachers as
they go about planning

and implementing

curricula, and of their

understanding of the nature of genre-based teaching and learning
programs.
This does not necessarily mean abandoning all of our past practices. For
example, in reviewing LINC projects in Merseyside and Oxfordshire,
Cazden notes the tendency towards "going on beyond process", to combine
"the philosophy of language pedagogy of Britton and the Bullock Report
with closer attention to language forms at all levels of text structure"
(1992b: 2).

In this review, Cazden asks us to consider what knowledge

about language is suitable for inclusion in pedagogy that goes beyond
process. She offers Halliday's systemic functional grammar, noting that
his "emphasis on meaning in a functional model of language, and his top
down analytical sequence from larger text units (genres) to smaller
(sentence syntax, spelling, etc)

seems right for applied work" (Cazden,

1992b: 3). Further she notes that "Bernstein warned us twenty years ago
about the limitations of implicit pedagogy for students who have not
grown up with the particular forms of literacy expected in school"
(Cazden, 1992b: 7).
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More recently, Cazden has explored the whole issue of going on beyond
process in her recent publication, Whole

Language Plus (1992a).

This

represents a revisiting of a number of her earlier essays on the nature of a
Whole Language approach.

In her additional commentaries on these

essays, Cazden proposes that the critical debate in language education
circles is now less about process versus genre, and more about implicit
versus explicit pedagogy for language and literacy instruction.

She talks,

for example, of maintaining the main track or pathway of the Whole
Language approach to teaching and learning, but also of including more
"instructional detours" along the way (1992a: 13). There is much in this
most recent work to commend it.

However, even within this broad

reconceptualisation, her work retains much of the romanticism and
individualism

of earlier expressions of progressive pedagogy.

comparison, another Whole

By

Language proponent, Edelsky, wants to

reframe Whole Language as a philosophy and a pedagogy grounded i n
social constructions of language, of learning, and of teaching (1991).

A

discussion of Edelsky's view is provided in the section that follows.

2.7 Whole Language: a pedagogy for literacy and justice

Edelsky and others argue that since life today is significantly different from
life two decades ago, there can be little justification for a continuing
allegiance to post-Plowden models

of educational philosophy

and

pedagogy. Specifically, Edelsky argues that we cannot afford to ignore the
"temper of the times" (1991: 2), that we must move forward into a n
increasingly postmodern world equipped with at least a stance that will
help us to help our students learn to live in such a world. This stance will
need to have the capacity to reveal that:
societies are l..Uljust and unequally structured; that the texts, voices and interests of
the dominant drown out those of the subordinate; that while educational practices
along with their built-in assumptions reproduce social heirarc�ies, schools a�e also
.
sites for challenging those hierarchies; that change reqwres the buildmg of
collective identities.
(Edelsky, 1991: 2)
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Edelsky argues further that such a stance must be one that recognises
language as a central force in the construction of the social worlds we
inhabit, that sees language use and learning as central to the phenomenon
of being, that accepts language as a social semiotic which is intricately
implicated in the processes of meaning.

Edelsky argues that Whole

Language can offer such a stance (1991: 97).
It is perhaps trite but nonetheless important to note that Edelsky's view o f
Whole Language is significantly different from other constructions o f
Whole Language, including those popular among Australian proponents
of the methodology, for example Cambourne (1988); Brown and Mathie
(1990); Goodman, Hood, and Goodman (1991); and Weaver (1990). In the
first instance, Edelsky's construction of Whole Language - both in terms of
a philosophy of education and a set of practices so derived - is based on the
recognition of schooling as a both a political and an educational agenda
(1991: 28). Such recognition directly challenges the tendency among both
teachers and teacher educators to construct Whole Language around the
creation of warm, caring, facilitative environments in which children feel
"safe" to express their

personal experiences, interests, and feelings.

Instead, Edelsky (1991: 136) demands that we do indeed consider W h o l e
Language classrooms a s sites where:
students' questions, perceptions, histories,

background knowledge, and preferred

ways of making and expressing sense (their

primary

discourse) are used and

respected. But we are suggesting going beyond merely using these as vehicles for t h e
study of something else, to making the study o f the various discourses themselves
into a ·science of language' curriculum. ... We join Gee
school should enable children to investigate

(1987)

in proposing that the

and critique their

primary and

secondary discourses, including dominant discourse. This extension of language-as
tool to language-as-topic would be an innovation.

In this respect, Edelsky demands that we reconsider the central focus of
Whole Language - its focus on the wholeness of language, as it is used and
learned in real contexts of use, and on the use of language to construct
meaning in those contexts. Whole Language has become associated with a
view of language as the expression of personal voice, in the tradition of
Dixon (1967), Rosen (1972; 1975), Rosen and Rosen (1973), and Britton
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(1975). This i s despite the fact that Goodman's original work in support o f
the "real" and "holistic" experiences of language and literacy learning that
carne to be called the Whole

Language movement

was significantly

influenced by Halliday's view of language as a resource for meaning that is
both developed and learned in contexts of use (Goodman, "What Whole
Language takes from Michael Halliday", paper presented at the Australian
Reading Association Conference, Melbourne, July, 1993).
Arguing in a similar vein, Edelsky's view is that the movement has been
and should continue to be predicated on certain key assumptions.

These

include the notions that learning is a phenomenon which goes beyond
"subject-matter" boundaries; occurs most effectively and extensively i n
contexts of use, where purpose and meaning are clear, relevant, and
personally satisfying; and involves active construction and reconstruction
on the part of learners in the presence and activity of challenging and
stimulating environmental features including the presence and activity of
"more expert" adults and peers. Construed in this way, Whole Language
must be seen to represent a more critical and empowering option for
language and literacy education than a traditional model "premised o n
separate skills curricula and instruction, heirarchies, and single traditions"
(Edelsky, 1991: 168).

The building of such a pedagogical imperative i s

made possible by a continuing commitment to a n integrated approach to
curriculum planning, as it is discussed in the section that follows.

2.8 An integrated approach to curriculum organisation

The centrality of language in learning and the wholeness of language and
literacy learning are twin pillars in a Whole Language approach, whether
it is romantically or socially constructed.
significance

of

"whole"

or

Recognition of the value and

"integrated"

learning

experiences

was

evidenced in classroom practice long before the phenomenon of W h o l e
Language captured our collective attention.

For example, i t was a

'
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particularly strong feature of post-Plowden practice in Britain, especially i n
infant and primary schools. As Christie (1990: 249) has noted,
the new approaches to education of the 60's and 70's held that the best programs of
learning were those which integrated learning experiences as much as possible, and
which developed out of the learner's perceived need and interests, concentrating
upon the processes through which the children become good enquiring learners.

The antecedents of these views of learning and the learner can be traced
back to the writings of Dewey (1896, 1899, 1915, 1916). Outside the context
of Whole Language such views are commonly referred to as an integrated
approach to the design and development of curricula in school contexts.
This approach is based on three major beliefs about learning, language,
and the construction of knowledge. Briefly, these include the notions that
children are constructive learners, that language is a major resource for
building and communicating meaning, and that knowledge is subjectively
constructed in the minds of individuals, rather than existing as a n
absolute phenomenon (Pappas, Kiefer, and Levstick, 1990). This approach
has been formalised as a major approach to curriculum design and
development in the Integrated Day Approach (see Weber, 1971) and Open
or Informal Education (see Kohl, 1967, 1969, Silberman, 1970, 1973, Barth,
1972, Bremer and Bremer, 1972, Nyquist, 1972, Blitz, 1973), as well as the
Whole

Language movement

(see Goodman, 1986, Cambourne, 1988,

Hood, 1989, Milz and Clyde, 1990, Weaver, 1990, Goodman, Hood, and
Goodman, 1991). It has also been particularly evident in the educational
thought and practice of early educational settings, including nursery and
preschool education, and junior primary schools (Arthur, et al., 1993, Katz
and Chard, 1989).
Adopting an integrated approach to curriculum design and development
involves developing connections between bodies of knowledge or fields of
experience.

This

has

most

usually

been

achieved

through

the

development and articulation of conceptual schema, in the tradition o f
Piagetian constructions of knowledge and learning (1926; 1969a; 1969b; and
1975) and the language which realises such schema (Johnson and Pearson,
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1984). As Pappas, Keifer, and Levstik note (1990: 30-31), under this view of
learning and language:
children's existing conceptual schemas provide them with the clues to the meanings
of wordings used by others in various contexts, and the language that children
experience in a range of contexts leads to the modification and restructuring of their
schemas.

Much of the work of Piaget regarding the development of schemas, and
the role of language in such development, is being reconsidered in the
light of more interactional and interindividual constructions of learning
and language (Donaldson, 1978, Bruner, 1986). This is directed mostly at
the construction of learning as an internal phenomenon,

and the

construction of language as a resource for communicating

thought

(Donaldson, 1978, Bruner, 1986). The social interactional perspective o n
language

and

learning

appears to

be rapidly

constructions such as described above.

replacing

Piagetian

What remains however,

as

apparently useful and workable constructions of reality, are the notions of
schema and semantic domains, and the importance of developing the
same in contexts that are real and meaningful.
An integrated approach to the design and development of curricula
possesses one centrally critical feature. As Pappas, Keifer, and Levstik note
(1990: 32-33), this feature concerns planning for:
real, authentic language use in the classroom because that is how children learn
language before they enter school. It requires that the classroom provide many
opportunities for children to use language for a range of purposes. Children should
participate in a broad range of experiences ... to help them develop the sustained
and deliberate attention to particular topics across the curriculum that makes
systematic learning possible. In this view, listening, speaking, reading, and writing
are the tools and means to support such learning, not ends in and of themselves.
Speaking, listening, reading, and writing are integrated because they are
integrated in real language in use.

Further, speaking, listening, reading, and writing need to be about
something: they are not phenomena or activities removed from the
business of living and learning.

Adopting an integrated approach to

curriculum development contextualises language use and learning, i n
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that fields of knowledge and experience other than language as a
phenomenon in its own right are available as both contexts for and
requiring language use. Ideally, these fields of knowledge and experience
should be those that are relevant to and valued in social and cultural
contexts wider than those of school learning.
Contemporary expressions of an integrated approach to curriculum design
and development include the Language across the Curriculum movement
and the Whole Language movement. In addition, aspects of an integrated
approach to curriculum design and development can be seen in the
Concentrated Language Encounter methodology developed by Gray and
others at Traeger Park (Gray, 1987).

Especially relevant here are the

notions that learning, especially language learning, should take place i n
contexts of use that are marked by both personal and social relevance, and
that teaching and learning experiences should realise interrelationships
between ways of knowing and representing the world.
Clearly, an integrated approach to developing curricula also involves
adopting

a

child-

rather

than

subject-centredness,

acceptance

of

approximations of adult or mature forms of behaviour, employment of
collaborative and co-operative teaching and learning modes, and the
development

of inquiry-based approaches to teaching and

(Pappas, Keifer, and Levstik, 1990, Chapter 2).

learning

The development o f

independence, initiative and problem-solving abilities are seen a s key
outcomes of participation in such curricula, and adults are regarded as
important models of behaviour (Pappas, Keifer, and Levstik, 1990, Chapter
2).

Typical organisational frames for the development of integrated

curricula are themes or topics of interest, and children are usually given
significant roles in negotiating the content of these themes or topics
(Pappas, Keifer, and Levstik, 1990, Chapter 2). Of the many educational
developments and practices of the twentieth century, an integrated
approach to curriculum organisation is perhaps one of the most enduring.
No doubt, it will probably outlive current trends in educational practice,
and remain a viable curriculum option well into the twenty-first century.
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In the section that follows, one of the bastions of an integrated approach to

curriculum design and development is discussed.

2.9 Early childhood education: the received tradition

The case study reported here concerns one instance of early education.
Professionally, the teacher I researcher identified

herself as an early

childhood educator, and indeed, located herself within the tradition of
'early childhood' education, both philosophically and pedagogically. The
term early childhood education is variously applied to educational and
care provisions for young children aged from birth to eight years.

The

most commonly occurring of these provisions include preschools, day care
centres, nursery schools, playgroups, prekindergartens, kindergartens, and
infant, primary or elementary schools.

The use and specification of the

term varies most significantly according to geographic and cultural
location. For example, as Katz and Chard (1989:

xiii)

note:

In several parts of North America, the term may encompass children from birth to
six, three to six, birth to eight, or four to eight years. In Britain, the age span we
address (four to eight years) is usually referred to as the early years. Furthermore,
the term infant education, as used in Britain for five- to seven-year olds, has
completely different meaning in most of North America, where infancy refers to
babies.

The term preschool covers different age groups in some countries, as well as among
them. In Britain, children in preschool are often referred to as under fives, or even
rising fives. At the present time in Britain, more four year olds are being included in
regular infant or primary schools in so-called reception classes. Some English
speaking countries imply different ages by the term kindergarten: in some,
kindergarten is a translation for day care centres serving children from three to six
years of age; in others, it is a small school for children from four to six years. The
category school years also encompasses different age groups around the world
depending on the age at which school attendance becomes compulsory.

Katz and Chard further specify that they use the term

'preschool

education' to refer to programs which serve children of four and five years
of age, and the term 'the school years' for those which serve five-to-eight
year olds. Similar terminology is used in the study reported here, except
that the term 'early school years' is used, in order to distinguish
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provisions for five-to-eight year olds from the rest of the primary school
setting.
The field of early childhood education, discussed briefly below, has a long
history of its own (see Braun and Edwards, 1972, Evans, 1975, Read and
Patterson, 1980). However, in the twentieth century, early education has
been regarded as a critically significant site for the expression of a
progressive tradition in education as discussed above.

For example, the

themes of childcentredness, education of the whole child, play, and
discovery learning referenced in the Plowden Report (1967) can be directly
traced to the fertile ground of previous developments in early educational
provisions, including the work of Froebel (1826, and as collected i n
Fletcherand Welton, 1912), Margaret and Rachel Macmillan (1919), and
Montessori (1914, 1965a, 1965b, 1967).

However, they were also clearly

evident in post-war nursery programs and infant classes in Britain, and
kindergarten or preschool programs in the United States and Australia
(Arthur, et a/., 1993, Katz and Chard, 1989).
directed at the primary education sector.
recommendations

confirmed

the

The Plowden report was
However, its findings and

validity

of

these

themes

and

orientations as key pillars in the policy and practice of early childhood
education.
nature

In addition, the Report supported a Piagetian view of the

of children

as active

learners

who

construct

their

own

understandings of the world according to internally driven and changing
patterns of intellectual functioning. This confirmed a pre-existing view o f
the early childhood teacher a s a nurturer of children's development, one
who provided the best conditions in which children could follow their
natural pathways of growth.
These views and the practices that derive from them are strongly evident
in early educational practice today. In fact, the strength and consistency of
these views and the practices amount to a received tradition of early
childhood education. This tradition has withstood challenges from more
directive or specifically oriented expressions of early childhood education
such as Bereiter and Engleman's DISTAR program for disadvantaged
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preschoolers in the United States (1966) and Weikert's

cognitively

oriented High Scope program for preschoolers (in Kamii, 1971) developed
in Ypsilanti, Michigan.

Currently, the practices associated with a genre

based approach to teaching and learning are regarded as yet another
challenge to the hegemony of this tradition of early childhood �ducation.
In its contemporary form, this facilitative or nurturing tradition of early

childhood education is designated as developmentally appropriate practice
for young children (Arthur et al., 1993).

The parameters of this

construction reiterate the long and vital commitment to childcentredness
within the field of early childhood education, and more recently to
Piagetian constructions of the child as active learner (1952, 1954, 1957, 1960,
1967, 1967, 1969).

In

contemporary settings, this approach to early

education and care involves

the building of "a carefully planned

curriculum based on and matching the developmental needs of young
children" (Ebbeck, 1991: 33). The approach features the use of play as a
central learning mode and the construction of a facilitative teacher role i n
such play and learning (Ebbeck, 1991: 34). The principles of this approach
were formalised and approved by the American National Association for
the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) in April 1986. As summarised
by Ebbeck (1991: 34-35), these principles include:
(i) the need for attention to both age and individual appropriateness in planning
experiences for young children;

(ii) the need to consider all areas of a child's development in planning curricula;
(iii) the key role to be played by teacher observations of young children's
behaviour in curriculum decision making in early educational contexts;
(iv) the structuring of learning environments to allow for interactive modes of
learning;
(v) the use of real, concrete, and relevant learning materials and activities in early

educational settings;
(vi) provisions for exceptionality,

in

terms of both interests and skills;

(vi) the provision of a variety of materials and activities for young children, a t
increasing levels of difficulty, complexity, and challenge;
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(vii) the provision of opportunities for children to choose and negotiate their
learning activities within supportive and challenging contexts;
(viii) the use of multicultural and non-sexist experiences, materials, and equipment

in learning activities;

(ix) the inclusion of both rest and active movement experiences in a program day,
for all children in the early childhood age range; and
(x) the provision of outdoor experiences for children of all ages.

The NAEYC's policy document regarding developmentally appropriate
practice in

early educational

settings does not encode a new

or

revolutionary approach to early education and care. A s it was published
in Young Children, September 1986, the document established what was
considered by the profession of early educators and researchers to be good
early childhood curriculum practice.

As such, it was offered as a n

approved and uncontested framework for curriculum

planning and

decisionmaking in early educational contexts. From this framework, the
NAEYC, other official or professional bodies, and individual

early

childhood teachers are expected to derive "more succinct statements of
appropriate practice in specific settings" (Young Children, September, 1986:
3). The NAEYC document also included broad statements on appropriate
learning activities for infants and toddlers; three-, four- and five-year olds;
and six-, seven-, and eight-year olds (1986). Referring to the latter group,
the NAEYC statement noted that:
Six year olds are active and demonstrate considerable verbal ability; they are
becoming interested in games and rules and develop concepts and problem-solving
skills from these experiences. Most six year olds and many seven year olds may be
more mature mentally than physically.
Therefore, hands-on activity and
experimentation is more appropriate for this age group than fatiguing mechanical
seatwork.
Seven year olds seem to need time to catch up and practice with many newly
acquired physical and cognitive skills. They become increasingly able to reason, to
listen to others, and to show social give-and-take.
Eight year olds combine great curiosity with increased �ocial interest. Now t � e y
_
are able to learn about other, more distant peoples. During fust,
second, and thnd
grade, children can learn from the symbolic experiences of reading books and
.
.
listening to stories: however, their understand�g of what �ey read. 1s based en
their ability to relate the written word to their own expenence. Pnmary grade
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children also learn to communicate through written language, dictating or writing
stories about their own experiences or fantasies.
The same is true of the
development of number concepts. Children's mathematical concepts develop from
their own thinking during games and real-life
experiences that involve
quantification, such as cooking or carpentry.
(Editorial,

Teaching

Young Children, 1986: 9)

within

developmentally

a

program

appropriate

committed
practice

to

requires

the

principles

both

a

of

sound

understanding of the patterns of child growth and development and the
ability to use this understanding to plan for individual children. Indeed,
this ability to match planning to the development of individual is
critically implicated in building such programs. The aim is to create "well
balanced, stimulating environments" which focus on the exploration of
children's interests and their self-initiated and self-paced activity (Ebbeck,
1991: 27) Following models of organisation developed in Britain, such
programs usually feature an integrated day approach to timetabling and
vertical grouping of children (Ebbeck, 1991: 28). Above all, it seems,
effective use of resources, both hwnan and material, is an important indicator of a
high quality program for young children. The way that we organise resources can
either result in environments that help us to meet our goals for the program and for
individual children, or in environments that work against us achieving these goals.
Environments can enable the adults in the setting to fulfil our roles with as l i t t l e
stress as possible, or they can add to our stress. From the child's perspective,
environments can be places where they are able to explore and develop at their own
pace and engage in interactions with people and objects: or places where they are

rushed, or in Elkind's term 'hurried' (1981) from one routine or experience to t h e
next, and from one developmental stage to the next.
(Arthur,

et al., 1993: 169)

Early education programs generated in accordance with the principles of
developmentally appropriate practice can encompass "a purposeful rigor
with the accent on extending children intellectually" (Dowling, 1988: 22).
However, the role constructed for adults within such a program must be
considered as problematic, particularly in the light of a Vygotskian
construction of the nature of learning, and thus, of intellectual growth and
development (see discussion section 2.3). Increasingly, curriculum design
and development that does not take a social view of learning and
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language development

into account, particularly

during

early

the

childhood years, must be viewed as a very limited if not professionally
unsound option. In the study reported here, a conscious and deliberate
attempt was made to incorporate just such a view into the curriculum
design and development

process, without

surrendering

a level

of

continuing commitment to notions of childcentredness, education of the
whole child, discovery learning and play as children's work.

2.10

Summary and review

In this chapter, a number

of theories, traditions, and positions that

critically informed the study reported here have been discussed.
example,

in

For

designing the study, reference was made to various

perspectives on qualitative research methodology, and its particular
application through the development of action research projects and case
studies of educational issues and problems. In designing and developing
the curriculum contexts featured in the study, several traditions and
theories of language, learning, and education were drawn upon.

In the

first instance, these included accounts of the theory and practice of
curriculum design and development in educational contexts (Print, 1987).
Then,

these traditions and theories included a social interactional

perspective on language and learning, in the tradition of Vygotsky (1962,
1978, and 1986), Bruner (1986), and Halliday (1975); and the related fields of

register and genre theory as developed by Martin (1986) and systemic
linguistics as developed by Halliday (1985).
The application of these fields in the development of genre-based writing
pedagogy in school contexts, as provided by Hammond (1986), Rothery
(1989), Derewianka (1990), Macken (1990), and Christie et al., (1990, 1991, i n

press) was also extensively drawn upon in the study.

In addition, the

curriculum contexts developed in the study were influenced by and reflect
progressive constructions of education, including the British-inspired
Infant Method and Integrated Day movements of the 1950's and 1960's
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(Weber, 1971), the American-born process writing movement popular i n
the later 1970's and early 1980's (Graves, 1981); the grass roots Whole
Language movement as theorised by Cambourne (1984) in Australia and
Goodman (1986) in the United States; and more recent constructions of the
Whole Language Movement, as proposed by Edelsky (1991) and Cazden
(1992a). Similarly, the shaping of curriculum contexts within the study
was also influenced by professional constructions of what constitutes
appropriate planning and teaching practices in early educational settings
(Ebbeck, 1991; and Hendrik, 1991).
By way of a summative review of the import of these various sources, the
nature of the study as an instance of curriculum design and development
needs to be reiterated. Such activity actually hinges on the image of the
child or learner held as a central construct in the curriculum design
process.

This image has significant consequences for the levels of

decision-making

that

occur

within

the

curriculum

design

and

development process. The image of the child held in this study was that
of an active, curious, and enthusiastic being, and one who was constantly
seeking, participating, and reflecting on her interactions with the world
around her.

However, this active searching child was not perceived as

being engaged in a lone voyage of discovery. Rather, she was constructed
as a social being, needing, valuing, and learning from critical and
extensive interactions with others in a range of situational and cultural
contexts.
Language was then constructed as a central resource for making such
interactions possible, and for constructing and reconstructing the worlds
realised in these interactions.

The teacher was constructed as a central

player in classroom-based interactions, both in terms of the creation of the
instructional

rna terial,

the spatial and

temporal

contexts

of such

interactions, and in the shaping of the texts that were thereby called into
being. The curriculum itself was constructed as a holistic phenomenon,
participation in which would lead and direct children to increasing levels
of awareness and mastery of key behaviours in both the school and out-of-
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school world.

As a curriculum developer and researcher, the teacher

constructed herself as an active, enquiring, and reflective professional.
This chapter thus presents the source of such images. How these images
were realised, called into play, and variously acted upon, is discussed in
the chapters that follow. Specifically, the chapter that follows, Design and
Development of the Study, attempts to explain something of how the
teacher / researcher constructed herself as a researcher during the life of the
study - of the choices she made, of the actions she took, of the processes
and procedures for reflection that she put in place.
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Chapter 3
DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE STUDY

Analysis brings moments of terror that there's nothing there
and times of exhilaration from the clarity of discovering ultimate truth.
In between are long periods of hard work,
deep thinking, and weight lifting volumes of material.

From Halcolm's Laws of Evaluation Research a Ia Murphy
(in Patton,

Q ualitative Evaluation and Research Methods, 1990)

3.0 Introduction

As was noted in the introductory chapter of this report, this particular
study was set up to investigate the matter of learning to write in early
school contexts when a genre-based approach to teaching writing was
adopted. Specifically, the nature of a genre-based program of teaching and
learning writing in the early school years was to be explored, and a n
assessment made o f the consequences o f this program for a particular
group of young children's

growing control over the semantic and

lexicogrammatical features of a wide range of written genres. However, as
the study unfolded, the research focus widened to include a consideration
of the consequences of other levels of classroom and curriculum context
for the process of written text production, as they were evident in the
study.

Finally, the study was to encompass an assessment of the

relationship of a genre-based program of teaching and learning writing to
other components of a total teaching and learning program in the early
school years. These activities led, among other things, to the proposal of a
set

of

recommendations

regarding

the

future

development

and

employment of genre-based pedagogy in school contexts.
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The reasons for designing and developing the study have already been
discussed in Chapter 1 (section 1.3) of this report. They relate variously to
the teacher I researcher's previous study of early writing development i n
school contexts (Elms, 1988), and the educational and political contexts
surrounding language and literacy education in the compulsory school
years at the commencement of the study.

Similarly, the particular

research traditions that were drawn upon in the planning and shaping of
the study have been identified in Chapter 2 (section 2.1). These traditions
included the broad field of qualitative research, the specific application of
case study methodology within that field, and the more scientifically
oriented approach of action research. In this chapter, the way in which the
study was designed and developed as an instance of educational research
has been explained.

Thus this chapter comprises a discussion of the

particular social, physical, and educational contexts identified as being of
significance in this study (section 3.1); the participants most directly
involved in the study (section 3.2); and the major methodological choices
made by the teacherI researcher in the three main phases of the study
(sections 3.3, 3.4, and 3.5).
In each of these latter sections, particular reference has been made to the

research traditions that informed the study (see also Chapter 2, section 2.1);
the manner in which the teaching and learning contexts featured in the
study were generated; and the specific choices made regarding data
collection and analysis during each phase of the study.

The major

achievements of the study, with respect to the relationship established
between text and context in the study, and the consequences of this
relationship for the development of childrens' writing, have also been
discussed (section 3.6). The chapter concludes with a review of the study
as an instance of qualitative research, incorporating elements of case study
methodology, and of action research (section 3.7; see also discussion
Chapter 2, section 2.1). In this concluding section, the significance of the
study has been reiterated, with particular reference to the establishment o f
genre-based pedagogy a s a viable option in the long tradition o f providing
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rich and integrated language and literacy experiences in early childhood
education (see also Chapter 1, section 1.7).

3.1 The site of the study

This study was developed

m

a small state primary school located on a n

offshore island in North Queensland. At the time o f the study, the island
was within twenty minutes' travelling time, by commercial catamaran,
from a major provincial centre on the Queensland coast.
island was zoned as a suburb of that centre.

In

fact, the

Most of the island was

gazetted as a National Park, with residential and commercial development
located on the coastal fringes of four main bays around the island.
Numerous other bays located around the island were used predominantly
for recreation, although some scattered residential development was
beginning to occur there as well. The island itself was hilly and rocky,
with vegetation being mainly eucalypt forest, low scrub, kapok trees, and
Norfolk Island pines.

Native fauna included possums, rock wallabies,

koalas, snakes, lizards, and a whole host of tropical bird and insect life. N o
natural springs existed on the island, so flora and fauna were highly
dependent on the vagaries of the North Queensland monsoonal climate.
Water for human consumption was piped from the mainland. All other
essential services and supplies were also provided from the mainland.
The school and the community it served were unusual in some respects,
in that they were located on an offshore island. However, since the island
was so close to the mainland, it was by no means an isolated community.
Indeed, as noted above, the residential zone of the island was considered
as a suburb- of the provincial centre located on the mainland. In fact, many
of the residents of the island commuted to the mainland for work on a
daily basis. However, in addition to its residential status, the island was
also recognised as a popular tourist destination for local, interstate and
international travellers.
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The tourist facilities established on the island serviced all levels of this
market, but the greatest proportion were aimed at capturing the weekend
visitors' and day-trippers' trade, and the patronage of family groups
during school-holiday periods. Several commercial Backpackers' resorts
also attracted young international travellers to the island for short stays.
Local businesses serviced the tourist trade, particularly with respect to
eating (mainly take-aways and BYO restaurants), souvenirs, films, and so
on. Most of the local businesses depended, however, on local island and
mainland

trade to maintain

year-round

viability.

Two or

three

international style resorts existed on the island, attracting more well
heeled travellers from interstate and overseas, and package holiday tour
groups. Overall, however, the prevailing sense of the community was
one of a 'suburb' rather than a 'resort'.
A diversity of socio-economic levels were represented within the island
community, and thus within the school, ranging from families o n
permanent welfare support, to highly successful professionals and small
business owners. As noted earlier, many residents, predominantly men,
commuted

to the mainland

for employment,

in a wide range of

occupations. Other residents, mainly women, found employment on the
island, in both tourism and hospitality ventures, and in the businesses
and public utilities which existed to serve the community (eg. local
supermarkets; doctor's surgery; post offices; health clinic; hairdressers;
service stations; and so on). Many women residents on the island were
engaged in part-time work, mainly within the tourism and hospitality
fields.

Single-income families were rare on the island, both partners

usually being engaged in some sort of paid employment, or private
business venture.
In the main, the island residents were Anglo Australian in ongm.

Over

the period of the study, only one Aboriginal family lived for any period o n
the island. Several other families resident on the island were of European
descent, for example, Greek, Dutch and Italian, but none of these families
had recently arrived in Australia. During the course of the study reported
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here the various principals who were in charge of the school and all but
one of the teachers lived on the island. In fact, several of the teachers had
been residents of the island for many years, and had developed a tradition
of involving the school in all local community events.

Similarly, the

community gave excellent support to school events such as fetes, sports
days, walkathons and so on. Various groups within the community used
the school buildings and facilities after school hours.

For example, the

tennis courts and pool were open for community use, and groups such as
Lions held their regular meetings at the school.
The school itself was a relatively small one, by contemporary Queensland
standards. The population of the school never reached more than 190
pupils (including the preschool enrolment) in the time the study was
being conducted.

As well as the principal, there were eight other

permanent teachers, including a preschool teacher, and at times, a visiting
music specialist.

The grounds of the school were not extensive, but

allowed children plenty of opportunity to move and play freely during
recesses, and to take part in special Physical Education lessons and
activities.

In

the main, the grounds comprised grassed areas, stands of

gums, and landscaped garden areas, as shown

in Figure 3.1 and

Illustrations 3.1 and 3.2 below.
As can also be seen in Figure 3.1, the school teaching areas were organised
into three main blocks denoted within the school as Block A, Block B, and
Block C. Only one of these blocks, Block A, was a permanent building, the
others being demountables.

Block A housed one open or co-operative

teaching space large enough to accommodate two classes of children, a
withdrawal area, and two small storerooms.

One of the demountable

blocks (Block B) comprised three classroom areas, and an office/staffroom
area. The third demountable (Block C) comprised a storeroom, another
possible staff area or cooking area, two classroom areas, a library, and a
television room. All three blocks were linked by an amenities block and a
covered play area, of the design known commonly in Queensland schools
as the 'lunch shed' (see Illustration 3.1 below).
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Figure 3 1 The physlcal layout of the school
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Illustration 3.1 The covered play area

The original school building, of the old one-teacher school design, was
also located on the grounds (see Figure 3.1 above and Illustration 3.2
below). This building was used as a music and dance room, a withdrawal
or quiet area, and a cooking area. Just prior to the commencement of the
study, a pool and adjoining amenities block had been built within the
school grounds, but away from the other buildings (see Figure 3.1 above).

A principal's residence was also located on the grounds (see Figure 3.1
above).
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Illustration 3.2 The original school building

3.2 The participants

involved in the study

As has been noted elsewhere (Chapter 1, section 1 .3.1, and section 3.1
above) this study involved the teacher / researcher and a particular group
of young children over the period of their first three years at schooL As a
result of her previous study of early writing development (Elms, 1988), the
teacher I researcher had resolved to set up an investigation of a genre-based
.
approach to teaching writing in early school contexts. The teacher I
researcher's appointment as class teacher of a Year One group of children

at the beginning of the 1988 school year provided the opportunity for
acting upon this resolve.

Twenty-four children were assigned to this

group. They automatically became participants in the study, as did any
other child who joined the class at any point during the five consecutive
school semesters encompassed in the study.

In

1989, the teacher I
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researcher retained teaching responsibility for the class group, then in
their second year at school. This also occurred in 1990, the children's third
year at school. Throughout this period from 1988 to 1990, the teacher acted
in a dual role as class teacher I researcher, in the manner extensively
described by Olson, 1985, Brownlie, 1985, Avery, 1985, and Shannon, 1985
(see also the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.1.3).
111ustration 3.3 The Year One class group, 1988

The size and composition of the class group did change regularly over the
five teaching semesters that were encompassed in the study.

Children

entered the group from other schools, and others left the group to attend
mainland and interstate schools. Indeed, of the twenty-four children who
began the 1988 school year as the Year One group, only thirteen were still
part of the class group by the third year of the study, 1990 (see Table 3.1
below).

The names of all the children who were involved in the study,
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and the particular years of their involvement, are shown in Table 3.1
below. In all, thirty-one children were directly involved in the program.
Table 3.1 The children involved in the study
Year
1 988: Year One

C h i l d re n
Andrew;

�ngcla; �amantha;

Peter; Guy; Simon; Travis; Bryan; Amanda;

Kalla; Connne; Knsty; Nicole; Melissa; Angela-Jane; Sarah; Michael;
A . ; Paul; Sonny; Aaron; Rebecca A., Christian; Tory.

1 989: Year Two

Ben

Andrew; Angela; Samantha; Peter; Guy; Simon; Travis; Bryan; Amanda;
Kaila: Corinne; Kristy; Nicole; Melissa; Aimee; Sally; Rebecca W.; Renee;
Kristen.

1 990: Year Three

Angela; Samantha; Peter; Guy; Simon; Travis; Bryan; Amanda; Kaila;
Corinne; Kristy; Nicole; Melissa; Aimee; Sally; Rebecca W.; Renee;
Steven; Ben.

In

the discussion that follows, some of the characteristics of the children

and of the teacher/researcher thus involved in the study are described
briefly.
3.2.1 The children involved in the study
The children involved in the study came from a range of family and social
backgrounds, and possessed a wide range of attitudes to the role and value
of literate activity in their lives

For example, two of the children were

determinedly 'outdoorsy' characters who regarded books as things other
people used. Several of the children had an interest in listening to stories,
but very limited experiences in handling or owning books. At the other
end of the scale, however, there were a number of children who read
voraciously, and constructed their own narratives and plays for the
entertainment of both family and friends.
Only two children in the entire group involved in the study were part of
single-parent families (one such family became a double adult unit during
the course of the study). Only three of the children's mothers were not
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engaged in either full or part-time employment. Other mothers worked as
teachers; in family businesses, ranging from souvenir shop operations to
an art studio; or in the hospitality industry as cleaners and housemaids.
One mother was a full-time student; another an accountant; and another a
sales representative.

The children's fathers' occupations were similarly

diverse, including the local police officer; an island builder; a council
worker; several tourist business operators; a plumber; a cleaner; and a
TAFE lecturer.
The pattern of the children's horne circumstances, as a result of these and
other variables, certainly exerted a significant impact on the children's
participation and progress in school, particularly with respect to their
language and literacy learning. For example, several of the children had
access to extensive collections of fictional and non-fictional

reading

material at both adult and juvenile levels in their horne context. Further,
these children regularly participated in the use and enjoyment of such
materials with significant adults in their lives. These children carne to
school with strongly developed predispositions to literacy learning, and
well-established understandings of the characteristic semantic and lexico
grarnrnatical features of a number of spoken and written narrative and
factual genres. By comparison, a number of the children involved in the
study owned few books, and rarely if ever participated in a regular
'bedtime-story' routine.
Similarly, there was a wide range in the "general" experiences of the
children involved in the study. For example, some children were taken by
their parents on regular trips to the mainland.

These trips usually

involved visits to shopping centres, attendance at films, and participation
in significant social and cultural events such as the Pacific Festival, the
local show, various Mardigras, and Carols by Candlelight. Participation i n
such activities provided the children with a repertoire of experiences and
understandings to draw upon in both spoken and written language
contexts a t school. By comparison, a number of the children rarely left the
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island, and spent considerable periods of time alone, or in the company of
similar age peers, playing on the beaches and in the tracts of bush and
forest that made up the local environment.
Throughout the study, the teacher/researcher was well aware that these
and other differences in the out-of-school contexts in which the children
participated

certainly

played

a

significant

role

in

writing

their

development. Indeed, as is argued in this report, the influence of context
on text is critical.

However, the focus of the study was the particular

relation between certain kinds of curriculum contexts and written text
production.

Consequently,

the

relationship

between

the

contexts

experienced by the children prior to and beyond their school experiences
and the pattern of their written text production during their first years is
not addressed here in any further detail.
As with any group of children, there were different levels of success and
progress achieved by individuals within the group in relation to the
established aims and objectives of the curriculum in which they were
involved at school. None of the children, however, could be considered
to have failed to make significant progress within the overall curriculum
during the study, or in terms of their understanding of different ways of
making meaning through both talk and writing, and in their ability to
control key elements of the written mode across a range of genres. These
particular achievements are reported and discussed in later chapters,
particularly with respect to how various children were able to control
elements of the genres of Observation, Narrative,

and Report (see

Chapters 5, 6, and 7).
All of the children were aware that the researcher was conducting a n
investigation o f how children learn to write i n school contexts.
recognised and accepted her dual role as teacher/researcher.

I

•'

They

Similarly,

their parents were aware of the research project, as were the researcher's
teaching colleagues within the school. However, due to the non-intrusive
nature of the data collection approach, very little explicit attention was
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given to the research activity by these participants in the overall context of
Occasionally, some of the children would make reference to

the study.

the study, in terms of commenting on the amount of writing the
teacher I researcher was collecting.
interested

in

In particular, the children seemed

how the researcher would store such volumes of paper!

Illustration 3.4 The Year Three class group, 1990

3.2.2The teacherIresearcher involved in thestudy

The teacher / researcher involved in this study had a long history of
involvement in classroom teaching and research.

In

fact, it is argued that

she was well suited to develop a study of this nature, given her particular
background of professional experiences and interests (see earlier
discussion, Chapter 1, section 1.3.5).

For example, at the time of the

commencement of the study, the teacher/researcher had been involved in
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teaching, at early childhood, primary, and tertiary levels, for nearly two
decades. During this time, the teacher/ researcher had conducted various
investigations into the nature of young children s learning and the issues
'

of curriculum design and development in early school contexts.

The

teacher I researcher had also pursued a long-term interest in language and
literacy education, conducting several minor research proj ects into the
nature and outcomes of writing process programs, and a more extensive
study of the development of one young child's writing in her first three
years at school (Elms, 1988). The present study was initiated in order to
pursue the teacherI
curriculum

researcher's

interest in

language and literacy

issues . The three main phases of this study, and their

associated teaching and research activity, are described in the sections that
follow.

3.3 The proposal phase of the study

As discussed elsewhere, this study had its beginnings in the teacher I
researcher's

previous

study

of

one

young

child's

early

writing

development in school contexts (see Chapter 1, section 1.3.1). The findings
of that study regarding the relationship between text and context in school
settings raised a series of questions in the teacher I researcher's mind about
contemporary expressions of "process pedagogy" in language education

( see discussion Chapter 1, section 1.3 and Chapter 2, section 2.6). These
questions initiated the present study, and included the following:
(i) what is the nature of the relationship between text and context in
language and literacy education?
(ii) what is the nature of appropriate views of language and learning
on which language and literacy curricula could be based?
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(iii) what are the characteristic strategies that could be employed i n
teaching and learning contexts designed to teach children how to be
successful language learners and users?
(iv) what level of explicitness about language and language use
should be a feature of interactions between teachers and children, as
they participate in classroom curriculum contexts? and
(v) what kinds and quality of written texts are produced when a
deliberate stance is adopted with regard to helping children learn to
respond appropriately to the contextual demands of written text
production?
In

the proposal phase of the study, tentative answers to these questions

were framed, and a series of decisions were taken regarding the processes
by which the teacher I researcher would investigate these matters further.
Specifically, these decisions related to:
(i) the nature of the study that would be set up to consider the
questions further in a particular teaching and learning context;
(ii) the curriculum design and development model that would be
employed to generate a set of classroom and curriculum contexts
based on

the teacher I researcher's

tentative

answers to these

questions;
(iii) the nature of the curriculum contexts that would be established
as a result of the application of this model; and
(iv) the particular categories of data that would be collected
regarding the nature and effect of those contexts;
(v) how that data was to be analysed; and
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(vi) the manner in which this research project was to be reported.
The nature of the decisions, and the subsequent research and teaching
activity entered into, are discussed in the sections that follow.
3.3.1 Decisions regarding the nature of the studyto be set up
Very early in the proposal phase of the study reported here, it was decided
to adopt case study methodology as the major research tool of the project

( see Chapter 2, section 2.1 for a detailed account of the major features of
case

study

methodology).

Case

study

methodology

offers

the

teacher /researcher non-intrusive data-gathering techniques, the potential
to focus on broad rather than limited classroom events, and the capacity to
build up rich and detailed accounts of the daily practice of teaching and
learning activity. Thus, it was proposed to set up a case study of learning
how to write in an early educational context. It was to involve:
(i) the design and development of a genre-based program of
teaching and learning writing;
(ii) the documentation of that program;
(iii) the collection of written texts produced by the children in the
activity associated with that program; and
(iv) the analysis of the data collected in (ii) and (iii) above, with
respect to the particular relationships that could be identified
between context and text in the particular instance

of early

childhood education.
In the tradition of case study research, the study was to be aimed at

describing one specific example of teaching and learning in great detail
(Erickson, 1986: 130).

Similarly, in the broader tradition of qualitative

research, the study was to be aimed at describing what Sherman and Webb
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(1988: 8) refer to as "the essential qualities of phenomena, the meanings
and relationships between those qualities, and a reasoned judgement
about the significance and value of these things".

However, with its

express intention to provide an opportunity for the teacher /researcher to
change her existing repertoire of teaching behaviours, particularly with
respect to teaching writing, the study also drew upon an action research
tradition (for more discussion of these matters, see Chapter 2, section 2.1).
This tradition complemented the decision to implement a dynamic model
of curriculum design and development in the generation of teaching and
learning contexts in this study. That decision is discussed in the section
that follows.

3.3.2 The approach adopted to curriculum design and development
At the proposal phase of the study, the teacher/researcher decided to
formally adopt a dynamic model of curriculum design and development
in the study (Walker 1971, in Print, 1987; see also discussion section 3.3.2
below, and Chapter 2, section 2.2).

Essentially, a dynamic approach to

curriculum design and development is a relatively open and flexible
model, compared to traditional or rational models such as proposed by
Wheeler (1967) and Taba (1962) (see discussion Chapter 2, section 2.2). The
application of a dynamic model involves the identification of the platform
of beliefs, ideas, and images that are held by particular or groups of
curriculum designers, and the negotiation and use of this platform for
subsequent decision-making regarding various curriculum components
(Walker, 1971,

in

Print, 1987).

As the model was applied in the study reported here, it involved a single
curriculum decision-maker, namely the teacher /researcher.

During the

proposal phase of the study, she identified the major beliefs, ideas, and
images that she held about the nature of children, of learning, and o f
language, and o f the acts o f teaching and learning in school contexts.
Subsequently, this platform of beliefs, ideas, and images was used to make
decisions about the features of the teaching and learning contexts to be
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established in the study. These features included the curriculum aims and
goals; the manner in which the curriculum would be organised; the
particular teaching and learning strategies that would be employed; and
the approach that would be adopted with regard to the assessment and
evaluation of children's progress within the teaching and learning
contexts. With respect to the manner in which the curriculum would be
organised, the teacher I researcher decided to design:
(i) a more language-oriented general curriculum than she had
previously implemented in early educational contexts;
(ii) a program of language and literacy education based on and
contextualised within that general curriculum; and
(iii) a specific genre-based component of that program, aimed
deliberately and explicitly at teaching children how to write a range
of written genres, including those of Observation, Narrative, and
Report.
Over the development of the study, the decisions made about these
particular curriculum components in the proposal phase of the study were
regularly reviewed.

Modifications were subsequently made, particularly

with respect to the matter of the daily organisation of the curriculum.
However, in the main, the appropriateness of decisions made in the
proposal phase was confirmed during the study.

Indeed, by the fifth

semester of the implementation of those decisions, the teacher/researcher
was satisfied that she had designed and developed a rich and vibrant
instance of early childhood education. (The nature of these contexts is
described in Chapter 4 of this study.) Similarly, she was satisfied that she
had established an effective instance of language and literacy education,
with respect to the matter of the teaching and learning of writing, within
that overall context. She was aware, however, that the pedagogy she had
employed possessed its own particular limitations.

These issues, framed

as outcomes of the study, have already been noted (see Chapter 1, sections
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1.6 and 1.7), and have been reported and discussed at length in the final
chapter of this report (Chapter 8).

The nature of the curriculum

components, as they were outlined in the proposal phase of the study, are
described in the section that follows.
3.3.3 The language and literacy oriented teaching and learning contexts to
beestabl ished
One of the primary decisions made in the proposal phase of the study
regarded changes that were to be made to the kinds of language and
literacy teaching and learning contexts that the teacher /researcher had
previously created in early educational settings. These changes were to
involve:
(i) a refocussing of curriculum goals to give language a more central
focus, in line with a social interactional perspective on learning and
language as articulated by Vygotsky (1962, 1978, 1986) and Bruner
(1986) (see also the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.3);
(ii)

the extension

of an

integrated

approach

to curriculum

organisation, in order to provide opportunities for children to learn
and use language in broad social contexts and as a resource for
meaning in the manner described by Halliday (1975; see also Chapter
2, section 2.4);
(iii) the design of a curriculum based on an integrated approach to
curriculum organisation, where selected themes and topics of
interest from a broad range of human endeavours

would be

developed with the children (see the discussion in Chapter 2,
section 2.8);
(iv) the design of a specific language and literacy education program
as an adjunct to the integrated curriculum, and focussed on explicit
teaching about both spoken and written language, in the context of
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encounters with real language and literacy contexts (see Chapter 2,
sections 2.6 and 2.7);
(v) the design of a genre-based writing component of the language
and literacy program, wherein children were provided with explicit
and systematic instruction in how to write particular genres,
following the early models provided by Christie

(1985) and

Hammond (1986) (see also the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.5);
and
(vi) the adoption of a more deliberately interventionist role in the
ways in which young children learned and used language in school
contexts, as theoretically constructed

in

a social interactional

perspective on learning and language, and as modelled practically in
the work of Painter (1985) and Gray (1986) (see also the discussion i n
Chapter 2, section 2.3).
The teaching and learning contexts so intended were to be developed in a
"nested" manner, as shown in Figure 3.2 below, and discussed in detail i n
Chapter 4 of this study.

Briefly, as Figure 3.2 indicates, the physical

contexts of the classroom were to be organised so as to provide a
supportive and stimulating location in which the children involved i n
the study would spend much of their school days. Then, the curriculum
was to provide the shape and order of the children's school experiences.
Within that context, children would participate in a specific program of
language and literacy education, one component of which was to be a
genre-based writing program.

This component was to be the most

significantly different aspect of the teaching and learning contexts so
established, compared to the teacher I researcher's past practices in early
education.
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Figure 3.2 The relationship between classroom and curriculum contexts developed in the
study

3.3.4 The data tobecollected and examined
At the proposal stage of the study, it was planned to focus the data
collection activity of the study on the genre-based component of the
teaching and learning contexts established. In particular, it was intended
to systematically document the various genre-based teaching and learning
episodes that were developed by the teacher I researcher and which
incorporated elements of the three-stage teaching and learning cycle
outlined in accounts provided by Christie (1985) and Hammond (1986) of a
genre-based approach to teaching writing (see the discussion in Chapter 2,
section 2.5, and Chapter 4, section 4.4). This cycle has since been widely
recognised as one of the key components of genre-based pedagogy,
particularly due to the teaching and research initiatives undertaken under
the auspices of the Disadvantaged Schools Program (DSP), Metropolitan
East Region, Sydney (see the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.6, and
Chapters 5, 6, and 7).
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At this early stage of the study, it was also decided to collect all the written
texts produced by the children involved in the study during such episodes.
Some data were also to be collected about the physical contexts in which
the study was located, and the nature of the broader curriculum contexts
established in the study. All such data were to be collected in the context
of the teacher I researcher's normal teaching activity. Data collection was
thus to be a non-intrusive component of the children's school experience
during the study, and was to be collected and maintained in the following
records:
(i) a Current Curriculum

Documen t , compnsmg statements o f

general aims and objectives, approaches to teaching and learning,
organisational features of the curriculum and various components
within it, and approach to the evaluation and assessment of student
progress within the curriculum;
(ii) specific Units of Work, comprising statements of specific aims
and objectives for particular sequences and units of classroom
activity, the content and activities associated with those units, the
resources required for implementation of the units, the manner i n
which the units would be developed and organised within the
classroom, and the particular evaluation and assessment strategies
associated with the units;
(iii) Daily Lesson Plans, comprising notes regarding the organisation
of each day in the class program, of specific activities to be
developed, of resources to be collected, and of evaluations and
assessments to be made;
(iv) Evaluation

and Assessment

Records, including anecdotal

records of students' and teacher behaviour, activity and program
assessments, samples of children's work, checklists and profiles o f
student achievement, and self-evaluation comments and notes
made by the children;
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(v) diagrams and photographs of aspects of the physical contexts
created as part of the overall curriculum context: and
(vi) Individual Writing Files, comprising the written texts produced
by all the children involved in the study, and Class Sets of Texts
drawn from specific instances of written text production.

At the proposal phase of the study, it was not envisaged that the study
would encompass five consecutive teaching semesters. However, this did
in fact occur. The decision to collect all the texts written by the children
was deliberately not changed, resulting in the amassing of a vast range o f
data regarding the question o f the kinds o f written texts produced b y young
children when a genre-based approach to teaching writing in the early
school years is adopted.

Only a proportion of that data base has been

subsequently examined in this report (see section 3.5.4 below for a
discussion of the basis on which particular texts were selected for
discussion). Early decisions made regarding the analysis of both textual
and contextual data are discussed below.
3.3.5 Initial decisions regarding the analysis of data
Another key decision made in the proposal phase of the study concerned
the means by which the data regarding curriculum contexts and written
text production would be analysed. It was decided that this analysis would
be effected at two levels of time and delicacy. The first stage of analysis was
to occur during the implementation
discussion, section 3.4).

phase of the study (see later

This would involve

an initial or working

assessment of the nature of contexts and texts within the ongoing progress
of the class program.

With respect to context analysis, this would be

focused on the implementation of the three-stage teaching cycle associated
with a genre-based approach to teaching and learning writing as described
in section 3.3.1 above.

In particular, the effectiveness of this cycle i n
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making elements of written language explicit for the children involved i n
the study would be assessed.

In

addition, the

teacher I researcher's

competence and confidence in applying this cycle of teaching and learning
activity would also be assessed. In both instances, the intention would be
to improve the practice of language and literacy teaching in one particular
classroom context.
During this initial assessment of context and text, the children's written
texts were also to be examined, from the perspective of systemic functional
grammar as developed by Halliday (1985) and genre and register theory, as
discussed by Martin (1986).

Specifically, the texts were to be analysed

according to their schematic structures and register values, and the major
lexicogrammatical resources used in the texts were to be identified (see
discussion of schematic structure, register values, and lexicogrammatical
resources in Chapter 2, section 2.4; and Chapters 5, 6, and 7). Such analyses
were to provide the basis for feedback to individual children regarding
their progress in writing, and for the planning of subsequent cycles of
teaching

and

learning

activity

related

to

the

children's

writing

development.
In the second stage of analysis of the data, to be effected on completion of

the school year, a more theoretical standpoint was to be adopted with
regard to the data base. Specifically, the nature of the genre-based teaching
and learning approach was to be assessed, in comparison with expressions
of "process pedagogy" and "Whole Language" that were more commonly
realised in early educational settings (see the discussion in Chapter 2,
section 2.6). In addition, the collection of written texts produced by the
children in the study were to be subjected to finer and more detailed levels
of analysis, particularly with respect to the lexicogrammatical resources o f
the Theme and Transitivity systems (see the discussion i n Chapter 2,
section 2.4), using systemic functional grammar (Halliday, 1985) and genre
and register theory (Martin, 1986) (see also later discussion in section 3.5).
These levels of analysis were carried out both with respect to matters of
text and context. In addition, they were repeated at regular intervals as the
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study stretched out to encompass the children's first, second and third
years at school. As initially proposed, these analyses of context and text
were used to confirm the value of a genre-based approach to teaching and
learning to write in the early school years, with respect to its consequences
for children's writing development.

This issue was to represent a

significant dimension of the report of the study, as indicated in the
discussion that follows.
3.3.6 Early decisions regarding the reporting of the study
The study was clearly to be focused on the improvement of one teacher's
repertoire of teaching and learning behaviours, and the consequences o f
those improvements for children's early progress i n writing. However, i t
was also always intended that the study would be reported i n the form o f a
doctoral thesis. As such, particular care was taken to document aspects of
the teaching and learning contexts established in the study, and to collect
all the written texts produced by the children involved in the study.
In

addition, it was originally intended that the report of the study would

be restricted to the description and analysis of the genre-based component
of the overall curriculum contexts, the analysis of the written texts
produced within such contexts, and the identification of the relationship
between text and context established in the study. As the study progressed,
however, the extent of the study in terms of both time and level of
analysis of the relationship between text and context were considerably
extended. How and why this occurred, and the implications of such a n
outcome for the reporting of the study, are outlined in the discussion of
subsequent phases of the study, namely, the development phase (section

3.4) and the reflective phase (section 3.5). At the proposal phase of the
study, however, none of these extensions were yet contemplated.

The

second phase of the study was thus begun, in blissful ignorance that
anything other than a relatively limited review of one component of a n
overall curriculum was being attempted.

The activities o f the second
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phase of the study, the development or implementation phase, are
described in the section that follows.

3.4 The development phase of the study

The second phase of the study involved

the further development,

implementation, and monitoring of the teaching and learning contexts
initially formulated in the proposal phase of the study. It also involved
the collection and initial examination of all the written texts produced by
the children involved in the study. Originally, this phase was to be one of
relatively limited duration and scope. For example, it was intended to
span two teaching semesters with a Year One class group; and it was to
focus on the nature and consequences of a genre-based approach to
teaching and learning writing in one early childhood context. Eventually,
however, the development or teaching phase of the study was to
encompass five semesters across the school years 1988, 1989, and 1990.
During this period, a curriculum was developed for the group of young
children involved in the study (see section 3.2 above); a specific language
and literacy program was implemented within that context; and the genre
based writing component of that program was constructed (see Chapter 4,
sections 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4 for a detailed discussion of these teaching and
learning contexts). In addition, records of the nature of those contexts
were maintained (see section 3.3.2 above), and all the texts written by the
children were collected. The rich and complex data base thus acquired led
the teacher I researcher, in the reflective phase of the study, to conduct:
(i) a detailed analysis, using systemic functional grammar, of many
of the written texts contained in the data base;
(ii) an examination of the whole network of curriculum contexts
surrounding the processes by which such texts were produced in the
study;
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(ii) an assessment of the significance of both that whole network of
contexts and the genre-based component of those contexts in terms
of the texts that the children involved in the study learned to write;
and
(iii) a consideration of the extent to which this network of contexts
comprised a "good"

model

of early childhood

eduction,

an

appropriate approach to early language and literacy education, and
an effective application of the principles and practices of genre
theory and teaching in the early school years.
The results of these activities comprise the basis of much of this report of
the study.

They also set the study apart from other studies of early

language and literacy learning in school contexts, particularly those o f
Martin and Rothery (1980, 1981), Christie (1990), Kamler (1990), and
Rothery (1990). Those studies certainly revealed much about what young
children learn about language and literacy in the early school years, and
the role that curriculum contexts play in shaping that learning. The study
reported here goes one step further, in that it documents the teacherI
researcher's deliberate and explicit framing of curriculum contexts to teach
young children how to produce instances of the written genres o f
Observation, Narrative, and Report (the features o f these genres are
outlined in Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of this report in sections 5.1, 6.1, and 7.1
respectively). In this respect, the study is one of the few to investigate the
processes and outcomes involved when learning to write in particular
ways for particular social purposes is part of the "open" rather than
"hidden" agenda of the school day.
During the development phase of the study the teacher I researcher gave a
deliberate priority to her teaching responsibilities.

However, she did

maintain her research interests through the documentation

of the

teaching and learning contexts she was creating with the children
involved in the study; and through the collection of ever-increasing
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numbers of written texts produced during the genre-based component of
those contexts. As the discussion provided in the sections that follow will
indicate, the teacher I researcher used the data collected to adjust, refine,
and extend the contexts she was developing. This was especially the case
with respect to the three-stage cycle used as the organising frame in the
genre-based component (see earlier discussion in section 3.3.3, section 3.4.2
below, and Chapter 4, section 4.4).

All the major activities of the

development phase of the study are described in the sections that follow.
3.4.1 Thescope and sequenceof the development phase
As noted

above, the study eventually

encompassed

five teaching

semesters. The study was not originally planned for such a long duration.
Rather, it was originally intended to conduct the development phase of
the study over two semesters, a normal school year. As it eventuated, the
researcher was given the opportunity to work with the Year One class
group during their second, and then third years at school. Decisions and
developments which occurred in the first year of the study were thus able
to be reviewed and extended during the second year of the study, and so
on into the third.
For example, in the first semester of the development phase, decisions
taken in the proposal phase regarding the nature of the teaching and
learning contexts to be established were applied. In particular, considerable
attention was paid to giving substance to the initial decisions regarding the
general curriculum, the language and literacy program, and the specific
genre-based writing component of that program. As a result, major
curriculum goals were established, particularly as they applied to the
development

of

written

language

competencies;

predominant

instructional strategies and sequences were selected; routine events and
possible themes or topics of interest to be investigated were selected; and
classroom time and space were organised. As the year progressed, such
decisions were confirmed or reviewed.
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The various curriculum components, including the specific language and
literacy program and its genre-based component,

continued

to be

reviewed, evaluated, refined or extended over successive semesters. By
the

beginning

of the

fifth

teaching

semester

of the

study,

the

teacher / researcher had established what she considered to be a set of
strong and coherent teaching and learning contexts, and a relatively
effective approach to the problematic area of learning to write in the early
school years (see Chapter 4; and later discussion in Chapter 8).

Largely,

this was due to the development of two major cycles of curriculum
activity within the total program. These cycles are discussed in the section
that follows.

3.4.2 Cyclesof teaching and learning activityset up in the study
Two major cycles of teaching and learning activity were developed across
the five semesters of the teaching phase of the study. These included:
(i) a three-stage cycle used to develop units of work within the
curriculum; and
(ii) a separate but related three stage cycle used to teach the children
about selected written genres in the genre-based component of the
language and literacy program.
These cycles were the result of informed and deliberate decision-making
based on the platform of beliefs, ideas, and images articulated in the
proposal phase of the study. For example, the curriculum cycle developed
for the exploration and investigation of major themes or topics of interest
within the curriculum was drawn directly from notions of a social
interactional perspective on learning in the tradition of Vygotsky (1962,

1 978, and 1986) and Bruner (1986) (see the discussion in Chapter 2, section
2.3); the value of an integrated approach to curriculum organisation i n
school contexts (see the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.8); and beliefs
and practices associated with a progressive

tradition

in education,
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especially in primary school contexts (see the discussion in Chapter 2,
sections 2.6, 2.7, and 2.8). This particular cycle comprised three stages of
classroom activity, namely:
(i) Input, where

the

teacher I researcher

provided

overviews,

models, and conceptual maps of the fields to be explored;
(ii) Exploration, where the teacherI researcher and children worked
in variously scaffolded contexts to build field-related knowledge and
skills; and
(iii) Presentation/Celebration, where the children were provided
with relatively open-ended challenges to consolidate and display
their understanding and achievements in the theme or topic under
investigation.
This cycle was applied in the development of all the themes or topics of
interest explored in the overall curriculum context during the five
teaching semesters of the study (see Chapter 4, Table 4.1). As a framework
for organising teaching and learning, it allowed the integration of
complementary disciplines and dimensions of human endeavour; it
provided opportunities for children to build both general and specific
understandings of the world around them,

known

traditionally as

'general knowledge' and 'subject-matter knowledge'; and it encouraged
children to see interests and problems from a number of intellectual
perspectives (Katz et a/., 1989; see also the discussion in Chapter 2, section
2.8).
The second recurring cycle of teaching and learning activity was developed
in the genre-based component of the language and literacy program.

As

explained earlier (section 3.3.3 above), this cycle was derived from early
developments of genre-based pedagogy (Christie, 1985; and Hammond,
1986), and has since been formalised in many sources, included various
materials published under the auspices of the DSP and teacher resource

149

books such as those developed by Derewianka (1990) and Christie et al.
(1990; 1991; in press) (see also the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.5). This
cycle comprised three stages of classroom activity, namely:
(i) the modelling and deconstruction of written texts with children,
in order to make semantic and lexicogrammatical features of
particular texts explicit;
(ii) the joint construction of written texts with children, providing
varying degrees of scaffolding for task completion; and
(iii)

the

proviSIOn

of

opportunities

for

independent

text

construction, following such modelling and joint construction
experiences.
This cycle, like the one featured in the overall curriculum context,
comprised

the

organisational

structure of the

genre-based

writing

component of the language and literacy program. Through the operation
of this cycle, children were introduced to various written genres, and
provided with many opportunities for developing increasing levels of
understanding about the semantic and lexicogrammatical elements of
those genres.

Those levels of understanding were reflected in their

written texts, one of the primary data sources collected in this study. The
full range of data collected is discussed in the section that follows.
3.4.3 Datacollected during the development phase

As noted earlier, various records of classroom activity and teacher and
pupil behaviour were created and maintained during the development
phase of the study (see section 3.3.4 above).

These included Current

Curriculum Documents, Units of Work, Daily Lesson Plans, Evaluation
and Assessment Records, diagrams and photographs, and Individual Text
Fifes and Class Sets of Texts. All of these records would normally have
been kept, as part of the researcher's teaching responsibilities. These
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records were subsequently used in the reflective phase of the study to build
a description of the physical contexts of the study (see section 3.1 above,
and Chapter 4, section 4.2), and of the teaching and learning contexts
established in the study (see Chapter 4, sections 4.3, 4.4, and 4.5).
Extracts from the teacher/researcher's Current Curriculum Document for
the third year of the teaching-learning program are contained in Appendix

Document, Year Three, 1990. Several of the
teacher/researcher's Units of Work and her Daily Lesson Notes for the
1: Current Curriculum

third year of the program have also been used to reconstruct a particular
day in the study.

This reconstruction, from the teacher/researcher's

perspective, is presented in Appendix 2: Being there: a day in the life of

Year 3, 1 990. The various records of classroom activity maintained by the
teacher I researcher (see 3.4 above) have also been used to reconstruct the
particular episodes of classroom teaching and learning activity discussed
in

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 (see sections 5.2, 6.2, and 7.2).

The Evaluation and Assessment Records developed and maintained by
the teacher /researcher included information about the children's family
and background experiences; the levels of the children's participation and
progress in classroom activities; and the pattern of their interaction with
peers and adults in the school setting. These records have been used to
build the description of the children provided in Section 3.2 above.

A

representative sample of these records is provided in Appendix 3: S a m p le

evaluation records.
As noted elsewhere, all the written texts produced by the children in the
genre-based component of the language and literacy program were
collected during the development phase of the study. In the first year o f
the study, the texts were kept in Individual Text Files. In the second year,

Individual Text Files were also kept, but Class Sets of Texts were also
collected, for example, on particular topics or themes such as "Under
Eight's Day". The same procedure was applied in the third year of the
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study. Copies of particular texts selected from these records, corrected for
spelling and punctuation, are contained in Appendices 4-22.
Key semantic and lexicogrammatical features of many of these texts were
initially identified during the development phase of the study, as part of
the researcher's normal teaching responsibilities. Finer levels of analysis
were applied to a selection of the texts in the reflective phase of the study.
During the development phase of the study, children received feedback o n
the quality of their texts, were sometimes asked to redraft their texts, and
often had their texts published in some form, within the classroom,
within the school, or as part of a community newspaper.
3.4.4 Theoverall achievements of the development phase
By the beginning of the third year of the study, the teacher/researcher was
confident that the teaching and learning program established in the study
represented:
(i) an instance of "good" practice in early childhood education,
particularly with respect to the application of an integrated approach
to curriculum organisation;
(ii) a successful blend of social interactional theories of language and
learning and certain beliefs and practices associated with a
progressive tradition in education; and
(iii) an example of the successful application of a genre-based
approach to learning to write in the early school years.
These issues are addressed in considerable detail in Chapter 8 of this
report. One issue noted there concerns the extent to which the general
curriculum contexts and specific program components continued to reflect
initial decisions made at the outset of the study. This was particularly so
with respect to the central role accorded to language in learning, and the
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importance of a deliberate and explicit approach to language and literacy
education in early school contexts (see the discussion in Chapter 2, section

2.2, 2.3, and 2.6).

Certainly, by the end of the fifth semester of

implementation of the program, an extensive data base about language
and literacy learning in one early school context had been amassed. The
manner in which this data base was subsequently analysed and interpreted
is discussed in the section that follows.

3.5 The reflective phase of the study
In the third and final phase of the study, the data base created and

maintained during the earlier phases of the study was subjected to a
number of cycles of review, analysis, and interpretation. Some review and
analysis of both the teaching and learning contexts created in the study and
the texts produced in those contexts had occurred during the development
phase (see section 3.4 above).

This level of review was part of the

researcher's professional role as the class teacher during this phase. The
focus of that review was the creation of contexts that were both directive
and supportive of children's writing development, and the assessment of
individual children's progress in writing, for the purposes of providing
feedback to school personnel, parents, and the children themselves about
their developing control of writing, and for adjusting and changing the
contexts in which the children were learning to write (see discussion
chapter 2, sections 2.2 and 2.6).
By comparison, in the reflective phase of the study, the teacher I researcher
was able to distance herself from this "teacherly" focus, and consider the
data from a more theoretical, and perhaps, therefore critical standpoint.
Certainly, a number of trends and patterns in the data collection became
more apparent to the teacher/researcher during this phase. These were
particularly related to the interactive relationships noted between the
many levels of context embedded in the study, and the consistent and
deliberate approach adopted throughout all of these contexts to providing
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children with explicit and directed assistance in the matters of learning
and using language, and learning about language.
In this respect, as noted above, the study differs significantly

from

previous studies of teaching and learning to write in early childhood and
primary school contexts such as conducted by Christie (1990), Kamler
(1990), and Rothery (1990). In all of these studies, writing classrooms were
observed for sustained periods of time. Christie for example followed the
same population of about 50 children for the first three years of their
schooling, tracing the first genres they learned to write, and in particular,
analysing the ways in which they learned about these in patterns of talk
preparatory to writing.

In fact, her study focussed primarily upon

identifying and explaining the "curriculum genres" in which written
genres were generated. She was able to demonstrate the very intimate
relationship between the patterns of classroom talk and the written texts
the children produced. She concluded that the more explicit and directed
the pattern of talk developed by the teacher with the children the more
effective would be the children's developing control of writing.
Kamler, on the other hand, documented the early writing learning of a
girl and a boy

in

their first years at school, in a classroom where "process"

principles applied, and where the children in consequence received little
or no overt assistance in identifying the types of genres they might select
to write. She found that Observations were the most commonly selected
genre, chosen probably because the children had opportunity to rehearse
these in talk.

She also found evidence for striking gender differences

between the girl and the boy in her study and concluded that gender
ideology made a powerful impact on children's writing from the earliest
years. Rothery studied written texts from the middle to upper primary
school years, and she kept relatively informal information about the
classrooms in which they were written.
In none o f these studies by Christie, Kamler, or Rothery were the

researchers able to play a significant role in shaping the contexts in which
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children learned to write, as was the case in the study reported here. This
study draws on the Christie, Kamler, and Rothery studies, but represents a
move forward to the observation and analysis of an early writing program
where the design and organisation of the curriculum was deliberately
shaped by the teacher to explicitly scaffold and guide young children's
developing control of writing.

Only in Gray's study of teaching and

learning language in school contexts (in preparation) is there evidence of a
similar role being played.
In

addition, only in Gray's and the present study, has the breadth and

depth of the researcher's knowledge and experience of the whole range of
curriculum contexts surrounding the processes of written text production
encompassed more than selected sessions of classroom teaching and
learning activity such as "writing time" or " language arts" or "morning
session".

In the study reported here, this was due to the researcher's

additional role as class teacher for the group of children directly involved
in the study. This role resulted in far greater researcher access to the data
related to the relationship between text and context in classroom settings
than was possible in the Christie, Kamler, or Rothery studies. As has been
argued later in this report, this more extensive access to data has made it
possible to identify the cumulative or nested impact of a broad range of
curriculum contexts on the process of written text production in the early
school years, and to argue the need for the contexualisation of genre-based
programs of learning to write within wider curriculum concerns and
interests, especially during the early childhood years.
The particular outcomes of this study, with respect to the central issue of
how written texts are shaped within particular configurations of classroom
contexts, were the focus of the final phase of the study.

They were

established through intensive examination of the data record related to
the teaching and learning contexts generated in the development phase of
the study, and through careful and systematic analysis of the children's
written texts. A discussion of how this examination and analysis was
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conducted, and of some of the key findings that subsequently emerged is
provided in the sections that follow.
3.5.1 Initial review of the teaching and learning contexts

As noted earlier, this study was originally designed to investigate the
particular matter of the nature of a genre-based approach to teaching
writing in early school contexts, and its consequences for the promotion of
children's writing development.

However, as the data collected in the

study was examined, it became clear that a whole range of contextual
features had exerted significant levels of influence upon the children's
writing. Amongst these, the genre-based classroom teaching and learning
episodes appeared to be one of the most influential in terms of the
children's writing development.

These episodes had been designed

specifically to help the children learn to control the semantic
lexicogrammatical

and

features of selected written genres (see examples

provided in Chapters 5, 6, and 7).
However, this component of the children's school experience was deeply
embedded in wider levels of context, all of which had important
consequences for both the genre-based writing contexts and for the
development of children's writing in those contexts. These included the
physical arrangements and resources of the classrooms in which the
children learned to write, the curriculum in which the writing component
of their school program was grounded, and the specific language and
literacy program which existed within that curriculum and served to
make language an explicit phenomenon for learning and use. As close
examination of the data base showed, any consideration of the genre-based
component had to be located within an understanding of these contexts,
and of the interactive relationships between them.
Early in the reflective phase of the study, it was decided that this degree of
contextual interdependence needed to be recognised and addressed in the
report of the study. Thus, it was decided to use the data base to reconstruct
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the significant levels of context identified in the study. Consequently, an
account of the physical contexts of the classrooms in which the study took
place was constructed (see Chapter 4, section 4.1); the curriculum was
reviewed and described, in terms of its primary sources and its key
organising rules and principles (Chapter 4, section 4.2); and the role of the
specific language and literacy program of which the writing component
was but one small part, was evaluated (Chapter 4, section 4.3). The genre
based component of the language and literacy program was then
considered, as part of a set of nested curriculum contexts as shown earlier
in Figure 3.2. How that consideration was effected is discussed in the
section that follows.
3.5.2Consideration of thegenre-based component

The genre-based component was examined, initially, as a series of specific
episodes of classroom activity related to the teaching and learning of
writing. As the data indicated, however, and as discussed above, the links
between those episodes and other dimensions of the teaching and learning
contexts established in the study were both strong and extensive.
Consequently, a second approach to considering the data related to the
genre-based component was adopted. This involved:
(i) the re-examination of the genre-based episodes, as instances of
the application of the three-stage teaching and learning cycle
identified as a critical component of genre-based pedagogy (see
Chapter 2, section 2.5; section 3.4.2 above; Chapter 4, section 4.4; and
Chapters 5, 6, and 7);
(ii) the consideration of these episodes within the context of the
topics of interest that were developed in the integrated curriculum
(see Chapter 2, section 2.6; and Chapter 4, section 4.2);
(iii) the comparison of these episodes with other components of the
specific language and literacy program developed in the study,
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particularly with respect to the deliberately interventionist role
adopted by the teacherI researcher in these contexts (see Chapter 2,
section 2.3; section 3.3. above and Chapter 4, section 4.3);
(iv) a review of the physical settings of the classrooms involved i n
the study, in terms of how the organisation and resources provided
in these settings contributed to the children's writing development
(see Chapter 2, section 2.9; and Chapter 4, section 4.1).
In particular, it was decided to review the three-stage teaching and
learning cycle evident within all episodes of the genre-based component,
and to articulate the relationship between this cycle of activity and the
broader cycle operating within the overall curriculum context (see section
3.3.3 above; and discussion Chapters 5, 6, and 7). The consequences of
these cycles of activity for the promotion of children's writing
development were also examined during this phase, as discussed in the
section that follows.
3.5.3 Analysisof thechildren's written texts

The whole corpus of texts collected in the study was re-examined during
the reflective phase of the study. (As noted above, the texts had been read
and assessed at the time of their production, as part of the teacher I
researcher's normal professional activity.) This examination involved a
consideration of the complete range of genres represented in the
children's texts, and the identification all instances of the Observation,
Narrative, and Report genres represented in the data. All of these
instances were then examined again, in concert with an examination of
data related to the episodes of classroom activity in which they were
produced. As a result of those reviews of the data, several episodes of
classroom activity and their associated texts were selected for more
detailed analysis. In this analysis, the written texts were to be examined
closely, using systemic functional grammar, as developed by Halliday
(1985) and genre and register theory, as articulated by Martin (1992) (see
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also the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.4). The results of that level of
analysis are provided in Appendices 4-21, and are described and discussed,
using particular examples of written texts, in Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of this
report of the study. Examining the texts from this perspective made it
possible to unlock the nature of the relationship between text and context,
as it was realised in this study. Some of those relationships are briefly
discussed in later sections of this chapter. In the section that follows, the
manner in which representative episodes from the genre-based
component were selected has been explained.
3.5.4 Selection ofparticular contexts and texts for detailed analysis
Many episodes of classroom activity were developed as part of the genre
based writing component of the total program across the five teaching
semesters involved in the study. These episodes variously reflected the
topics or themes investigated in the overall curriculum (see Table 4.1,
Chapter 4, section 4.3), the complete range of written genres presented to
the children during the study, and the passage of time in the study from
the first weeks of the 1988 school year to the closing days of the first
semester of the 1990 school year. Many were examined, along with the
written texts that the children produced within such episodes in the
reflective phase of the study. Ultimately however, only six such episodes,
and their associated texts, were selected for detailed description and close
analysis in this report. These particular episodes were selected according
to a number of criteria.
In the first instance, it was decided to focus on episodes of classroom

activity related to the teaching and learning of the genres of Observation,
Narrative, and Report (see discussion Chapter 2, section 2.5). The teacher I
researcher's earlier investigation of one young child's early writing
development (Elms, 1988) had indicated that the genre of Observation was
a far more complex genre than had been previously indicated in the
specification of various genres (Martin and Rothery, 1980, 1981). Kamler
also found this to be the case, in her study of two children's early school

159

writing experiences (1990). In investigating oral storytelling among adults,
Plum (1988) found a number of story genres, including Observations. This
was important information in that it added to the body of knowledge
about the types of genres used in the adult world, and confirmed that
observations are a familiar feature of adult talk. This confirmed the
hypothesis advanced by Elms (1988) and Kamler (1990) that the
Observation genre was not just a genre used by very young children, as
was originally implied in the work of Martin and Rothery (1980; 1981).
Despite this finding regarding the social value and purpose of the genre of
Observation in the adult world, Rothery's recent work in the examination
of the extent of Narrative writing in school contexts (1990) has revealed a
marked tendency for teachers to devalue the writing of Observations, in
favour of Narratives, particularly thematic Narratives. Similarly, her
work shows that teachers often do not recognise or understand the
different textual and contextual features of Observations and Narratives.
It thus seemed appropriate to include episodes related to the teaching and
learning of the Observation and Narrative genres in the selection made
here. It is hoped that such inclusion might thus contribute to making
Observation a more visible and valued genre choice in primary school
contexts.
The third genre selected for attention in this phase of the study was the
Report genre. This is one of the important factual genres needed in the
teaching and learning of both the natural and social sciences in primary
and secondary school contexts. However, Martin and Rothery's earlier
studies (1980, 1981) found little evidence that Reports were extensively
written in the primary school. Observations and Recounts were by far the
more common choice.
This reflected the predominant "process
ideologies" of the period, wherein prime importance was attached to
students' writing accounts of personal experience, rather than constructing
genres that drew on factual information (Kamler, 1990; see also the
discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.6). Over the last decade, under the
impact of the findings of the studies of Martin and Rothery (1980, 1981),
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the teaching of reports has become more common. Indeed, a great deal of
support material is available for teachers in this endeavour, for example as
is provided in the DSP materials, and HBJ publications (see the discussion
in Chapter 2, section 2.5). Many State and Territory education authorities
have also included material related to the teaching and learning of the
Report genre in their English Language syllabus materials.
In this study, the teaching and learning of the Report genre was given a
considerably high profile, based on the teacher I researcher's previous study
of early writing development, and her commitment to notions of access
and equity, especially as they are affected by gender, in early childhood
contexts. For example, it was the teacher I researcher's belief, based on both
personal experience and informed comment (see Gilbert, 1989) that young
girls initially "do well" in written language, but eventually falter and fail
in secondary school contexts when success requires control over factual
and narrative writing. It was the teacher/researcher's intention to make
the nature of factual writing an explicit feature of the curriculum contexts
generated in the study, thus providing access to this information from an
early stage, regardless of gender.
The episodes of classroom activity were also selected in order to
demonstrate something of the recurring cycles of curriculum activity
evident in the study. For example, particular episodes were selected to
show the nature of the scaffolding that occurred in episodes where texts
were jointly constructed by the children and the teacher/researcher. Other
episodes were selected to demonstrate how and when children were
provided with opportunities to create texts on an independent basis. I n
addition, episodes were selected so as to show the effect of the passage o f
time in the study. In particular, episodes were selected to show how later
attention to the same genres could build on the knowledge and skills that
had been evident in the children's writing in early episodes devoted to
those genres, in a spiralling pattern identified and discussed by Bruner
several decades ago (1966).
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Eventually, six episodes of classroom activity, and their associated written
texts, were selected for detailed attention in this final phase of the study
(see Table 3.2 below). All are considered to adequately demonstrate that
school learning experiences for young children can be both intellectually
rigorous and socially appropriate. Further, they demonstrate that these
school experiences should build on and from children's previous
experiences, in and out of school, rather than constitute a fleeting moment
in a long and unconnected history of 'school tasks'. Above all, these
episodes reveal key features of both context and text, as they were
established throughout the study. They reveal both the diversity and
continuity of the teaching and learning contexts established in the study,
and the extent to which the children involved in the study learned to
control the semantic and lexicogrammatical features of three valued
genres, namely Observation, Narrative, and Report.
Table 3.2 The episodes of classroom activity selected for detailed levels of analysis
Episode

Topid unit

Year
level

Genre

Year 1

Observation Jointly
constructed
texts
Observation Independent
text
production
Narrative
Jointly
constructed
text
Independent
Narrative
text
production
Independent
Report
te xt
production

1

Special events:
Reef Walk

2

events: Year 2
Special
Under 8's Day

3

Narrative
Cinderella

4

Narrative unit:
Story Starters

5

Environmental
Studies unit:
Animals and

unit: Year 3

Year 3
Year 2

Activity

mode

Number
Number
of texts of texts
produced discussed
in detail

11

3

22

5

10

3

18

4

10

3

6

2

their habitats
6

Environmental
Studies unit:
Antarctica

Year 3

Report

Jointly
constructed
tex ts
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The episodes of classroom activity selected for detailed analysis in the final
phase of the study also exemplify the deliberate and explicit nature of the
written language learning and teaching that occurred in the contexts
under investigation. They also capture the pattern of growth in children's
writing over the period of their first years at school, where deliberate and
informed interventions in that growth were part of the children's
curriculum experience.
3.5.5 The final report of the study

As the reflective phase of the study unfolded, it became clear that the
report of the study would involve far more than the relatively simple
description of the application of genre-based pedagogy in one early
childhood teaching context, and the analysis of written texts produced by
children in those contexts. Instead, as discussed elsewhere, the final report
of the study was to involve the description, analysis, and evaluation of the
operation of a genre-based curriculum cycle, in the context of recurring
cycles of overall curriculum activity and a particular set of physical
classroom contexts, and the consequences of those cycles and contexts for
children's writing development.
In preparing the report, the teacher I researcher struggled with the problem

of conveying the nature of the relationships evident in the study between
text and context, and between levels of teaching and learning context. In
the manner associated with both a qualitative research tradition, and the
particular application of case study methodology, the teacher / researcher
wanted to "take the reader into the case situation, a person's life, a group's
life, or a program's life - represented and understood as an idiosyncratic
manifestation of the phenomenon of interest" (Patton, 1990: 387).
Thus, the teacher I researcher aimed to reconstruct a sense of her first-hand
knowledge of the events and activities associated with one case of teaching
and learning to write. In doing so, she deliberately set out to convey her
sense of "immediacy, direct contact and intimate knowledge" of the
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contexts and texts investigated (Neuman, 1991: 325). In terms described by
Stenhouse (in Burgess, 1985: 267), the report of the study was to provide
"documentary reference for the discussion of practice". As such, it was
intended that the report of the study comprise a critique of teaching and
learning contexts in schools, with particular reference to the teaching and
learning of writing in the early school years. This kind of activity remains
essential, two decades after Stenhouse (1985: 267) argued that:
the improvement of critique of classrooms and schools is central to the problem of
quality in education, and it depends heavily upon practitioners
vicariously their experience of schools and classrooms as cases.

extending

the final analysis, the report of the study was to be one in which the
teacher / researcher accepted the responsibility to probe deeply into the
matter of the development of genre-based pedagogy in school contexts,
and to offer some recommendations for change and growth, based o n
practice (Best and Kahn, 1989: 92) (see also discussion Chapter 1 , section 1.7
and Chapter 8). These recommendations were to be derived from the
interpretations of the achievements of the study, and are discussed i n
Chapter 8 of this report.
In

The reflective phase of the study drew to a close with the preparation of
this report of the study. Many profitable lines of further investigation
were identified in the closing stages of the preparation of the report. These
are discussed in the concluding chapter of the report, and include the
significance of the talk that surrounds the production of written texts i n
classroom settings, and the relationship of the "resistant reader" and
critical literacy fields to genre-based pedagogy (see discussion Chapter 8). In
the discussion that follows, the nature of the overall study is reviewed, i n
terms of its identity as an instance of the application of a qualitative
research tradition to the problematic issue of language and literacy
education in early school contexts.
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3.6 A review of the status of the study

As explained in this chapter, the study reported here comprised three
discrete but interrelated phases of teaching and research activity. These
included the initial design of a broad set of teaching-learning contexts for a
group of children beginning their first year of compulsory schooling; the
development and implementation of these plans over five consecutive
school semesters, as the children moved into their second and third years
at school; and the evaluation of both the teaching-learning contexts so
created and the written texts produced by the children within these
contexts. The study also involved the development and implementation
of a specific genre-based approach to teaching and learning writing i n
school contexts, within the overall contexts of an integrated approach to
curriculum development in early childhood settings.

The nature and

outcomes of the genre-based component of the overall curriculum
constituted the central focus of the study, but they were developed and
subsequently examined within a wider classroom and curriculum context.
The study was centrally concerned with exploring the problematic
question of how written texts are shaped in particular curriculum contexts.
As will be discussed in the chapters that follow, the findings of the study
are crucial with regard to the impact of a deliberate and explicit approach
to

teaching

young

children

how

to

control

the

semantic

and

lexicogrammatical elements of various genres. In this respect the study
serves to demonstrate that a genre-based approach to language and literacy
education is a viable alternative

to previous

models

of language

education; and that this approach can be seen as part of the tradition o f
providing rich and integrated language experiences i n school contexts.
In outlining how the study was set up, it was noted that the study actually

arose out of the teacher/researcher's previous investigation of the pattern
of one young child's early writing development in the early school years
(Elms, 1988). This study suggested that young children were capable o f
learning much more about the written mode than i s usually expected i n
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early childhood contexts, particularly where any level of explicit teaching
about language and literacy occurs. This finding provided support for the
teacher I researcher's growing conviction that the learning potential of
young children has been seriously underestimated in most expressions of
early childhood curricula. In fact, as various critics have noted, the pattern
of contemporary approaches to early childhood language and literacy
education in Australia has actively worked against children's
achievement of mastery over written language. The present study
demonstrates the nature of a set of curriculum contexts that support rather
than hinder children's learning and use of written language, and the
extent of control over this mode that a particular group of young children
were able to establish within these contexts.
It has also been noted that this study was made possible by the researcher's
appointment as a classroom teacher to a Year One class in a small
Queensland primary school. The support of the school's staff, including
the principals and other teachers, and a group of curious and vital
children and their parents enabled the study to be continued over a long
period of time. This made it possible to consider the critical importance of
issues of continuity and challenge in the teaching and learning of writing
in the early school years (Chapter 8).
This study, its progress and its findings, is of key interest to the people
whose lives the study touched, but it is also of interest to a wider
professional audience. This is due to the location of the study in a era
when State and Territory education authorities in Australia have been
reviewing and revising their language education policies and practices;
and when there are trends and movements towards the assessment and
development of national patterns of language education. For the entire
period of the study's life, language and literacy have been issues of keen
political and educational debate in Australia (see the discussion in Chapter
2, section 2.1).
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In addition, the study is one of only a few that have examined the issue of
learning to write in early school contexts in Australia or, in fact, the nature
of a genre-based approach to language and literacy education in early
childhood contexts (see also Christie, 1990, Kamler, 1990, and Rothery,
1990). The study thus serves to illuminate issues within language and
literacy education in general, about language and literacy education in the
first years at school, and about genre-based pedagogy in particular. These
issues need to be explored by others, in similar contexts and circumstances.
At the very least, it is hoped that this study provides a challenge for other
teachers to conduct similar classroom-based investigations, with a
particular focus on how and what children learn to write in early school
contexts. Indeed, the study provides an example of how teachers can
realise research intentions and goals that arise out of their classroom
activity. This study is principally one of a classroom problem, namely, the
improvement of writing pedagogy as it is expressed and practised i n
classroom situations. In the tradition of action research (see Chapter 2,
section 2.1), the study arose out of one classroom teacher's assessment of a
gap or failing in the teaching and learning contexts she was creating. This
led to the proposal of a set of strategies for change, and of a plan for
implementing, monitoring, and evaluating such strategies.
The strategy chosen for documenting that plan, and its consequences for
children's writing development, was derived from the specific model of
case study methodology within a qualitative research tradition. In other
situations, different methodology and research traditions might well be
invoked. However, regardless of such variation, this study demonstrates
quite clearly the very real involvement that teachers can and should have
in classroom-based research. In the chapters that follow, the curriculum
contexts and texts created in the study are described and analysed.
Through the discussion so provided, an attempt is made to create some
sense of the richness of life that existed in these teaching and learning
contexts. That attempt can never realise its goal, using 'still-life' resources.
However, it is hoped that some of the threads in the tapestry will be made
evident.
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Chapter 4
CURRICULUM CONTEXTS

In developing towards the ideal classroom for language development,
teachers will need to learn to construct the best possible context
for learning anything.
(Boomer,

G., 1988, "Teachers Learning", in Metaphors and meaning: essays on
English teaching, AATE, Norwood, S.A., p. 211)

4.0 Introduction

The study reported here was concerned with the development and critique
of a particular set of curriculum contexts and the implications of these
contexts for young children's development of written language. Initially,
the study was to be focused on the design and development of a genre
based writing program and the assessment of its consequences for one
group of young children's growing control of selected written genres i n
their early school years. However, as explained in earlier chapters of this
report, the study also came to include a consideration of a number of other
levels of "context" featured in the study, and their consequences for the
range and quality of the children's written text production during their
first years at school. This notion of "context" and its relation to "text", is
fundamental to a number of the key informing theories drawn upon i n
the design and development of this study, namely, a systemic functional
account of language and the associated theories of genre and register (see
the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.4).
In the systemic functional tradition, it will be recalled from the earlier
discussion, language and context are so intimately related that the one is
only comprehensible in terms of the other. In this sense, language is said,
quite literally, to realise context. Two terms - context of culture and
context of situation - are taken from Malinowski (1923; 1935). Context of
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culture relates to genre as context of situation relates to register. Thus, so
Martin (1992) proposes, any given genre used is a way of making meaning
of the culture, while its particular register values with respect to field,
tenor, and mode are a condition of the context of situation (see discussion
Chapter 2, section 2.4). An important consequence of this general
overarching model of context and of genre and register is that all instances
of language used in particular classroom episodes are to be understood as
being a function of the curriculum contexts which they actually realised.
That acknowledged, a decision has nonetheless been made in this chapter
to differentiate and discuss notions of context at several different levels.
fact, this chapter has been devoted to providing a discussion of context
at four levels of delicacy. The first level refers to the physical contexts i n
which the study was located, and which can be said to have had some
impact on the educational program (section 4.1). The second level of
context refers to the nature of the total teaching and learning program
developed, and embracing all areas of teaching and learning activity
(section 4.2). The third level of context refers to the specific language and
literacy program developed within that total teaching and learning plan
(section 4.3). Finally, the fourth level of context refers to the planning and
implementation of the genre-based writing component of the language
and literacy program (section 4.4). In the conclusion to the chapter, it is
argued that each of these levels of context had positive consequences for
the promotion of the children's writing development during their first
years at school (section 4.5).
In

It is argued further that these curriculum contexts interacted to create a
particularly coherent and constructive network of support for language
and literacy education in the early educational setting featured in this
study. Most critically however, in terms of the research focus of this study,
it is argued that the particular configuration of curriculum components
featured in this study represent the direction in which language and
literacy education in the early childhood years needs to move, if the
language and literacy demands of the twenty-first century are to be met
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effectively in the compulsory school years. In addition, it is argued that
the derivation of these components from principled and informed
processes of curriculum decision-making represents a model of
professional activity that needs to be far more evident in early childhood
contexts (see Chapter 8 for further discussion of this point).
Other studies of learning to write in school contexts, from a systemic
functional linguistic perspective, and accounts of the use of genre-based
pedagogy to teach writing in school contexts, have rarely provided
description and discussion of all such levels of context. For example, the
early studies of writing in NSW schools conducted by Martin and Rothery
(1980, 1981) certainly did not provide an extensive account of the physical
settings of the classrooms from which they drew writing samples, or of the
curricula being developed in such classrooms. Christie (1989) and Kamler
(1990) certainly attempted to provide some information about the total
early childhood language programs in which the literacy programs they
studied were embedded. However, such information was necessarily of a
rather brief and general character.
Similarly, the manner in which a genre-based program or unit of work
might be located in the overall curriculum being developed for particular
classroom contexts has received rather limited exposure in materials such
as Teaching Factual Writing: A Genre-Based Approach (Callaghan and
Rothery, 1988).
Here, for example, four lines summarise the
interrelationship between the teaching and learning contexts to be
established in a genre-based writing program and the wider curriculum
contexts in which this component is to be located:
The genre (exposition), of course, needs to be linked to a unit of work underway in
the classroom. For example, work on conservation will bring forth a number of s
i sues
which can be defended or opposed with a range of arguments.
(Callaghan and Rothery, 1988: 39)

In more recent discussions of the curriculum implications of a genre-based
approach to the teaching of writing in school contexts (see for example
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Rothery and Vee!, 1992), more attention is given to this matter. Indeed, i n
Rothery and Veel's revised version of the curriculum model or cycle now
associated with a genre-based approach (see Chapter 2, figure 2.7), there is
much clearer exhortation to locate the study of particular genres within
the fields of human experience that they typically realise. This revision
encodes the study of genres as a study of the ways in which knowledge is
constructed and reconstructed in our world far more explicitly than
previous materials did. Awareness of this relationship between "genre"
and "knowledge" is essential for teachers. As Christie and Rothery (1990:
188) note in a discussion of the nature of language teaching in school
contexts,
Learning to handle and manipulate the genres of the various school subjects,
adapting and modifying them for different purposes, is important not only because

it is a necessary part of learning the content of the subjects, but also because it is a
necessary part of learning the ways of reasoning and organising the

different

aspects of experience that are characteristic of the different subjects.

The study reported here, with its rich data base regarding the ways that the
study of written genres were embedded in the study of ways of "knowing"
the world in one instance of classroom teaching and learning, is one of the
first to address this issue directly. Above all, it highlights the critical
importance of locating the teaching and learning of written genres within
the broader contexts of situation and culture that give rise to their
realisation in the world outside of school. Indeed, this study makes its
most significant contribution to the development of genre pedagogy by
showing how selected genres can be explored, taught and learned within
"real contexts of use". In addition, this study shows how this can be
effected using a Whole Language framework for curriculum planning and
development (see Chapter 2, section 2.6 for a discussion of the features of
such a framework).
Overall, it is argued that this study has shown how the situational and
cultural contexts in which children learn, use, and learn about language i n
school are direct influences on the extent and quality of that experience.
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These contexts are most significantly social in nature, but also possess
important physical and material dimensions. As Blenkin and Whitehead
note (in Blenkin and Kelly, 1987: 35), the material environment is often
"the most neglected and misunderstood dimension of the planned
curriculum". Yet physical and material environments are "an integral
part of the learning process and no student or teacher can be unaffected by
their presence" (Marsh, 1992: 15). Indeed, it is unreasonable to expect
children to write successful instances of the Report genre if their resources
for building field knowledge comprise one or two sets of out-of-date
encyclopedias; if the physical arrangement of their classroom actively
discourages the building and rehearsing of meaning through talk; and if
their written texts have to be produced, in total, between 9.15 a.m. and 9.45
a.m. on one Friday morning. Similarly, writing fairytales and other
popular "school narratives" can be a particularly daunting task for
children whose classroom reading resources comprise The Happy Ven t u re
Reading Series. The particular features of the physical and material
contexts in which the children involved in this study were located, have
been described in the section that follows.

4.1 The physical and material contexts of the

study

Overall, the physical environment in which the teaching and learning
program developed in this study was located was a congenial one. In
particular, the whole school environment provided pleasant settings for
children to spend their days in, and the bright and well-organised physical
classroom contexts provided support and challenge for children's learning
endeavours. The school itself overlooked a sweeping bay, and was backed
by low hills and bushland. In addition, the grounds of the school
encompassed open grassy spaces, stands of native and exotic trees, shady
gullies, and landscaped garden and pergola areas (see Chapter 3, section
The classroom areas in which the children were located were
3.1).
relatively spacious, and reasonably well stocked with the visual and
material resources deemed appropriate in effective and stimulating early
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childhood educational settings (Ebbeck, 1991). Together, it is argued, these
features of the physical environment in which the children learned to
write in their first years at school, created a set of stimulating and
sustaining contexts for teaching and learning.

In

the sections that follow,

particular features of the classroom elements of this environment have
been described, and the overall significance of these features in terms of
their consequences for the promotion of children's writing development
have been considered.
4.1.1 Fixed features of theclassroom contexts
During the five teaching semesters of the study, the children were located
in three distinct classroom areas.
respective 'ends'

Two of these areas comprised the

of Block A (see Chapter 3, Figure 3.1), a building

constructed according to the multipurpose or open-plan approach to
school building design popular in Queensland since the early 1970's (see
also Figure 4.1 below). Occupied by two classes at any one time during the
study, this was a relatively spacious brick building, comprising two
teaching spaces, otherwise designated as classrooms, a small withdrawal
area, two storerooms, a teacher preparation or office area, and a vestibule
for the storage of children's bags, coats and hats (see Figure 4.1 below). The
children involved in the study occupied one of the teaching spaces or
classrooms in this area during their first year at school (1988), and the
other teaching space or classroom during their second year at school (1989).
In

the third year of the study (1990), the children occupied a classroom area

in Block C (see Chapter 3, Figure 3.1).

Again, this was part of a double

teaching space or multipurpose architectural unit, but in this case, n o
withdrawal area, storerooms, teacher preparation or office area, or a
vestibule for the

storage of children's

bags, coats and hats were

encompassed in the overall space (see Figure 4.2 below). An open, but
roofed verandah was attached to the classroom block, and a small pergola
and garden area were situated immediately adjacent to the classroom area
(see Illustration 4.1 below).
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Figure 4.1: Block A teaching spaces, 1988 and 1989
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Figure 4.2: Block C teaching space,

1990
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Illustration 4.1: Pergola area adjacent to

1990 classroom

4.1.2 Theorganisation ofspace and

resou rces

As the diagrams above indicate, the classroom areas occupied by the
children during the first two years of the study and the third were
significantly different, in terms of the fixed physical features. However,
the manner in which both space and material resources were organised in
these areas remained consistent, as shown in Figures 4.1 and 4.2 above and
Illustrations 4.2 through 4.15 below.

In all years of the study, the

classroom areas were separated from adjoining classroom areas by low
partitions such as bookshelves and trolleys.

Other classroom furniture

included child-sized desks and chairs, low bookshelves and trolleys, taller
mobile blackboards, wall-mounted blackboards, cushions, and long art and
craft tables, as shown in Illustrations 4.2 - 4.6 below.
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Illustration 4.2 Classroom furniture and arrangement, 1988 -

Illustration

4.3:

Wall mounted blackboard,

1989

1989
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illustration 4.4 : Low bookshelves and tables,

rllustration 4.5

:

Small mobile trolley,

1989

1988 - 1989
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Illustration
shelving,

4.6:

Long art table, metal cupboard, folding chalk and number board, low

1988 - 1989

As shown in Illustrations 4.7 - 4.10 below, the walls and ceilings in all
classroom spaces involved in the study were used as display spaces. The
materials displayed included commercial and children's art work, posters
and charts, and lists of classroom tasks and activities. Visual materials
associated with current fields of investigation being explored within the
overall curriculum tended to predominate, with displays being added to,
rearranged, and/ or replaced on a fairly regular basis.
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Illustration 4.7:
Antarctica display,

1990

Easter artwork,

1990

•
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illustration 4.9: Numbers unit display and resources, 1989

Illustration 4.10: People unit display, 1989
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Illustration 4.11: Cinderella unit display,

. .

1990
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As can be seen in the illustrations that follow, the children's desks were
mainly grouped in a cafe style throughout the space, so that children
would be facing each other while seated at desks, in combinations of up to
two, four or six children. In addition, some desks were positioned
throughout the room so that children could work alone, or only side by
side with other children (see Illustrations 4.12 - 4.16 below). As well, a
relatively large space was always maintained free of furniture towards one
comer of the teaching space, where the teacher and children would gather
for whole class meetings, discussions, and associated activities.
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Illustration 4.12: Desk arrangements,

Illustration

4.13 :

Desk arrangements,

1989

1989
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Illustration 4.14 : Desk arrangements

,1990

Illustration 4.15: Desk arrangements,

1990
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illustration 4.16: Desk arrangements,
.
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4.1.3 Thesignificanceof thephysical contextsof thestudy
As can be seen from the diagrams and illustrations provided above, the
classroom contexts in which the children involved in the study were
located were bright, airy, and relatively spacious. They were filled with
books and posters, toys and games, "hands-on" learning aids, and many
other kinds of materials and equipment to entice and encourage children
to participate fully in the teaching and learning program offered. As such,
the contexts created represented a pattern of classroom organisation and
resource allocation that has traditionally been considered appropriate in
early childhood education, especially in terms of language teaching and
learning (Dowling, 1988; Ebbeck, 1991; and Hendrick, 1991; see also
discussion Chapter 2, section 2.9 regarding the "received tradition" in early
childhood education).

They also reflect recent constructions of what
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'good' Whole Language classrooms looks like (Gray, 1986, and Edelsky,
1991)(see also the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.7).
In this study, it is argued that, at the very least, such physical contexts
would have comprised an inviting introduction to being at school.
However, it is also argued that these contexts represented more than " a
nice place to be". Indeed, it is argued that they actively supported and
stimulated the children's interest in and capacity to use and learn
language. In this respect, they complemented and sustained the overall
teaching and learning program designed and developed for the children in
this study. This program was one aimed at providing a broad range of rich
and intellectually challenging experiences for the children. The m a i n
features of this program, and the particular impact that these features had
with regard to the support and stimulation of children's learning
endeavours, are described in the following section.

4.2

The

overall curricul urn context

The total teaching and learning program established in this study was one
that was expressly designed to support and stimulate children's
enthusiasm for school-related learning tasks, not least of which was the
matter of learning to write. Further, it was designed to provide positive
and explicit guidance for children's early learning efforts, particularly with
respect to language and literacy learning. Indeed, as has been shown in the
discussion that follows, this program provided the conceptual and
experiential ground from which the specific genre-based program of
teaching and learning writing investigated in the study was derived. On
all counts then, the total teaching and learning program developed in the
study can be said to have represented a critical dimension of context for
the matter of learning to write in the early school years that has been the
focus of this study.
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In the following sections, key elements of this program have been
examined. They include the nature of the program as a deliberate and
systematic application of one model of curriculum design and
development (section 4.2.1); the major theoretical and pedagogical
traditions that informed the design and development of the total teaching
and learning program (section 4.2.2); the approach adopted towards the
organisation of teaching and learning activities within the program
(section 4.2.3); the characteristic role adopted by the teacher vis a vis the
children's learning (section 4.2.4); the pattern of interlocking curriculum
cycles that was developed in the program (section 4.2.5), the particular
relationship between the language-oriented components of the teaching
and learning program (section 4.2.6); the pattern of temporal organisation
adopted in the program (section 4.2.7); and the approach adopted to the
assessment and evaluation of children's achievement of program goals
(section 4.2.8). In a final comment on the program, its particular
contributions to the children's emerging control of the written mode
during their first years at school have been discussed (section 4.2.9).
4.2.1 The underlying model of curriculum design and development
Curriculum development in the primary school is a diverse and
challenging activity for Australian teachers. Depending on the State
system in which they are employed, primary school teachers can find
themselves responsible for developing and/ or modifying up to seven
different subject-oriented curricula. This can often lead to incoherence
and inconsistency across the total teaching and learning program
developed for any one class group with a school context.
This
phenomenon was particularly evident in Queensland primary schools
during the early 1980's when "process writing" first became a popular
writing pedagogy. In many classrooms, the practice of this pedagogy co
existed quite unproblematically, it seemed, with the use of controlled
vocabulary systems to teach reading. Only in the mid 1980's did "process
reading" appear as a complementary pedagogy.
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Since then, however, in most Australian States and Territories, a
curriculum design and development framework has been published by
education authorities, wherein the overall goals of the schooling process
are set out and the interrelationships between subject-oriented curriculum
components are specified. In Queensland, for example, the Department of
Education prepared and published a policy document in the form of the P10 Curriculum Framework (March, 1987). This document:
provides the basis for Departmental guidelines for preschool and the compulsory
years of schooling, and establishes general curriculum policy for the range of schools
administered by the Department. It describes how it is possible to devise common
learnings in terms of seven curriculum areas:
arts education
health and physical education
language education
mathematics education
religious education
science education
social education
(Department of Education, Queensland,

1989:

iii)

Such a policy document helps teachers to design and develop coherent
and coordinated teaching and learning programs, in that it establishes
overall curriculum goals, broad teaching and learning strategies, and
appropriate approaches to assessment and evaluation. Specific curriculum
area frameworks then extend such statements, giving them a specific field
oriented scope and sequence. In the study reported here, a similar "top
down" and unified pattern of curriculum design and development was
adopted. Specifically, the teacher/researcher chose to apply a dynamic
model of curriculum design and development, in the tradition described
by Walker (in Print, 1987; see also the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.2).
The application of this model of curriculum design and development
involves several stages of curriculum decisionmaking, as shown in Figure
2.3 (Chapter 2, section 2.2, p. S<:J). Following the sequence identified i n
Figure 2.3, the application of a dynamic model of curriculum design and
development in the context of this study involved:
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(i) the specification of the platform of beliefs, theories, conceptions,
points of view, aims, and objectives upon which the design and
development of the curriculum contexts documented in this study
was to be based; and
(ii) the making of a number of decisions about key components or
aspects of the overall curriculum contexts including the broad aims
and goals of the overall curriculum, the "content" of the
curriculum, the manner in which time was to be organised, and the
characteristic approach to be used to evaluate and assess the
children's learning.
The first step in this process, specification of the platform from which
curriculum decisions would be made, involved the teacher/researcher i n
reviewing the main beliefs, theories, conceptions, points of view, aims,
and objectives she held about teaching, learning, and language. This
review occurred in the period leading up to the commencement of the
study, the proposal phase of the study (see Chapter 3, section 3.3). As the
process of articulating these key beliefs, theories, conceptions, points of
view, aims, and objectives unfolded, it became clear that several traditions
or fields of knowledge were informing that process. These included a
social interactional view of language and learning, language and literacy
pedagogy associated with such a view, the progressive tradition i n
education, and the professional field of early childhood education (see
discussion of these fields provided in Chapter 2, sections 2.3, 2.4, 2.6, and
2.9). The particular expressions of these traditions within the total
teaching and learning program developed for this study are discussed
briefly in the section that follows.
4.2.2 The major theoretica l and pedagogical traditions expressed in the

total teaching and learningprogram
Several major informing theories and traditions were drawn upon in the
specification of particular components of the total teaching and learning
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program developed in this study. For example, the broad aims and goals
of the program were drawn from a social interactional view of language
and learning, in the tradition of Vygotsky (1962; 1978; 1986), Halliday

(1975), Painter (1985), and Bruner (1986).
Consequently, goal statements for the teaching and learning program
developed across the five teaching semesters of the study emphasised the
central role of language in learning, and the critical importance of
providing appropriate levels of task scaffolding in order to help children
to become independent and confident learners (see Appendix 1 for
information regarding these goal statements for the third year of the
program). To this end, such statements reflected a construction of learning
as an interactional or interindividual phenomenon; a view of language as
a resource for making meaning and thus for learning; and a belief that
language learning is a phenomenon

which occurs most readily and

effectively in contexts of use (see the discussion in Chapter 2, sections 2.3
and 2.4). Ultimately, as the various goal statements prepared in the study
indicated (see Appendix 1), all aspects of the curriculum were to be
regarded as sites of language and literacy learning.
Drawing upon

theory and practice associated with

this

view,

the

teacher I researcher identified language as the unifying focus of the total
teaching and learning program to be established in the study. Specifically,
it was decided to organise the teaching and learning experiences of the
curriculum across traditional subject matter boundaries, and to adopt a
holistic, language-oriented approach to the development of teaching and
learning sequences or units of work.
influenced

by

the

This decision was particularly

teacher /researcher's

commitment

to

Halliday's

conceptualisation of a three-way model of language development,
proposed for the Language Development

Project conducted

as

at the

Curriculum Development Centre in Canberra in the late 1970's (see the
discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.4). Briefly, this model posits that there
are three aspects to language development; namely, learning language,
learning through language, and learning about language.
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The decision to organise the teaching and learning experiences of the
curriculum across traditional subject matter boundaries, and to adopt a
holistic, language-oriented approach to the development of teaching and
learning sequences or units of work was also influenced by progressive
rather than social constructions of teaching and learning. Specifically, this
influence was located in the teacher I researcher's familiarity with and
experience of integrated approaches to curriculum design and
development, especially as they were conceptualised in the British Infant
Method and Integrated Day models, and more recent constructions of
integrated curriculum models as proposed by Pappas, Keifer, and Levstik
(1990) and Edelsky (1991) (see the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.6, 2.7,
and 2.8, and section 4.2.3 below). The decision to adopt an integrated
approach to the organisation of the total teaching and learning program
developed in the study, and the attendant decisions regarding the
organisation of time and resources within that program, is explained i n
more detail in the section that follows.
4.2.3 The nature of the program as an integrated curriculum
Traditionally, an integrated approach to curriculum design and
development is associated with a progressive approach to education, as
discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.8. Typically, in this tradition, the
adoption of an integrated approach to curriculum design and
development initially involves the development of broad overall
concerns, interests and investigations within a general teaching and
learning context. These concerns, interests, and investigations are then
explored and extended through a variety of means and from a number of
field-related or subject-oriented perspectives. In this manner, the overall
curriculum provides both the interactional and intellectual contexts for
the content, understandings and skills to be explored in specific
components of that curriculum. Such an approach was adopted as the
predominant organisational strategy within the total teaching and
learning program developed in this study.
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Thus, in the study reported here, a total teaching and learning program
was developed, around a set of broad topics or themes of interest and
significance in the children's lives. These topics were framed within the
classroom contexts as Units of Wo rk, and involved the building of
extensive levels of field-related knowledge about the topics or themes
under investigation; the teaching and learning of a broad range of
language, mathematical, social, and research skills associated with
particular themes or topics; and the provision of some opportunities for
the children to negotiate and follow personal interests and enthusiasms.
Within the various Units of Work, the children read, listened, wrote and
spoke, drew, painted, played musical instruments, acted in plays, learned
poems by heart, invented dances, conducted science experiments, balanced
concrete and numerical equations, learned to co-operate with their peers,
and generally continued the important and all-encompassing occupation
of the early childhood years, namely, finding out about the world.
The topics or themes selected for investigation in the total teaching and
learning program established in the study were not chosen arbitrarily, or
even solely on the basis of children's interests. Rather, they were chosen
to reflect the areas of content suggested in a range of Queensland
Department of Education syllabus and curriculum materials as being
appropriate for study in the early childhood years. At the time of the
study, seven major content areas or disciplines still comprised the official
intended curriculum for Queensland primary schools. These included
Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, Social Studies, Art, Music, and
Physical Education. Primary school children were also expected to develop
knowledge, skills, and attitudes appropriate to fields of endeavour such as
Human Relationships Education, Computer Education, Health and Safety,
Stranger Danger, and general leisure and recreational studies, to mention
but a few. The recommended aspects of most of these subject areas and
issues were able to be addressed through the integrated Units of W o r k
listed in Table 4.1 below (see section 4.2.6).
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Similarly, the written genres chosen for investigation and teaching in the
writing component of the total teaching and learning program were not
chosen gratuitously. Rather, they were selected for teaching and learning
as and where particular topics and themes under investigation in the
program called them into play; and/ or because they had been identified as
important genres for children to learn to control in their school contexts,
in the world outside of school, or indeed, both. The full range of
integrated Units of Work conducted during the study is shown in Table 4.1
below. This table has been prepared from the teacher/researcher's various
records of teaching and learning activity (see the discussion in Chapter 3,
section 3.3.4). The topics underlined were the subject of investigation with
the children over all five semesters of the development phase of the
study.
As can be seen from Table 4.1, the topics and themes investigated through
particular Units of Work were broadly based. In the main, they were
drawn from the disciplines of mathematics, science, social science, history,
and art. In addition, the important place of literature in human life was
emphasised in a continuing investigation entitled Stories. All the themes
and topics selected in the total teaching and learning program documented
in this study were designed to feature high levels of intellectual demand
in terms of the content and experiences provided for the children. This
led to the development of investigations such as Antarctica - the last great
wilderness rather than the more common early learning units such as
Puppies or Toys. It also resulted in the provision of many opportunities
and challenges for children to explore issues and interests relevant in their
lives outside of the school, for example, the Rediscovery Weekend festival
(a celebration focussed on the re-enactment of Captain Cook's landing o n
the island); the problems of maintenance of the public jetty at one of the
main bays; and the particular values and difficulties associated with living
on the island, including ready access to the Great Barrier Reef, one of the
greatest living resources on our planet.
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Table 4.1: Special investigations conducted over the period of the study.

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

The Great Barrier Reef

The Great Barrier Reef

Animals

Animals

Stories

Stories

Stories

Special days.e.g. Qld. Dav: Specia l davs. e.g. Qld. Dav:
Under B'sWeek: Easter .
Und
erB'sWeek: Easter.

Special davs. e.g. Qld. Dav:
UnderB's Week: Easter.

Transport

Transport

Localstudies

Local studies

Dinosaurs

Dinosaurs

Number

Number

Number

Space (mathemqticaU

Space (mat hematical>

Space(m athematical>

Size andShav
.e

Sizean
dShape

Colour. textrm andform

Colour. textu reqnd'
form

SizeandShave

Colour.texture andf
orm

People:

Local studies

differences

and

differences

and

similarities

similarities
Antarctica:

People:

the

last

great

Antarctica:

the

wilderness

wilderness

Space (astronomical)

Space (astronomical)

Energy/force

Energy/force

Magnets

Magnets

Shadows

Shadows

last

great

Plants
Australian landscapes
and geography

At times, several of the investigations listed in Table 4.1 above were
conducted concurrently. At other times, all attention, exploration and
activity were focused on one particular theme or interest. As noted above,
there were some themes or investigations that were developed with the

194

children throughout each semester of the study. Stories, N u mber, and
Colour Texture and Form, for example, were areas of investigation
throughout the study. Other themes developed across only two years of
the study included The Great Barrier Reef, A n imals, Transport,
Antarctica, and Magnets. Themes developed in only one year of the study
This
included Plants, and Australian Landscapes and Geography.
approach to revisiting topics or concepts at increasing or spiralling levels
of complexity was originally proposed by Bruner (1966) and subsequently
developed into a coherent approach to curriculum design and
development by Taba (1972; see the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.2). In
the context of this study, no diminution of children's interest in particular
topics or themes was noted as a result of this approach to curriculum
development. Rather, children's interests appeared to be enhanced by this
cyclical approach, and their achievements and abilities within successive
phases of investigation appeared to be considerably advanced with each
revisit.
Additional and discrete units of activity or investigation were developed
as components of the total teaching and learning program. These
included the specific language and literacy program (see the later
discussion in section 4.2.6; and 4.3) and specific Art, Physical Education and
Music programs. Of course, many dimensions of art, physical education
and music, as fields of human knowledge and experience, were addressed
in topics and themes investigated under the umbrella of integrated
studies. This integrated approach to curriculum organisation was deemed
to be highly compatible with a social interactional perspective on language
and learning that shaped much of the ideational character of the teaching
and learning program (see the earlier discussion in Section 4.2.1 above;
Chapter 2, sections 2.3 and 2.4).
Indeed, adoption of an integrated approach to the organisation of
overall curriculum was proposed as a significant means by which
principles and beliefs inherent in a social interactional perspective
language and learning could be realised in an early school context.

the
the
on
For
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example, through the application of this approach, broadly conceived
topics or themes of investigation were to become the sites where language
could be used, where learning could proceed through language use, and
where children could learn about language as a system. Specifically, this
approach would be used to help children learn about the way meaning is
constructed in particular written genres, and how to control the particular
semantic and lexicogrammatical features through which such meaning is
realised.
An integrated approach to curriculum organisation has typically been
associated with other progressive traditions, including those involving a
belief in play as a critical learning mode, especially in early educational
contexts; a concern for social, emotional, and physical as well as
intellectual aspects of development; and an acceptance of different rates of
learning among children, despite the consistency of teaching and learning
experiences (Weber, 1971; see also discussion Chapter 2, section 2.6). In the
context of the study reported here, these beliefs were not seen as being
incompatible with a social interactional perspective on learning. W h a t
was rejected of the progressive tradition was its overly romantic notion of
the child as a "lone voyager engaged on a process of personal discovery",
in the tradition of Piaget (1954; 1962; 1966; 1968; 1969; and 1970) and early
writings by Bruner (1966; 1971), and its associated and limited
constructions of teacher role as 'responder' and 'facilitator' (see the
discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.6).
Rejection of these dimensions of a progressive tradition in education, i n
favour of more social constructions of the child and the process of
learning, was at the heart of the research problem proposed for
investigation in this study; that is, the nature of children's early writing
development when a deliberate and explicit approach to teaching writing
is adopted in the first years at school. A central construct in this approach
is the teacher's adoption of an interventionist role in children's learning,
as described by Painter (1 985; 1989), Christie (1990), and Rothery (1990). The
particular way this role was conceptualised and carried out in the total
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teaching and learning program developed in this study is discussed in the
section that follows.
4.2.4 The adoption of an interventionist role in children's learning
An interventionist role in children's learning is intimately associated
with a social perspective on language and learning (see the discussion i n
Chapter 2, sections 2.3 and 2.4). It contrasts sharply with the facilitative role
usually associated with progressive traditions of education, particularly i n
the early school years (see discussion Chapter 2, section 2.6). The rn a i n
points o f difference in the construction of the two categories of role
concern the way in which the process of learning is viewed, the relative
rights and responsibilities of children and adults in the process of learning,
and the functions or purposes of the schooling process (see for example,
Chapter 2, section 2.4 for a comparison of the two views along these
dimensions).
In this study, the teacher I researcher's adoption of an interventionist role
in children's learning was realised most extensively in the language and
literacy program established within the total teaching and learning
program. Here the teacher I researcher was strongly influenced by social
constructions of language and learning as discussed in earlier sections of
this chapter and in Chapter 2. Specifically, the teacher/researcher
established language and literacy goals for the children involved in the
study; designed and developed particular teaching and learning
experiences aimed at modelling, supporting, and scaffolding children's
efforts to achieve such goals; and intervened directly in the children's
activity, to shape their behaviour towards increasing levels of control and
competence in school related tasks. This was particularly evident in the
writing component of the language and literacy program, as has been
shown in the discussion of selected teaching and learning episodes
presented in Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of this report.
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In the adoption of such a role, to varying degrees across different levels of
curriculum context, the total teaching and learning program developed in
the study differed significantly from typical practice associated with early
childhood education. Here, a facilitative role in the manner described by
Edwards and Mercer (1987; see also discussion Chapter 2, section 2.9) is
more commonly adopted by the adults who work with young children
(see also Dowling, 1988; Ebbeck, 1991; and Hendrick, 1991). In the
teacher I researcher's experience, this most often results in the creation of
rich and stimulating learning environments in which children are left
largely unassisted, as they go about making sense of and using such
environments.
This pattern of teacher and learner interaction was not the case in the
study documented here. Instead, the teacher /researcher made expert
novice relationships a very strong feature of the overall curriculum
contexts that were established. A certain level of curriculum flexibility
was maintained in order to provide the children with regular
opportunities and challenges to pursue their own interests and to set the
pace and order of their own learning. In the main, however, the
teacher/researcher accepted responsibility for setting up and maintaining
the direction and flow of classroom teaching and learning activity.
Largely, this was effected through the use of recurring cycles of curriculum
activity, as discussed in the section that follows.
4.2.5 Thepattern of curriculum cycles that were developed in the program

In the design and development of the total teaching and learning
program, the teacher I researcher combined an integrated approach to
curriculum organisation and a commitment to an interventionist teacher
role with Brunerian notions of a spiral curriculum (see the discussion i n
Chapter 2, sections 2.2 and 2.6). The design and development of a spiral
curriculum is based on the notion of revisiting issues, topics and
categories of experience at increasingly complex levels of representation
across periods of time. In Taba's application of this notion to the
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development of social studies curricula in the early 1970's, this involved
examining the same set of concepts - interdependence, change, needs, and
so on - across successive year levels of the primary school, at different
levels of complexity.
As discussed in section 4.2.2 above, the application of this approach to
curriculum organisation involved the revisiting of themes and topics of
interest across various year levels, and the teaching and learning of
selected written genres across a number of topics and themes (see Table 4.1
above for a list of all the themes or topics investigated across the five
teaching semesters of the study). For example, the topics of Stories,
N u m ber, and Space were the focus of integrated units of work developed
for the group of children involved in the study across all three year levels
encompassed in the study. Each time these topics were revisited,
however, the level of complexity of treatment of the topic, and thus
expected and actual levels of children's performance, were increased.
Similarly, the genre of Report was the focus of a range of teaching and
learning activities within a number of successive integrated units of work
across the five teaching semesters encompassed in the study. Within each
unit, the manner in which the features of the genre were presented to and
explored with the children varied, according to the level of children's
control of these features in previous cycles of classroom activity.
This notion of cycle discussed here was in fact central to the pattern of
curriculum organisation featured in the study reported here.
The
interplay of categories of cyclical activity within the various curriculum
components emerged as one of the most significant findings of the study
(see discussion Chapter 8).
Briefly, it was found that two major
curriculum cycles were identifiable within the data base collected in the
study. These included:
(i) the overall curriculum cycle of Input, Exploration, and
Presentation/Celebration that formed the basic structure of the
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various Units of Work developed in the study (see discussion
Chapter 3, section 3.4.2); and
(ii) the specific genre-based curriculum cycle of Modelling/
Deconstruction, Joint text construction, and Independent text
construction (see discussion Chapter 3, section 3.4.2).
These cycles of curriculum activity were found to exist firstly as discrete
patterns of teaching and learning activity, and then, as interdependent
dimensions of the total teaching and learning contexts established in the
study (see later discussion section 4.2.6). Overall, the operation of these
cycles gave a character of continuity and coherence to the total teaching
and learning program developed in the study. In particular, the recurring
pattern of these cycles linked individual lessons, discrete teaching and
learning experiences, and whole episodes of classroom activity to what
had gone before and to what was to come in the program. In this respect,
the occurrence and interaction of the cycles reflected the "nested" quality
of the many components of the total teaching and learning program
developed in the study, particularly those which were identified as being
language oriented. The relationships between these components is
discussed in the section that follows.
4.2.6 The relationship between language-oriented components of the total

teaching and learningprogram
The total teaching and learning program developed in this study had
several language-oriented components.
These components were
conceptually equivalent to the three aspects of language development
identified in the model of language proposed by Halliday for the Language
Development Project initiated by the Curriculum Development Centre,
Canberra, in 1976, as reported by Christie (1979). These aspects included:
(i) learning language;
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(ii) learning through language; and
(iii) learning about language.
In the total teaching and learning program developed in this study,
integrated Units of Work provided curriculum contexts for learning
through language; and the specific language and literacy program,
including its writing component, provided curriculum contexts for
learning language and for learning about language. As indicated in earlier
discussion (Chapter 3, section 3.3.3), these components were not discrete
dimensions of the overall curriculum context in which the children
involved in the study participated. Instead, these components were
designed and developed in a tightly nested pattern, as shown in the
following diagram reproduced from Chapter 3 of the report.
The specific language and literacy program was developed both alongside
and within the integrated Units of Work as discussed above. This
program itself comprised three discrete components, namely:
(i) a literature-based reading component, with regular and routine
activities variously designated as Partner Reading, Reading Time,
Time for a Rhyme, Silent Reading, Story Time, and Serial;
(ii) needs-based individual and group instructional workshops,
including handwriting, spelling, punctuation, and dictionary skills;
and
(iii) a genre-based writing component, predominantly concerned
with the teaching and learning of the genres of Observation,
Recount, Narrative, and Report, but including those of Procedure
and Explanation.
The literature-based reading component of the program was designed and
maintained as a largely independent aspect of the total teaching and
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learning program developed in the study. However, it should be
remembered that the children involved in the study were also engaged i n
high levels of reading activity in the Units of Work which comprised the
overall curriculum context (see Figure 3.2, Chapter 3, p.l39). Here the
children were most often involved in reading and indeed, learning to read
factual texts.
Some measure of the extent of this reading activity, in addition to the
"set" reading component of the language and literacy program, is provided
in Appendix 2: Being there: a day in the life of Year Three. By comparison
with the reading component, the needs-based workshops and the genre
based writing component of the language and literacy program were both
framed as integral components of particular Units of Work. However, i n
all components of the language and literacy program, "set" or otherwise,
explicit concerns and issues related to learning language and learning
about language were addressed. A more detailed discussion of the specific
language and literacy program developed in the study, particularly with
reference to its genre-based writing component, is provided in section 4.3
of this chapter. In the section that follows, the pattern of temporal
organisation which made the design and development of the total
teaching and learning program as described in the sections above is
discussed.
4.2. 7 Thepattern of temporal organisation employed in the total teaching
and learningprogram
Across all three years of the study, the temporal organisation of the total
teaching and learning program reflected the particular needs of a n
integrated app roach to curriculum design and development. For example,
broad bands of time were allocated during the school day for the
exploration and development of selected themes and topics, or Units of
Work. In addition, regular instructional sessions were scheduled to meet
individual and group needs, time was allocated for special Art, Physical
Education and Music activities, and specific provision was made for daily
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experiences with language and literacy, as part of the specific language and
literacy program. The nature of such time allocations can be seen in the
class timetable developed for the first term of the third year of the study,
reproduced in Table 4.2 below.
Table 4.2: Temporal organisation of the overall curriculum, Year 3, 1990.
Mil
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[D)

1.40
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-
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Morning

--

Fri

P.E.

Music

P.E.

Committee/

Craft

reports/
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presentations

Music

P.E.

[C)

In this timetable, the broad time allocations in which particular Units of
Work were developed are shown as [A]; the regular time allocation for
specific instructional sessions within the language and literacy program
are shown as [B]; and the specialist programs of Art, Physical Education
and Music were taught during the times shown as [C]. The activities of the
literature-based component of the language and literacy program are
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shown as [D]. Experiences within the genre-based writing component of
the language and literacy program were scheduled within the time bands
marked [A].
The particular pattern of temporal organisation shown in Table 4.2 varied
slightly throughout the different periods of the study. However, the
principle of making broad bands of time available for sustained
investigation of themes and topics of interest was maintained, as was the
commitment to the provision of opportunities for regular and predictable
experiences with language and literacy, such as Silent Reading, Serial
Reading, and Partner Reading. In addition, the scheduling of specialist
Art, Physical Education and Music lessons was a feature of every
semester's temporal organisation.
4.2.8 Approach to assessment and evaluation of children's progress in the
total teaching and learningprogram
Three major assessment and evaluation strategies were adopted in the
total teaching and learning program established in the study. These
included:
(i) observation of children's activity within the many teaching and
learning contexts established in the classroom, and the preparation
of checklists, profiles, and anecdotal records based on these
observations;
(ii) interviews, both formal and informal, with children about the
progress of their work in the various dimensions of the curriculum
contexts established in the study; and
(iii) the collection of samples of children's work, for detailed and
diagnostically oriented analysis.
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Appendix 3: Sample evaluation records contains a sample drawn from the
records compiled by the teacher/researcher based on her observations of
the children during the study. Appendices 3 through 22 contain many
samples of the children's written work produced during the study. Such
records provided the data base upon which decisions were made regarding
the design and development of classroom and curriculum contexts, i n
terms of both individual and group needs. In addition, records pertaining
to observations, interviews and the analysis of children's work samples
were used to compile two end-of-semester reports on the children
involved in the study for each year of the study (see Appendix 3 for one
such report). These reports were prepared for both the parents of the
children and for school records.
Throughout the assessment and evaluation activities so described, the
teacher I researcher paid considerable attention to whether children could
perform various tasks or activities only in the context of adult support and
guidance, or whether they could perform these tasks and activities
independently. This practice was specifically derived from a Vygotskian
formulation and discussion of the "zone of proximal development"
wherein it is argued that children can often perform tasks of a much more
advanced and complicated nature in the presence of supportive and
interactive adults than when they attempt the same tasks on their own
( see Wertsch, 1985; and Chapter 2, section 2.3). In a Vygotskian
construction, this socially oriented experience of sharing the responsibility
for task performance comprises an essential step in the process by which
young children learn. Further, it precedes the independent and successful
performance of tasks.
This concept was a key one in the design and development of the total
teaching and learning program. However, it was a particularly critical
dimension of the specific language and literacy program developed in the
study, and the genre-based writing component of that program, as they are
outlined in sections 4.3 and 4.4 that follow. In the section below, the
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significance of the overall curriculum context in terms of the promotion
of children's writing developed has been considered.
eof theoverall curriculum contexts
4.2.9 The significanc
The overall curriculum contexts established in the study provided the
broad ground from which the reasons for learning language, for using
language to learn, and for learning about language emerged. For example,
desire to participate with their peers and their teacher in the overall
curriculum context gave children real reasons to build up their basic
language resources - to learn more about speaking, listening, reading, and
writing (following Halliday, in Christie, 1979: 8).
In addition, because of their organisation around broad themes or topics of

"uncornrnonsense" knowledge, these contexts also helped the children to
build the field knowledge essential for creating successful instances of the
wide variety of genres, both spoken and written, that are realised in the
social worlds of "school" and "society" rather than the "horne". Thus the
children were given many opportunities within the overall curriculum
contexts to learn through language - to use language to "articulate and
express information about one's world" (Christie, 1979: 8). Further, the
overall curriculum contexts created in the study encompassed a wide
range of texts that were representative of these genres, these different ways
of making meaning. As they interacted with such texts in the context of
the total teaching and learning program, the children learned about
language - about "its meaning, grammar, vocabulary, phonology, and
writing system"; about "its relation to the community, as part of culture";
and about its varieties, in terms of "register or dialect variation" (Christie,
1979: 8).
Thus the total teaching and learning program established in the study
reported here contextualised the activity of deliberate and explicitly
focussed teaching and learning of the semantic, structural, and
lexicograrnrnatical features of particular genres. This activity, as it was
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planned and carried out under the operation of the genre-based writing
component of the study, could have been an isolated dimension of the
children's school day without such contextualisation. For example, the
children could have learned to write reports "about crocodiles" or "about
boats" without any reference to a wider framework of investigation
involving the building of field knowledge related to biological or
technological systems in our world.
This pattern of curricular
organisation would have been an impoverished one, with resultant
consequences for the range and depth of the children's understanding of
the social purpose of reports, and their control of the particular semantic,
structural, and lexicogrammatical features of the Report genre.
This was not the case in this study, as argued in Chapter 8 of this report. In
the section that follows, the component of the total teaching and learning
program devoted to the deliberate and explicit teaching and learning of
language and literacy, that is, learning language and learning about
language, within the contexts of broader issues and interests, has been
described.

4.3 The language and

literacy program

It has been argued that the physical contexts featured in this study
provided an important level of support and stimulation for the children's
early learning endeavours, including their efforts to learn to write.
Further, it has been argued that the teaching and learning program
provided the children with intellectually stimulating and language-rich
classroom experiences that made the task of learning to write purposeful,
meaningful, and rewarding. Indeed, in the final chapter of this report, it is
argued that the creation and maintenance of such contexts in this study
had significant consequences for the children's language and literacy
learning in their early school years. However, as is also argued in the final
chapter of this report, the creation of pleasant, well-resourced classrooms
and the selection of 'interesting' or 'imaginative' topics as the focus or
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organising frame for the design and development of teaching and learning
activities are insufficient in themselves for the task of ensuring successful
language and literacy learning in the early school years. Young children
will certainly use and learn language as they participate in such contexts,
as the discussion in section 4.2.9 above set out to demonstrate. However,
the extent of that use and learning will continue to be limited or restricted,
for many children, if deliberate attention is not paid to the matter of
teaching and learning language and literacy in the early school years.
In the study reported here, a specific program of language and literacy

teaching and learning was designed to provide the curriculum contexts
within which such attention would be paid to the matters of learning
language and learning about language. That program comprised several
discrete components. Across all components of the program, including
the writing component that is discussed in detail in section 4.4 of this
chapter, the children involved in the study were deliberately and explicitly
helped to build up their basic language resources - the skills of speaking,
listening, reading and writing. In the process, the children were also
taught and learned much about language "as system, as an institution, and
in terms of its varieties" (Christie, 1979: 8). The positive consequences of
such an approach for children's emerging control of writing are discussed
in detail in Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of this report, particularly as they apply to
the teaching and learning of the written genres of Observation, Narrative,
and Report.
In

the discussion that follows, the teaching and learning contexts
established within the specific language and literacy program have been
described. Firstly, the components of the language and literacy program
have been outlined (section 4.3.1); and then the relation of the language
and literacy program to the total teaching and learning program has been
reiterated, in terms of its particular emphasis on the deliberate and explicit
teaching and learning of language (section 4.3.2). In addition, the main
theoretical and pedagogical sources drawn upon in the design and
development of the language and literacy program have been identified
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(section 4.3.3), and the time allocated to the specific language and literacy
program, compared to other curriculum components has been outlined
(section 4.3.4). Further, the specific aims of the language and literacy
program have been identified (section 4.3.5); the key teaching and learning
strategies employed in the program have been described (section 4.3.6); and
the 'content' of the program has been discussed (section 4.3.7). The
particular significance of the language and literacy program in terms of the
promotion of the children's writing development during the study has
also been discussed (section 4.3.8).
4.3.1 Components of the language and literacyprogram

As outlined earlier in section 4.2.1, the specific language and literacy
program developed in this study comprised three discrete components of
teaching and learning activity. These included:
(i) a literature-based reading component, with regular and routine
activities variously designated as Partner Reading, Reading Time,
Time for a Rhyme, Silent Reading, Story Time, and Serial;
(ii) a needs-based individual and group instructional workshop
component, including handwriting, spelling, punctuation, and
dictionary skills; and
(iii) a genre-based writing component, predominantly concerned
with the teaching and learning of the genres of Observation,
Recount, Narrative, and Report, but including those of Procedure
and Explanation.
The language and literacy program also included, albeit at a very m i n i m a l
These
level, the study of languages other than English (LOTE).
components, are briefly described in the sections that follow. The genre
based writing component is discussed in more detail in a later section of
the chapter (see section 4.4).
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(i) The literature-based reading component

This component of the language and literacy program included a number
of literature-based events which were planned and implemented on a
daily and weekly basis throughout the study. These events included
activities that recurred at regular times during the organisation of the
school day or week. They were designed to bring children into regular,
predictable, and satisfying contact with a wide range of experiences with
literature, including listening to teacher-read stories and poems; listening
to taped stories; sharing written texts with other children, both older and
younger; and displaying and celebrating individual language and literacy
achievements within these contexts.
In sum, they were designed to
establish regular contexts for talking, teaching, and learning about
literature and about how it functioned in the world. They were also
designed to teach children the skills of reading; for example, word
recognition, word attack strategies, literal and inferential levels of
comprehension, and so on. To a more limited extent, this component also
included some attention to reading and sharing non-fiction texts, and to
considering how meanings are typically realised in such texts.
For example, in Year One, the children were involved in a shared reading
experience with Year Six children in the school. This experience was very
much a "bedtime story" situation, with Year Six children taking on the
role of "expert adult" models. This pattern continued in the second year
of the program, with Year Two sharing with Year Seven. During this year,
various pairs moved into situations where the younger member was
receiving 'instruction' from the older member about how to make sense
of text, especially in the context of non-fiction material. By the end of Year
2, all the younger children were reading confidently to their older
partners. In the next year of the program, in a "Bookworm Club" activity
with Year Five, the more competent Year Three readers were paired with
reluctant or novice Year Five readers, on the basis of reading interests.
The various pairs so formed appeared to function successfully. Other
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combinations were formed to allow competent Year Fives to assist less
competent Year Three children, in a shared reading situation similar to
that created in the Year One/Year Six buddy reading system described
above.
The number and range of the literature-based events were built up over
the five teaching semesters of the study. By the third year of the study, the
whole range of such events included:
#

Free reading time
# Partner reading ( peer tutoring)
# Listening post
# Shared I modelled reading by teacher
# USSR (Uninterrupted Sustained Silent Reading)
# Shared reading/ discussion of and about books with peers
# "Bookworm Club" ('buddy-reading' with Yr. 5)
# Guest reader (in-class or to other classes, including preschool)
In none of these events were children simply left alone to "learn to read by
reading". While there were activity structures within which children
worked alone or with similar-aged or older peers, these were deliberately
planned by the teacherI researcher as a time when children could practise
or 'try out' the knowledge, skills, and processes they had learned i n
previous interactions with the teacher / researcher and other adults. For
example, Partner Reading was an activity structure involving much work
with peers, in the absence of direct adult guidance or even supervision. It
involved children choosing material, usually stories, poems and plays, to
read and discuss with a classmate for ten to twenty minutes each day. By
the third year of the program, the children were usually 'on their own' i n
this activity for four out of the five days of the week, unless they requested
special assistance from the teacherI researcher. However, during the
children's first and second years at school, the appropriate social and
linguistic features of this particular activity structure had been extensively
modelled by the teacher I researcher.
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Further, the children had been involved in extensive interactions with
adults who had demonstrated how to interact with literary forms, and
who had carefully scaffolded the children's reading of such texts. In such
interactions, the children had been taught how to consider the social
purpose of various literary forms, to question and identify the semantic
potential expressed in particular instances of any one form, to successfully
decode the lexicogrammatical features of such texts, and to share their
particular responses to individual texts. Thus, by the third year of the
program, Partner Reading represented a rich resource for talking, teaching,
and learning about language and how it works to construct meaning in a
vast range of ways. This was also the case for the other activity structures
developed in the literature-based reading component of the language and
literacy program.
(ii) Instructional workshops
Another key, albeit minor, component of the language and literacy
program was the instructional or language skills workshop component.
This represented a specific and, by the fifth semester of the development
phase of the study, a prescheduled component of the program. It was
designed to allow attention to be given to the conventions or mechanics of
written language. These included the areas of spelling, handwriting and
punctuation, as they needed to be addressed outside of the contexts
involving the creation of written texts, either in the curriculum as a
whole or in the writing component of the language and literacy program.
Such instruction was initially provided in the study on a one-to-one basis
or in small groups according to need. As the study developed over time,
individual and small-group instruction in these matters continued, and
some whole-class teaching sessions were programmed. These whole class
sessions occurred mainly in the latter half of the children's second year at
school and in the first half of their third year at school. In the main, these
sessions were focussed on the initial development of the skill of cursive
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writing, the use of the dictionary, and strategies for spelling unfamiliar
words. In their third year at school such sessions were a regular part of the
children's weekly program or timetable of events and activities (see Table
4.2 below).
(iii)

The genre-based writing component

The genre-based writing component of the language and literacy program
was designed for the express purpose of teaching children how to control
the particular semantic and lexicogrammatical features of a range of
written genres, including those of Observation, Recount, Narrative,
Report, Procedure, and Explanation. Discussed in more detail in section
4.4 of this chapter, this component of the language and literacy program,
and indeed of the total teaching and learning program developed in the
study, comprised the initial focus of the research project eventually
reported here.
At the outset of the study, it was proposed that the nature and outcomes of
a genre-based approach to teaching and learning writing, in terms of
children's written text production, would be explored in this component.
Further, it was proposed that such an approach would be implemented
through the design and development of teaching and learning sequences
based on the three-stage curriculum cycle developed and refined by Joan
Rothery, Mike Callaghan, Sue Doran and Mary Macken, for the
Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program in NSW; and
exemplified further in the work of Christie et al. (1990, 1991, in press); and
Derewianka (1990). This cycle involves the deconstruction/ modelling of
texts by 'experts' for 'novices'; the joint construction of texts by 'experts'
and 'novices' in carefully scaffolded contexts; and the provision of
opportunities for independent construction for 'novices' (see discussion
Chapter 2, section 2.5).
The genre-based writing component was deliberately developed within
the context of the broad integrated Units of Work already described i n
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section 4.2 above. Indeed, the operation of the three-stage curriculum
cycle for teaching and learning particular genres was only called into play
as part of the teaching and learning activity of those Units. For example,
one of the earliest episodes of classroom activity related to the teaching
and learning of the Report genre occurred in the first Unit of Work based
on the Great Barrier Reef conducted in the first year of the program.
Successive episodes involving the teaching and learning of the Report
genre were based in other factually or scientifically oriented units such as
A n imals, Transport, Antarctica, and Australian
Landscapes a n d
Geography (see table 4.1 above). The particular features of the genre-based
writing component are described in more detail in section 4.4 of this
chapter. Particular episodes of classroom teaching and learning activity
developed as part of this component are described and discussed i n
Chapters 5, 6, and 7.
(iv) The LOTE component
Across the three year levels of the study, the specific language and literacy
program also comprised a Languages Other Than English (LOTE)
component. While no official LOTE program operated within the school
as such, the community was comprised of a number of families or
individuals who spoke and wrote languages other than English. I n
addition, the identity of the island location as an international tourist
destination, predominantly for European backpackers and young Japanese
couples and families, ensured that languages other than English were
heard and used regularly within the wider community context. It was
thus decided to develop a minor component of LOTE study within the
overall language and literacy program, according to the availability of
volunteer teachers.
The specific aims of this component included the heightening of the
children's awareness about the function of language in their social world,
and of language differences across contexts of culture. The activities of the
component also helped children develop a researcher-like stance vis a v i s
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their own language use. During all five teaching semesters of the study,
the children were involved in learning and using common greeting and
phrases in a number of languages. However, in their second year at
school, the children received more extensive exposure to French, due to
the availability of a qualified French teacher; and in their third year at
school, they began to learn International and Australian Sign Language,
again due to the availability of a proficient teacher.
4.3.2 The function of the language and literacyprogram within the overall
curriculum context
As noted in the introductory discussion to this section, the language and
literacy program developed within the overall curriculum provided a
"place" when and where deliberate and explicit attention would be given
to the matter of learning to use language and learning about language
(following Halliday, in Christie, 1979). In the early childhood context i n
which this study was located, this incorporated teaching and learning both
the spoken and written modes of language. With respect to the written
mode, it comprised what is commonly referred to as "initial" instruction
in reading and writing, as well as the development of more advanced
levels of understanding and skill. More than this however, it comprised
the teaching and learning of some of the key ways that meaning is
constructed and reconstructed in our world, in both speech and writing.
This teaching and learning was located in the overall context of
investigating fields of human activity and knowledge. For example,
within the Unit of Work on Antarctica conducted in the third year of the
teaching and learning program, the children were engaged on a study of
the characteristic environmental features of Antarctica. A wide range of
resources and activities were designed and developed to help the children
build the field knowledge related to or encompassed in this topic (see the
discussion in Chapter 7, section 7.6). In addition, the children were
engaged, as part of this wider investigation, on the study of how such
factual information is constructed and reconstructed in language - that is,
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the study of how reports about the environmental characteristics of
Antarctica (or indeed, of any designated locale in the physical world) are
constructed. This specific language study constituted the genre-based
writing component of the language and literacy program at this particular
time.
The language and literacy program was specifically intended to possess this
focus on learning language and learning about language. Indeed, it was
expressly designed to maximise the children's ability to use language as a
resource for meaning, through deliberate and informed intervention
(teaching) in the processes by which they learned about language in their
early school years. Thus, at one level, the program involved the activity
of demonstrating and deconstructing how language works in particular
configurations of cultural and social situations (see discussion Chapter 2,
section 2.5). For example, in the literature-based component of the
program, the children were taught how to read Narratives, how to look
for and identify the opening (Orientation), the problem (Complication),
and the solution (Resolution) (see discussion Chapter 6, section 6.1). They
were then provided with extensive opportunities to read, listen to, and
talk about a wide range of written Narratives, and to compare and contrast
these with factual reconstructions of the world around them.
Similarly, the language and literacy program involved the differential
scaffolding of the children's attempts to use language for a wide variety of
social purposes, and thus in a wide variety of ways (see discussion Chapter
2, section 2.4). For example, in many of the cycles of curriculum activity
related to the teaching and learning of the genre of Report, the
teacher /researcher provided model General Classification stages and lead
sentences for the building of descriptions about elements of the
phenomena being reconstructed (see discussion Chapter 7, section 7.1). In
other cycles of activity, the children were asked to work without teacher
assistance to produce instances of the Report genre. In some cycles, some
children were only permitted to participate in joint text construction with
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the teacher, while other children were encouraged to collaborate with a
peer or to write independently.
In addition, the language and literacy program involved providing the

children with the "tools" of both spoken and written genres, including
careful articulation and clarity and preciseness of expression in speech, and
conventional forms of spelling and punctuation in writing. In all of these
activities, the acts of teaching and learning particular spoken and written
genres were centrally located in the reasons for their use in specific
contexts of situation and culture. The intimacy of the relationship thus
established between broad curriculum contexts and the specific contexts
created in the language and literacy program reflected the
teacher/researcher's commitment to a social interactional perspective o n
learning and language, as discussed in Chapter 2, sections 2.3 and 2.4).
However, the character of the language and literacy program was also
derived from certain dimensions of a progressive tradition in education,
and accumulated experience of the practice within the field of early
childhood education (see Chapter 2, section 2.3, 2.4, 2.6, and 2.9). The
impact of these various sources in the design and development of the
language and literacy program have been discussed in the section that
follows.
4 .3.3 The philosophical and pedagogical sources of the language and

literacyprogra m
The specific language and literacy program developed in the study shared
the philosophical and pedagogical ground of the overall curriculum i n
which it was based. As noted in section 4.2 above, this ground included a
social interactional perspective on language and learning, and the
particular application of this perspective in the development of genre
based pedagogy (see also the discussion in Chapter 2, sections 2.3, 2.4 and
2.5). The teacher I researcher's commitment to this perspective, as a way of
conceptualising language, learning, and thus the activity of teaching
language, was realised most centrally in the genre-based writing
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component of the language and literacy program, but was also evident i n
the other components of the program.
The language and literacy program was also derived from a progressive
tradition in education (see Chapter 2, sections 2.6 and 2.7). In particular,
the teacher I researcher's commitment to elements of a progressive
tradition in education was reflected in the literature-based reading
component of the language and literacy program. Here, the study of
literature and the use of literary forms were used as the main contexts for
teaching and learning. The privileging of literature in this manner has
long been associated with a progressive tradition in education. In the
program developed here, this was balanced by the teacher I researcher's
deliberate attention to non-literary forms and texts in other components of
both the language and literacy program and the total teaching and learning
program. Indeed, as the teacher / researcher's planning records indicate,
relatively little time and attention were given to the teaching and learning
of literary genres in the writing component of the language and literacy
program. However, when attention was given to these forms in the
genre-based component, the children had a vast repertoire of semantic and
lexicogrammatical knowledge and experiences to draw upon.
Expressions of a progressive tradition in education also usually place an
emphasis on play as a childhood learning mode, on the associated use of
inquiry methods in teaching young children to read and write, and on the
importance of ensuring the development of the "whole child" (Weber,
1971). These features were also evident in the language and literacy
program, across all components as described in section 4.3.1 above. For
example, the teaching and learning activities of the literature-based
component were structured to allow children to use the explicit
instruction and information provided by the teacher I researcher in solving
problems and answer questions about language and literacy, in the context
of "real" reading experiences. Shared reading sessions with peers were
particularly oriented to providing opportunities for the children to reason
and predict, on the basis of their previous knowledge and experience of
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working with written texts. In the writing component, many of the
teaching and learning episodes were grounded in dramatic or role play,
with children reenacting personal or shared experiences prior to text
construction, or involving the assumption of particular stances for
writing, including "scientist", "newspaper reporter", or "famous author".
In the instructional workshop component, particular care was taken to
consider the effect of direct instructional sequences on children's attitudes
to reading and writing. At issue was always the risk of eroding children's
confidence and enthusiasm for literacy learning through too heavy a n
emphasis on "correct spelling", "your best writing", and "error-free oral
reading".
The expression of concern for "the whole child" in the various
components of the total teaching and learning program and the specific
language and literacy program were very much a function of the location
of this study in the early years of school. Early childhood education is a
field particularly concerned with children as "whole beings" rather than
say, "students of history or mathematics". This is a strong tradition i n
early childhood education, as discussed in Chapter 2 (section 2.9). These
matters influenced the teacher /researcher's continuing commitment to
notions of teaching 'the whole child' that became particularly popular
during post-war expressions of a progressive educational tradition (see the
discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.6).
The location of the study in the early school years also influenced the ways
in which the teacher I researcher organised and framed the contexts for
teaching and learning in the study. Nowhere was this more evident than
in the specific language and literacy program wherein the teacher I
researcher gave considerable attention to the matter of teaching and
learning the written rather than spoken mode of language. The early
school years are widely regarded as a critical time for the development of
children's knowledge of the written mode, as both readers and writers of
texts (Christie, 1979: 7). Unfortunately, the early school years often bring
children into contact with teachers who have only limited understandings
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of the real differences between speech and writing, and indeed, of the
issues associated with effective language and literacy education (see the
discussion in Chapter 1, section 1.3.3; Chapter 2, section 2.4; and Chapter 8).
Consequently, reading and writing are often poorly taught in early
childhood contexts, especially where the time allocated for reading and
writing for real purposes, as defined by the social purposes of various
written genres, is very limited. This was not the case in the study reported
here, as shown in the following discussion.
4.3.4 The time allocation for the language and literacyprogram
The language and literacy program developed in the study comprised a
significant time allocation in the teaching and learning week (see Table 4.2
above). For example, by the third year of the study, literature-based events
(see earlier discussion section 4.3.1) comprised approximately six and a half
hours of a total twenty-five available teaching and learning hours per
week (see Table 4.2 above). In addition, by the third year of the study, there
existed a further possible four hours of pre-scheduled instructional
workshop time (see [B] in Table 4.2 above). In addition, the writing
component of the specific language and literacy program was variously
scheduled within the large blocks of class time made available for the
investigation of special topics and themes (see Tables 4.1 and 4.2 above). At
different stages within particular investigations, the writing component of
the language and literacy program could encompass the entire time
allocation for integrated studies for a week or more (see [A] in Table 4.2
above). Thus, throughout the study, language and literacy teaching and
learning were officially demarcated as critical components of the overall
curriculum context. In particular, reading and writing for explicit and
well-defined social and cultural purposes were emphasised as key
concerns within those contexts. In the discussion that follows, the
particular aims of the language and literacy program are further
established.
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4.3.5 Particular aimsof the language and literacyprogram

As discussed earlier (section 4.2), the overall curriculum was designed to
promote the children's use and learning of language in contexts that were
real or lifelike, purposeful, personally meaningful, and holistic rather
than segmented. Further, these contexts were to be of relevance in the
children's lives beyond the limits of their school and local community
experiences. The specific language and literacy program was then designed
to:
maximise children's opportunities to participate in language, to learn that system
of integrated subsystems from which choices are made to realise meaning potential
in our culture. The program (was) designed to help children learn how to make
choices from the language system, to learn how to use language to 'get things done'
and to organise, control and make sense of their world, to learn the genres of specific
situational and cultural contexts. In addition, the program (was) designed to he I p
children reflect m language use and learning. Key concerns within this program,
for children and the teacher, (were) meaning; purpose; register (audience I tenor;
mode; field); choice; and text.
(Appendix 1: Teacher's Current Curriculum Document: Year Three, 1990, p. x)

The program was also deliberately designed to develop the children's
The overt
images of success, their confidence as language users.
expression of this concern, and its prominence as a major curriculum goal,
is a feature typically associated with progressive forms of education (see
the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.6). However, coupled with this was a
concern that the children continue to develop positive attitudes to
extending their knowledge about language through the program. To a
significant extent, the program was also designed to develop the children's
metacognitive awareness of the role language plays in shaping reality. For
example, it was clearly stated that:
The program is deliberately organised to demonstrate to children that language is a
multifaceted phenomenon involving 'thought' and 'interaction' as well as
'linguistics'. As they participate in the program, children should be able to discuss
their use of cognitive processes as they attempt to organise and represent experience
through language; and to comment m the language used by others to consbuct and
reconstruct shared reality.
(Appendix 1, Current Curriculum Document, Year Three, 1990, p. xii)
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The influence of the progressive tradition and practices associated with
traditional models of early childhood education was particularly evident
in the some of the characteristic teaching and learning strategies employed
in the program. However, in this case, the more dominant influence
continued to be a social interactional perspective on language and
learning, as discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.3 and 2.4. In particular, this
was realised in the deliberately interventionist role adopted by the teacher
in the process and progress of children's language use and learning within
the various components of the language and literacy program (see Chapter
2, section 2.3). This and other dimensions of the teaching and learning
approach adopted in the language and literacy program are discussed i n
the following section.
4 .3.6 Key teaching and learning strategies employed in the language and
literacyprogram
Four main strategies were employed to realise the particular aims and
objectives of the language and literacy program, as discussed above. In
general terms, the first of these strategies included
(i) the development of classroom activities and experiences that
focussed on learning about language and literacy; and
(ii) the encouragement of children's talk about texts, both oral and
written, in all components of the language and literacy program.
At a more specific level, two other main strategies employed related to the
adoption of an active and deliberately interventionist role in the language
use and learning of children during the language and literacy program (see
the discussion in Chapter 2, section 2.4; and section 4.2 above). This
resulted in the organisation of the "content" and "experience" that flowed
from (i) and (ii) above in ways that made possible
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(iii) the provision of detailed and explicit information to the
children about the way language works in constructing meaning;
and
(iv) the scaffolding of the children's attempts to use language in a
wide range of social purposes and contexts.

The operation of these strategies - both general and specific - were
evident in all components of the language and literacy program. This was
the case, for example, whether the children were involved in a Shared or
Big Book session (Handy, 1986), listening to a new chapter from C. S.
Lewis' The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe, writing a short article
about Under 8's Day for the community newsletter, or interviewing
classmates about their intentions and preferred media in a Space Art
project. The operation of these .four strategies can be seen in the design
and development of a Big Book session, as outlined in Table 4.3 below.
In addition, in all class activities within the language and literacy program,
the teacher/researcher attempted to employ the elements of the
curriculum cycle or genre developed expressly for the teaching and
learning of writing and discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.5 and section 4.2
above. To this end, the teacher I researcher aimed to provide realistic
models of both spoken and written texts, to deconstruct such texts through
talk, following Wells' description of the various levels of possible talk
about text (1987), and to involve the children in joint constructions of
texts, both spoken and written, about both experiences and texts that were
Where appropriate, the
of significance in the children's lives.
teacher I researcher then provided the children with opportunities and
challenges to construct texts in the absence of direct adult scaffolding (see
the earlier discussion in Chapter 2, sections 2.3, 2.4, and 2.5).
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Table 4.3: The design and development of teaching and learning contexts in the language
and literacy program - key strategies
Strategy

Big Book activity - ''The meanies"

( i) articulation
literacy focus
(ii)

of

language

and

question and answer sequence (speech)
spelling patterns (ea)

identification of topics for function/purpose of stories/ this particular story
(child-child;
child- particular characters in this story
messages/ meanings realised in the illustrations
aims/ intentions of the author
language items/ patterns

discussion
adult)

identification
of language
(iii)
features to be made explicit for

typical Themes for questions

children

create predictable patterns of meaning
'ea' combination for long e sound
.

use

of repetitions of key words and phrases to

.

(iv) prOVISIOn of various levels of initial reading of text as a whole semantic and
linguistic unit
scaffolding
forms
Wh-interrogative
of
highlighting
throughout the text
use of dramatic role play to support word
recognition e.g. mean face making for word
.

meanie'

As

a result of the employment of all four of the main strategies listed i n
Table 4.3 above, the children involved in the study were shown how
language worked in the texts they listened to, created in speech, read, and
wrote. They were shown how to make language choices to suit particular
kinds of social and linguistic purposes, in real and purposeful contexts of
use. These contexts were defined in the program, for the children, as
relating to:
(i) the specific requirements of investigations being mounted in the
overall curriculum;
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(ii) the general requirements or functions of school in providing
opportunities for children to learn particular behaviours deemed
useful or desirable in their lives, as children and as adults; and/ or
(iii) the particular requirements or interests of the l:hildren,
individually or as a group, as they related to language and literacy.
As part of this approach, the children were also shown the conventions of
English print - the orthographic system of "British" rather than
"American" English and "Modern Cursive", the handwriting style
recommended in the school system in which they were located. They did
not, however, receive a series of grammar lessons, in the manner i n
which traditional grammar was taught in many Australian schools during
the 1950's and 1960's.
Such a pattern of teacher activity or role as the one described above has not
been a strong feature of contemporary approaches to language and literacy
education, particularly in early childhood settings (see discussion Chapter
2, section 2.9; and section 4.2 above). In fact, for many years, quite an
opposite role has been recommended for teachers. This has been despite
observations and studies of the nature of parents' interactions with and
interventions in their children's language learning and use in 'natural'
contexts (Gray, 1986). In this study, an interventionist role for the teacher
and other adults involved in the program was accepted as a key teaching
and learning construct. This role was perceived as essential in the
promoting of children's language use and learning. It was not regarded as
a restrictive influence on children's development, but as an enabling
influence in their education. Combined with the particular orientation to
"content" adopted in this program, the key teaching and learning
strategies employed created a context in which the children could actually
make significant progress in their language development, rather than
simply rehearsing the knowledge and understandings they brought to
school with them.
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4.3.7 The "content" of the language and literacyeducation program
The content of the language and literacy program included:
(i) the behaviours of listening, speaking, reading and writing, as
they were encountered in time and activity sequences incorporated
under the 'language and literacy program' umbrella;
(ii) the classroom-based activities related to identifying,
understanding, and employing the semantic, structural, and
lexicogrammatical features of those behaviours; and
(iii) the substantive material of the semantic, structural, and
lexicogrammatical features of those behaviours, namely knowledge
about kinds of meaning, characteristic stages of texts, and linguistic
systems, particularly Theme, Transitivity, Reference, and
Conjunction (see Chapter 2, section 2.5).
Thus, in the context of the language and literacy program, the children
learned how to make casual conversations, to conduct formal and
informal interviews, to deliver oral reports and lecturettes at Assembly, to
comment on and review authors' and poets' intentions and composing
strategies, to write letters of invitation, explanation, and protest, to
research and prepare reports on mammals and fish, to write for their own
and other people's entertainment and education, and to reflect on and
evaluate their own and others' experiences. They learned to do these
things, not in an isolated or arbitrary way, but because they were required
in the social situations in which the children were participating at the
time. They also learned to do these things because the teacher arranged
the teaching and learning contexts in such a manner as to initiate or
develop such situations, and then provided adequate levels of instruction
and support for the children's learning efforts.
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I n technical terms, the c h i l d ren lcn rm·d about lt•xt, register, and ,\:i'flri', as
they have been d iscussed t•arlier in Chaptt.•r

2

2.4).

(st>ction

For <'xamp l<•,

the c h i l d ren learned how to t a l k about conn•pts of audiL'IH'l', purpos<·, a n d
mode w h e n e x a m i n i n g both spokt•n and writ tL•n t<•xts; to id<·ntify a n d
reflect

on

a u t hors'

functional
"naming"

i n t L't'ltions

categories

of

and

language,

tcchniq u<•s;
inrluding

and
tlw

to

identify

"d<•srr ihing"

and

words o f traditional grnmmar, a n d proccsst•s of doit'lg, bt•ing,

t h i n k i ng, and happening i n the tradition known as functional
linguistics (Sl'C l l allidny, l tJHS; see also the d iscussion in ChapiN

2.5).

the

All of thcst• issues wen• add ressed in th<· compotwnt

sysh•mic

2,

s<•rtion

parts of t lw

langungc nnd l i teracy curriculum, namely the lih•rature-has<.•d <'Vents, t h <·
s k i l ls-rclntcd
component.

instructional

workshops,

and

tlw

gl•nn·-based

writing

ThL• const·qucnn•s of such a del iberat<.• nnd <.•xplirit approach

t o teaching and learning language and to tt•aching and l<.'tl rning about
language a rc briefly d iscussed i n th<.• section that follows.

4.3.8 The si�oificaocof
c thelao�ua�candlitcmcypro�ram
In earlier sections of this cha plt•r (namely 4. 1 .1 nnd

4.2.tJ),

it

has b<.'l'n

a rgued t h a t the physicill contl•xts in which tlw c h i i J n·n op<.•rah•d in t h i s
study provided

them

w i t h a n <� t t ractivl' <1nd

well

n•sourn•J

lea rn i n g

environment, a n d t h n t the overall curriculum cont<.•xts cn•ated lilngu ag<.•
rich

and

intellectually

participate i n .

stimulating

experiences

for

th<.•

c h i l d n·n

to

Further, i t h a s been a rgued t h a t both of th<.•s<' l<·v<.·ls of

context had positive consequences for the c h i l d ren's languag<· nnd l i tl'r<Ky
development in tht•ir first years at school, particularly i n s t i m u l a t ing t h t'ir
enthusiasm for lcnrning.

In the d i scussion prt>sented lwre, i t i s argu<·J

t h a t the language nnd l i teracy progrnm compounded th<· posit ivt' t>ff<·<.·t o f
these other levels o f context, by capitalising o n t h e c h i l d n•n's i n tl·n·sts a n d
enthusiasm for learning so stimulated.

Specifically, the language and li terncy program had t h ree cons<•qtH'nn·s for
the c h i l d ren's growing control of spoken nnd writt<·n genres.
existence a n d character of the progrnm,

m;

described here,

Jlirstly t h e
locnteJ

the

227

learning and study of language as a central issue in the children's lives.
Secondly, the activities of the program provided the children with the
explicit information they needed to learn language and to learn about
language quickly and successfully, without having to 'reinvent the wheel'.
It also provided them with a wide range of support and assistance in the
performance of different levels of behaviour within the basic resources of
language - speaking, listening, reading, and writing - until they were
able to exhibit such behaviours independently of adult support. Thirdly,
and perhaps most critically, the language and literacy program made it
possible for the children to learn how to understand, respond to, and
create the kinds of texts that they encountered in the rest of their school
day, particularly in the Units of Work which comprised the overall
curriculum. Nowhere was this more elegantly or explicitly the case than
in the genre-based writing component of the language and literacy
program. This component is described in detail in the section that follows.

4.4

The genre-based writing comp onent of the language and literacy

program

As noted in section 4.3.1 above, the genre-based writing component of the
language and literacy program was designed for the express purpose of
teaching the children about the particular semantic and lexicogrammatical
features of a range of written genres, including those of Observation,
Recount, Narrative, Report, Procedure, and Explanation. All the teaching
and learning activities designed and developed within this component
were aimed at helping children understand, respond to, and create
instances of particular written genres. The key features of this component
have been briefly discussed in the following sections, and include a
description of the aims and objectives of the writing component (section
4.4.1); a discussion of the 'content' of the writing component (section
4.4.2); the identification of the characteristic teaching and learning
strategies employed in the component (section 4.4.3); a review of the
manner of its organisation (section 4.4.4); and a consideration of the
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consequences of the genre-based writing component for the children's
developing control of the written mode in their early school years (section
4.4.5). This discussion is designed to provide an overview of the whole
genre-based component of the language and literacy program. Selected
episodes of classroom activity related to this component and involving
the teaching and learning of the Observation, Narrative, and Report
genres have been described and discussed at length in Chapters 5, 6, and 7
of this report.
4.4.1 The aims and objectives of the writingcomponent
The essential aim of the genre-based writing component of the language
and literacy program was to enable children to master the elements of a
number of key written genres through which subject matter areas,
disciplines, or fields of human endeavour are realised. Within the
activities of the writing component, the children were to be shown the
differences between speech and writing, and the particular semantic,
structural and lexicogrammatical features of selected written genres.
These genres were to include Observation, Recount, Narrative, Report,
Procedure, and Explanation. These genres were identified as being of
particular value in the children's present and future school lives. The
teaching and learning of these genres, within the genre-based writing
component of the language and literacy program, arose out of carefully
selected fields of experience, and occurred not as single instances of
teaching and learning, but as part of recurring cycles of classroom activity,
as discussed in section 4.3.2 above. These fields of experience, and the
semantic and lexicogrammatical features of selected genres, comprised the
'content' of the genre-based component, as described in the section that
follows.
4.4.2 The "content" of thegenre-based writing component
Primarily, the features of selected written genres comprised the content of
the teaching and learning activities developed within the genre-based
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writing component of the language and literacy program. However, the
nature of these features were taught and learned in the context of subject
matter or field knowledge. For example, the teaching and learning of
elements of the Report genre was conceptualised as part of the wider
human endeavour of discovering, internalising, and communicating
bodies of factual information about phenomena in our world. Similarly,
the teaching and learning about narrative structures was presented i n
classroom activity as part of learning about how to entertain others and
ourselves through language. Teaching and learning language, in this case
written language as 'content' or as a subject in itself was thus directly tied
to teaching and learning about the world and human activity within it.
This approach to conceptualising the 'content' of the writing component
of the language and literacy program resulted in the creation of
particularly rich and purposeful teaching and learning contexts. These
contexts certainly involved far more than learning about the structural
and linguistic elements of a particular genre as matters somehow
unconnected to the contexts of use in which that genre would be called
into play. By comparison, the teaching and learning contexts established
in the study reported here, within the genre-based component of the
language and literacy program, comprised a coherent and continuous cycle
of purposeful and informed classroom activity, for both the
teacher /researcher and for the children involved in the study. This was
due largely to the teacher I researcher's adoption of the key teaching and
learning strategies outlined in the following section
4.4.3 Key teaching and learning strategies
The role adopted by the teacher in the genre-based writing component of
the language and literacy program was deliberately and overtly
interventionist, in the manner already discussed in section 4.4 above (see
also discussion Chapter 2, sections 2.4 and 2.5). This role was realised i n
the extensive application of the three-stage genre-based curriculum cycle
discussed earlier in section 4.2.5 (see also the discussion in Chapter 2,
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section 2.5). As it was represented in the writing component of the
language and literacy program reported here, this cycle of activity
included:
(i) the modelling or deconstruction of written texts;
(ii) the joint construction of written texts, for particular social
purposes; and
(iii) the provision of opportunities for children to engage i n
independent written text construction, again for real or life-like
purposes.
By means of these strategies the children were shown how various written
texts work in their social context, and how to generate successful examples
of such text types or genres, for particular classroom purposes. For
example, in a unit entitled The Great Barrier Reef, the function of the
Observation genre in the social world as a way of reconstructing personal
experience and of marking the significance of that experience was
discussed with the children, albeit in somewhat more suitable language
for five year olds (see Chapter 5, section 5.2 for a more detailed discussion
of the particular classroom episode referred to here). The children were
then shown how a particular Observation text written by the teacher about
her recent trip to Billabong Sanctuary, an animal park, had been
constructed to serve such a purpose.
In addition, the children were shown how this purpose and these
particular kinds of meaning had been realised through certain
configurations of Theme, and Transitivity choices. The children were
then invited to participate with their teacher in the joint construction of
an instance of the Observation genre, the purpose of which was to
reconstruct their shared experience of a class trip to a nearby coral fringing
reef, and to convey the significance of this experience to the children's
parents. Following completion and discussion of this particular text, and
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its semantic and lexicogrammatical features, the children were required to
write their own individual texts, using a framework provided by the
teacher. This framework comprised a summary of the obligatory elements
of the Observation genre, namely Orientation, Event/ Description, and
Comment, expressed as admonitions to 'say what happened', 'say
something about what happened', and 'say what you liked about it' (see
the discussion in Chapter 5, section 5.1).
The children were encouraged to rehearse their written texts through talk,
and to seek peer and adult help in producing their written texts.
Subsequently, these texts were printed in booklet form, illustrated by the
children, and taken home on a 'borrowing' basis to share with parents.
The booklets then became part of the class library of reading material to be
used in the literature-based component of the language and literacy
program (NB As discussed in section 4.3.1, this component was literature
based, not literature-exclusive.) In the following section, the manner i n
which such patterns of teaching and learning were organised within the
total curriculum context has been described.
4.4.4 Organisation of the writing component
The writing component of the language and literacy program was not pre
scheduled on the class timetable, in the manner of the literature-based
component discussed in section 4.3.1 above. Instead, as discussed i n
sections 4.3.1 and 4.3.4, the writing component was interspersed with
related activities within the development of overall curriculum themes
and investigations. For example, within the development of the unit
Antarctica: the last great wilderness, the children were involved in an
extended sequence of writing sessions organised around the joint
construction of a report on Antarctica, as a unique environmental system.
This followed an extended period of investigation of the topic, using a
wide range of visual and human resources, and involving much talk
about these resources and the field of Antarctica (see Chapter 7, section 7.2
for a detailed account of this classroom episode). The writing activities
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thus served two functions: namely, proviSIOn of explicit instruction and
direct support in the control of semantic and lexicogrammatical features of
the genre of Report; and the reconstruction of field know ledge related to
the topic under investigation. At times, the writing component occupied
only a small proportion of the total class time allocated to the
development of integrated Units of Work; at other times, this component
took up the vast majority of the children's school day.
4.4.5 The significance of the genre-based writing component
The genre-based writing component of the language and literacy program
developed in this study had the most direct and influential consequences
for the development of the children's control over the elements of
particular written genres during their first years at school. It provided the
contexts for writing, the content for writing, and the direction for writing.
No other component of the total curriculum, no other level of context,
had such a significant effect on the children's writing. However, as has
been continuously stressed and explained, the teaching and learning
contexts created in the genre-based writing component were intimately
related to and affected by other levels of context in the study reported here.
Thus it is argued that the contexts created in the writing component must
be considered in the broader contexts in which they were located.
Specifically, these included the language and literacy program, the overall
teaching and learning program, and the physical settings of the children's
school days.
It is argued further that the contexts created in the genre-based writing
component of the language and literacy program had a positive effect on
the development of children's writing. In particular, it is argued that the
levels of explicit teaching and adult scaffolding provided for the children
in their writing endeavours operated to make the process of learning to
write a satisfying and enjoyable one for the children. Further it is argued
that because of these levels of explicit teaching and scaffolding, the
children were able to write from an 'informed' basis, and to experiment
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with a wide range of different ways of meaning through writing. In this
respect, the children's school activities made it possible for them to go
beyond the limits of their personal experience, and to begin to establish
control over the ways of meaning that are valued not only in school but in
the society around them. This is clearly demonstrated in the analysis and
discussion of selected classroom episodes and written texts produced by the
children during the study as is provided in the chapters that follow.

4.5 Summary and Review

In this chapter, several levels of context implicated in the production of
written texts in one early childhood classroom have been described. These
comprised the physical settings in which the children learned to write (see
Section 4.1); the overall curriculum that was developed for this group of
children (see Section 4.2); the specific language and literacy program that
comprised a component of that curriculum (see section 4.3); and the genre
based writing component of the language and literacy program (see section
4.4). It has been argued that while the latter context had the most direct
impact on the range and quality of the children's writing, all levels of
context had positive consequences for the outcomes of children's writing,
particularly with respect to their ability to control the semantic, structural
and lexicogrammatical features of the genres of Observation, Narrative,
and Report.
In

this respect, this study exemplifies and extends what Rothery noted i n
her study of the development of story writing in school contexts (1990),
that is, the way in which the contexts for writing are framed in classrooms
has a direct and significant impact on children's genre and register choices,
and the linguistic resources they employ to realise these choices.
Specifically, it has been shown in this chapter that the various levels of
context for writing were mutually supportive. In the first instance, for
example, it has been shown that the physical environment - both inside
and outside the classrooms involved in the study - was an attractive and
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stimulating place to work. Then, it has been shown that the overall
curriculum was organised in such a way as to appeal to the children's
interests, and to sustain that interest through broad holistic investigations.
The language and literacy program, particularly its writing component,
was then designed to enhance children's confidence and competence in
specific language and literacy contexts.
Further, it has been shown in this chapter that the various contexts for
teaching and learning, including the teaching and learning of writing,
were framed on the basis of a coherent and principled set of theories,
beliefs, ideas and images about the nature of teaching and learning in early
childhood contexts. This resulted in a significance degree of continuity
and coherence being developed throughout all the levels of teaching and
learning contexts established in the study. This relationship between
levels of context needs to be conceptualised in a 'flow-on' or cumulative
model, as presented in Figure 4.5 below.
Figure 4.5: The relationship between text and context as evidenced in the study

Physical contexts

�

Total teaching and learning contexts

�

Language

and

literacy teaching and

learning
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�

Writing contexts

�

Written
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Within such a model, the particular influence of any one level of context
on the final link in the chain, in this case written text production, can be
identified. However, it is the cumulative effect of the various levels,

235

acting in concert, that has the most critical consequences for the range and
quality of children's performance or success in their early school years (see
the discussion in Chapter 8).
The close examination of the various levels of context developed in this
study, and their interactive relationships, has also raised the issue of what
constitutes "appropriate practice" in early education. In this study, it has
been argued that early childhood education, particularly as it pertains to
language and literacy education, should be as intellectually demanding
and rigorous as any other level of schooling. Naturally, demand and
rigour must be contextualised in terms of the age and level of expertise of
the children, again as in any other level of schooling. Early childhood
education should not, however, be a time when dominant pedagogy
results in children being talked down to, underestimated, and infantilised
in any other way.
The total curriculum developed in the study, and its language and literacy
component, were indeed intellectually demanding and rigorous. In
particular, they represented teaching and learning contexts that took the
children beyond the reconstruction of personal narrative and
commonsense knowledge. In this respect, both the overall curriculum
and the language and literacy program broke with established early
childhood traditions. As discussed in Chapter 2 (section 2.9), the most
typical expression of early childhood education, at least in the Australian
context, is based on a constructivist perspective on learning. Within this
perspective, children are regarded as the main force in the construction of
their personal knowledge systems, and adults are cautioned to take
facilitative, non-directive roles in this process (Hendrik, 1991). Further,
curriculum is seen to be best negotiated in situ rather than preplanned or
organised, and language and literacy education comprises sharing of
literature and writing about personal experiences, particularly those
shared by the class. Clearly, the curriculum contexts developed and
documented in this study represent an atypical instance of early childhood
education, particularly with respect to language and literacy education. As
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will be argued in the concluding chapter of this report, they need to
become the typical instance, if real progress is to be made in the matter of
meeting the language and literacy demands predicted for the twenty-first
century (Christie et al., 1990).
In

summary, it is argued that the particular constellation of curriculum
contexts established by the researcher in this study, particularly those of
the genre-based component of the total teaching and learning program,
had a direct and positive impact on the quality of the written texts
produced by the children. In general terms, these contexts created an
atmosphere of real purposes for writing; they provided high levels of
intellectual and emotional challenge and support for children in their
learning endeavours; and they made language and literacy learning a
critical focus of the classroom program. In specific terms, these contexts
also served to directly inform children about the semantic, structural, and
lexicogrammatical features of selected written genres, and to provide the
critical levels of scaffolding needed for the children to control these
elements in their own writing.
In

addition, the documentation and analysis of these contexts has served
to demonstrate that while the genre-based component of the overall
teaching and learning program exerted a direct and critical impact on the
range and quality of the children's writing, it was not the only significant
contextual component of the setting. Consideration of the consequences
of the genre-based component, without attention to its wider classroom
and curriculum contexts, would only reveal some of the critical
relationships set up between context and text in this study. In the chapters
that follow, a much more detailed assessment will be made of the
consequences of the contexts described and discussed in this chapter for the
manner in which the children's writing development was promoted
during the study. In these chapters, particular episodes of classroom
experience in which the children involved in the study learned to write
Observations, Narratives, and Reports will be examined. The quality of
the written texts produced in such contexts will be assessed, using genre
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and register theory and systemic functional linguistics, as described i n
Chapter 2, section 2.5. It is on the basis of these examinations and
assessments that the final conclusions and recommendations regarding
appropriate practice in early childhood language and literacy education are
provided in Chapter 8 of this report.
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