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Chapter 3

Teaching in the middle years

High expectations
Recent research has shown a high correlation between teacher expectation and student performance. A
related finding is that students come to secondary school assuming that the curriculum will be more
difficult and challenging than it was in primar y school. This assumption, when linked to teachers’
expectation that their new students can and will learn, creates a powerful lear ning environment.

Presenting students with intellectually challenging tasks and encouraging them to extend themselves is
essential. While it is natural and necessary for Year 7 teachers to make assumptions about their incoming
students’ literacy skills, knowledge and understandings, it is also essential that they make decisions on the
basis of solid information about students’ literacy achievements. They then observe students’ literacy
achievements in Year 7 to refine and update their programs. This way, teachers can confidently design the
curriculum on the basis of demonstrated need rather than on assumed ability.

Year 7 teachers get information about their incoming students from formal r ecords and by talking to
teachers in the feeder primary schools. From this starting point they should then talk to their students
about their literacy learning and their aspirations, encourage them to take risks, and work from the
assumption that their students are willing and able to learn. Students also need to be provided with
concrete evidence that effort improves achievement.

The research quoted in Chapter 1 shows examples of lowered teacher expectations of Year 7 students, for
example, the reversion to short-answer writing and the fact that students were doing less extended
writing in Year 7 than they had done in Year 6. Teachers communicate their level of expectation of their
students in many ways, both direct and subtle, and students are quick to pick up the message. High
teacher expectation encourages high student aspiration; low teacher expectation discourages students and
lowers their aspirations.

Year 7 students respond positively when teachers indicate that they expect them to succeed, and that they
value the learning that their students bring with them from the primary school. The positive impact of
high expectations applies as much to literacy development as to learning in all ar eas of the curriculum.

Explicit and systematic teaching
The terms explicit and systematic encapsulate the approach to programming and teaching that underpins
the State Literacy Strategy. The terms encompass such issues as being clear and purposeful in planning
and teaching, building substantial bridges from students’ past knowledge and skills to new achievements
and, above all, making clear to students the intended outcomes and actively teaching them so that they
achieve these outcomes. These matters are fully explored in Focus on literacy: A position paper on the
teaching of literacy (NSW Department of School Education, 1997).
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Explicit teaching

In summar y, explicit teaching involves:

• explaining to students the purpose, context and value of the task or unit of work, and
making links with prior knowledge and learning experiences

• explaining what the intended outcomes of the task or unit of work are

• providing models, demonstrations or examples of what is to be achieved

• presenting and explaining the nature of tasks clearly and modelling processes to be used
for their completion

• providing positive and informative feedback as students work to complete the task

• correcting errors and providing further modelling or demonstrations of strategies as
needed

• providing opportunities for students to apply newly acquired knowledge and skills with
guidance from the teacher and support from their peers before being expected to
succeed independently.

Systematic teaching

Systematic teaching involves:

• having a clear understanding of the skills, knowledge and understandings that need to be
taught, and an appr opriate sequence of activities which will enable their acquisition by all
students

• breaking up what is to be learned into meaningful “chunks”

• knowing what literacy demands are inherent in the content to be taught and the learning
tasks to be completed, and supporting students in meeting these demands

• having a substantial r epertoire of appropriate strategies for teaching literacy and knowing
when to apply them

• monitoring students’ progress consistently throughout the teaching and learning cycle
and adapting the teaching where necessary.

A model for explicit teaching

Focussing on outcomes makes teaching and learning purposeful. Tar geting outcomes provides teachers
with a structure for planning and teaching, and a reference point for formative and summative
assessments, and provides students with expectations about requirements and a clear sense of direction
for their work.

Units of work using a model for explicit teaching can be found in Chapter 4 of each subject-specific book
in the series, Teaching literacy in ... in Year 7 (1998). The model was adapted from work originally done
as par t of the Metropolitan East Disadvantaged Schools Program.

The model describes the forms of support the teacher can provide for students as they move towards
independence in their knowledge, skills and understandings of both content and literacy, including
locating and extracting information independently from texts and other media to produce their own
responses.
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The model has six phases:

• setting the context

• activating and deter mining prior learning

• modelling and demonstration

• guiding

• independent work

• continually building the field.

This is not a lock-step process; it is, rather, a recursive process, one in which teachers and students, as
necessary, revisit phases to reinforce their learning or learn new skills.

A model for explicit teaching

Setting the context

During this initial phase, teachers provide students with:

• an overview of the unit, including the main topic and issues, links with previous and
future units, the purpose and importance of what is to be learned, and the main goals
and outcomes of the unit

• an orientation to the kinds of knowledge, skills, products and language required

• an opportunity to negotiate and critically evaluate what they are doing

• an overview of any tasks that they will be expected to produce jointly or independently
and how they will be assessed.
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A task planner such as the one below can provide accurate direction, a reference point for teachers and
students, and a way for teachers to share with students what is expected of them and the steps involved in
the process.

Determining and activating prior learning

This phase can be carried out concurrently with “Setting the context”. Here teachers establish what
students already know about the topic to be studied, and what forms of literacy support they might need
to meet the literacy demands of the field of study. This information is used to as a basis for planning.

Modelling and demonstration

During this phase the focus also shifts to explicit teaching about the language structures and grammatical
features of the particular text or response to be explored and produced. In this phase the teacher models
or demonstrates what the students will be later required to do independently. The model can be a
product such as an item in design and technology, or a text in, say, geography, or a movement in
PDHPE.

Subject

Term

Year

What is the task?

The type of task determines what the end product will look or
sound like.

What is the date for completion?

The purpose of the task will determine the literacy skills your
students will achieve.

What is its purpose?

What will the product be, and how will it be presented?

(e.g. a project report, a two-minute talk, a poster, a debate,
an advertisement, etc.)

Who is the audience?
e.g. the teacher, class members, another class,
a community group …

What steps are required for completion of the task?
e.g. locating and summarising information, producing
explanatory graphs …

How will the response be assessed?
• What criteria will be used?
• What process will be used and who will be involved?

Task planner OHT
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Before modelling skills and strategies, the teacher should consider:

• the cultural value of the text: How valuable is this type of text in our society? To whom is
it valuable? Why? Should it be? What are the advantages and disadvantages of learning
how to read or write it?

• the social purpose of the text: What is the purpose of this type of text? Has it been
produced to persuade, inform, instruct, or entertain?

In the case of written or spoken texts the following questions can also be asked:

• Orientation: What is the topic? Is the language easy or difficult to understand? Do such
aspects as maps, pictures, graphs or diagrams help us?

• The structure of the text: How does the structure of the text help to achieve its purpose?

• The context: Who is the writer or speaker? What is the nature of the intended audience?
What is their relationship?

• The grammatical features and how they function to create meaning: What are some of the
key grammatical featur es at the text and sentence levels that assist us to make meanings?

Activities at this phase should be carefully structured, with the teacher explicitly modelling the relevant
strategies and skills in reading, writing, talking, performing, making or listening. To model literacy skills,
the teacher can:

• read or screen texts which exemplify a text that students will eventually produce
independently

• examine a model which is poorly organised or not fully developed and ask students what
needs to be changed or added to improve the text

• compare texts in different modes, for example, a written text with a spoken or visual
text, and discuss the differences in the language and structure

• demonstrate how to edit a model text using an editing scheme such as the one below.

Editing your writing

• Editing builds the quality of your work.

• Editing is used for all types of texts.

• Editing must be done before your work is submitted for assessment.

✐ Use a different coloured pen or pencil for each of the following editing notations.

? Are the structure and language appropriate for the type of text you are writing?

Read your text aloud. Have you used capital letters, full stops and commas?

[ Have you used paragraphs to organise the information or ideas in your text?

^ Is a word or phrase missing?

___ Does the subject of each sentence agree with the verb? Underline the words that need to change.

Are there any words that do not make sense or could be replaced by more accurate or technical

terms? Underline the words that need to change.

Are there any words that are not spelt correctly? Circle them and look them up in the dictionary.

Re-read your text and make final changes before handing in your work.

Note: The extent of teacher guidance during these activities will depend on the students’ prior
experience with this approach.
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During this phase teachers should assess students’ work formally or informally to decide whether the
students are ready to move on or need more modelling.

Guiding

During this phase, the students practise the new skills, guided by the teacher or more expert peers.
Teachers also guide students in their reading, listening to, or viewing of texts, and point out the
par ticular language str uctures and grammatical featur es required for the construction of new texts.

Car eful preparation for this phase is crucial; otherwise jointly produced work can be chaotic and difficult
to manage. Teachers might have to reword the students’ spoken texts, suggest alternatives, model
technical or subject-specific vocabulary or rework the structure of sentences so that the text is successful.

Some teaching activities during this phase are:

• explaining the general nature of the task

• relating the task to the type of oral or written response to be produced; for example,
describing the geographical features of Sydney Harbour  or explaining how earthquakes
occur

• discussing with students the product of their research

• providing note-making outlines to extract the relevant information when students are
researching from videos or other texts

• having students focus on part of a text only, for example, the identification or
description components of an information report

• scribing oral responses from the students in order to construct a text jointly

• demonstrating how to recast the language in a form more suitable for speaking or
writing

• having each student edit a copy of the jointly-produced first draft with the aim of
improving the text.

During this phase, polishing skills and such strategies as revising, editing, proofreading and publishing
using computers can be modelled and taught if the product is a written text.

Again, teachers should assess students’ understandings and contributions, to decide when students are
ready to progress or whether further modelling and guiding activities are needed.

Independent work

This phase should be introduced when the students are at a point where, working with a degree of
independence, they can be successful. The teacher should be less directive, adopting a more consultative
role. Adequate resources should be made available so that students can complete the set task.

Some members of the group might still lack confidence. In this case additional support can be provided
through:

• group work, with a member acting as scribe or recorder and a more experienced student
acting as a guide

• guided practice, where the teacher works with a group which is experiencing difficulties.
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After briefly revisiting what has been learned, teachers need to ensure that the natur e of the task is clear.
They can then support students as they work independently in the following activities:

• defining the task and understanding what they have been asked to produce

• defining what they need to do to complete the task

• locating texts to find the information they need to complete the task

• surveying relevant oral, written and visual texts and selecting resources

• organising information from different sources, using appropriate scaffolds introduced in
the previous modelling and guiding phases

• producing  their response in the text outlined in the task planner

• proofreading their own written response, using the editing scheme, to polish their final
text

• assessing their own work by checking their independent responses against the task
planner and the assessment criteria

• making any revisions needed before the work is finally submitted or performed.

Assessment at this point will indicate whether it is necessary to return to previous phases. Also, teachers
can offer students specific feedback about what aspects of their work show achievement, and about
possible final changes to improve their work.

Building the field

The field is the area of study, subject matter or content to be investigated during the unit. Building
understanding should occur during each phase of the explicit teaching model.

The teacher determines students’ prior knowledge by enabling students to demonstrate what they already
know about the subject matter. This can be done by:

• referring dir ectly to the topic and asking about previous related learning experiences or
asking about some key pieces of knowledge

• giving students a topic question or statement, having them brainstorm all the things they
alr eady know and scribing information in summar y or note form from their responses

• organising group discussions with focus questions.

These procedures might still leave crucial gaps as far as individual students ar e concerned. If so, a pre-test
can be set in which students produce a written or oral text, read a text or complete a task on the topic
they are about to address. An analysis of responses will reveal the content and literacy skills to be taught
during the unit.

After finding out what students already know, teachers should build a more detailed understanding of the
field and motivate students. They can:

• have students read or view a variety of texts on the topic (both primary and secondary
sources)

• teach dictionary skills
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• assist students to infer meanings of specialised terms from context

• evaluate information in texts from a critical perspective

• show students where relevant materials can be found in the library

• plan an excursion or field trip to a related place of interest

• set up practical activities, such as experiments or creating an ar t work

• conduct computer-based activities (see Computer-based technologies in the primary KLAs,
NSW Department of Education and Training, 1998)

• jointly plan with the teacher-librarian to assist students’ research. Teacher-librarians offer
valuable skills in structuring research tasks and in developing related skills, such as
locating, selecting and evaluating information.

Often students will need to be taught how to locate, select and organise information in a form
appropriate to the set task. The steps in “the information process” described below provide a systematic
approach for gathering information from books, multi-media materials in libraries and the Internet.
Naturally , the information process should be adapted to suit the demands of the particular lear ning task.

HO
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Source: Information skills in the school

The information process

Steps in the process Information skills

DEFINING What do I really want to find out? Students should be able to:
What is my purpose? • relate the task to their learning
Why do I need to find this out? • clarify the meanings of the words of the task
What are the key words and ideas • identify and interpret key words and ideas in the task
of the task? • state the task in their own words
What do I need to know? • work out the parts of the task

LOCATING Where can I find the information I Students should be able to:
need? • read to survey
What do I already know? • recall relevant information and skills from previous
What do I still need to find out? experience
What sources and equipment can I • recognise strengths and limitations of current knowledge
use? and decide whether additional information and/or skills are

needed
• Iimit an investigation to a manageable size
• identify possible sources (people, organisations, places,

print, non-print materials, objects)
• recognise the relative worth of sources
• select the best of these sources to use
• Iocate sources and appropriate equipment
• record details of sources that are used

SELECTING What information do I really need Students should be able to:
to use? • begin to assess the usefulness of each source
What information can I leave out? • use key words to locate potentially useful information within
How relevant is the information I sources
have found? • skim each source for information
How credible is the information I • identify information that has links with the task
have found? • assess and respect privacy and ownership of information
How will I record the information I • decide what to do about deficiencies within information
need? • decide whether information is closer to fact or opinion

• assess the credibility of sources which express opinion
• identify inconsistency and bias in sources
• devise a system for recording their own information
• summarise information
• record quotations and sources of information

ORGANISING How can I best use this Students should be able to:
information? • review the purpose of the task
Have I enough information for my • combine the information into larger units of information
purpose? • combine the units of information into a structure
Do I need to use all this information? • review the structure in light of the purpose of the task
How can I best combine • adjust the structure where necessary
information from different sources?

PRESENTING How can I present this Students should be able to:
information? • identify the requirements of different forms of presentation
What will I do with this • consider the nature of the audience for the presentation
information? • select a form and style of presentation appropriate to the
With whom will I share this audience and the content of the material
information? • prepare the presentation

• present the information

ASSESSING What did I learn from this? Students should be able to:
Did I fulfil my purpose? • review the extent to which the end product meets the
How did I go - with each step of requirements of the task
the information process? • assess their use of this process in completing the task
How did I go - presenting the • examine the strengths and weaknesses in specific
information? information skills
Where do I go from here? • identify increases in knowledge

• set personal goals for the further development of
information skills
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Chapter 4

Literacy in the middle years

In recent years teachers in New South Wales have adopted a social view of language to underpin literacy
education. Students’ literacy learning in the primar y school is based on this approach, which is explicated
in the Board of Studies K–6 English syllabus. Students benefit, and the quality of their literacy skills is
enhanced when this approach continues from primary to secondary school in the key learning ar eas.
Teachers need to incorporate literacy teaching into their subject teaching. The quality of students’
learning in their subjects improves and the work they produce is of a higher quality than if they are left to
cope unaided with the literacy demands of their subjects.

A social view of language supports middle years teachers and students alike, because it describes explicitly
the increasingly complex reading and writing demands made on the developing adolescent.
Understanding the social view of language enables teachers to plan and implement units of work in all
curriculum ar eas in such a way as to help students become more reflective and abstract thinkers.

This approach to teaching literacy encompasses spoken, written, formal and infor mal texts. “Texts” are
organised patterns of spoken or written language, constructed for different purposes and different
audiences. Texts can be explored at different levels. Whole texts can be looked at in terms of how they
var y according to the purposes for writing or speaking. How meanings are built up in texts through the
structure and organisation of the text, as well as the features at sentence and word level, can also be
examined.

Levels of exploring texts

Social purpose of the text

Structure and
organisational features

of the text

Features at
sentence level

Features
at word

level
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A social view of language emphasises the way language is used to make meaning in various social
situations, showing how language enables people to do things: to share information, to enquire, to
express attitudes, to entertain, to argue, to have needs met, to reflect, to construct ideas, to order
experience and to make sense of the world.

A social view of language also takes account of the ways in which the particular language choices made in
any situation influence, and ar e influenced by, the nature of the subject matter, the roles and relationships
existing between the participants, and whether the text is written or spoken. These factors are known
collectively as the register of a text.

Subject matter

The subject matter of a text refers to the way the world is seen in terms of the people, things and events
and the circumstances in which they occur. Each subject in the curriculum has its own subject matter,
which is expressed in specialised vocabulary and phraseology. In order to learn successfully, students need
to become familiar with this vocabulary and phraseology.

The following table provides some simple illustrations of this issue with relation to vocabulary used in
relation to the subject matter “food”.

Food

Everyday eat, chop, buy, cook, sandwich,

(familiar to students) salami, felafel roll, indigestion.

Agriculture yield, harvest, crop, market,

(new to many students) sell, produce, grain board.

Chemistry react, acid, alkaline, energy

(new to most students) combust, glucose, sucrose, dissolve

Source: Write it Right Project, Exploring literacy in school English: p. 60

Audience

The audience for whom a text is produced also affects the language choices. The language chosen will
var y according to such factors as how well the reader is known to the writer, whether or not the reader is
an expert in the subject matter, and whether the language conventions of the curriculum ar ea and text
are familiar .

Writers and speakers might use language to persuade or position their readers in particular ways or to
present information in a more objective way if their intention is to inform rather than to persuade.
Proficient writers and speakers can make informed choices about the selection and shaping of language
for their audience.

A writer or speaker can also use a number of different language techniques to build a personal
relationship with the reader. Some of the more frequently used techniques are:

• references to the names of the writer or reader, including use of the personal pronouns
“I” or “you”

• direct addresses, for example, “Bye”
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• subjective or emotional words to describe features, for example, “nice”, “beautiful”

• colloquial expressions and abbreviated words.

As students move through Years 5 to 8, they encounter an increasing number of impersonal texts.
Textbooks, for example, are usually written impersonally and authoritatively, as “expert” to learner.

Students have traditionally produced written or oral texts for teachers or markers, as learner to “expert”.
As they move through Years 5 to 8 they should be given the opportunity to become the experts. This can
be done by placing students in real-life situations and having them write or speak as experts on a topic
they are learning. This strategy helps them learn and enables them to write and speak in a positive,
authoritative context. It also has them creating text for a wider audience than teachers or markers.

Mode

The mode generally refers to whether the text is written or spoken.

One of the main differences between written and spoken language is the way in which information is
organised within the sentences, paragraphs and within the whole text.

Becoming competent in the written and spoken modes becomes increasingly important for students as
they progress through school.

Text types

The variations in subject matter, audience and mode yield different types of texts, which are shaped by
the purpose, context and conventions of any given communication. To make the language of school
curriculum ar eas meaningful and useful for students, they need to be clear about the situation in which
language is to be used, why a particular type of text is used and what its features are.

The English K-6 syllabus (Board of Studies, 1998) describes a number of different purposes for writing
the types of texts commonly used in primary school learning. These descriptions include information
about the purpose, structure and typical language features of these texts. It is vital that all secondary
courses build on these understandings and extend them to include the teaching of the nature and
conventions of multi-generic texts. An understanding of these conventions is required for the effective
completion of secondary work.

A text type identifies a family of texts with particular purposes in common, rather as the word chair
identifies a range of diverse objects with certain common characteristics. There is not a fixed number of
text types which conform to a set of prescribed rules, and in many cases it is difficult to identify a text as
belonging to one or other text type. However, there are text types that primary and secondary students
need to recognise and produce in order to complete tasks successfully.

Learning to identify and write these text types gives students easier access to learning in par ticular key
learning ar eas as well as a solid foundation for modifying these texts for different situations. Importantly,
understanding the social purposes and characteristics of text types gives students resources for critically
analysing the texts they encounter in and outside of schooling.

Text types should be starting points, not objects of teaching in themselves, and students must not be
penalised for writing that does not conform to the artificial str uctures of a text. Rather they should learn
how certain conventions facilitate communication in a subject area and then, where appropriate, they
should be encouraged to adapt and amend the model and develop personal ownership of the text.
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Social purpose and text types

Social purpose Text type

To examine issues from more than one perspective Discussion
and make recommendations based on evidence.

To explain scientifically how technological and natural Explanation
phenomena come into being.

To state a position with respect to an issue and Exposition
argue a case for or against.

To describe a particular living, non-living or Factual description
natural phenomenon.

To record a series of events in the sequence Factual recount
in which they occurred.

To classify and describe general classes of phenomena. Information report

To describe in literary terms natural, physical and Literary description
cultural phenomena.

To entertain by dealing with a sequence of events Literary recount
that establish a relationship between a writer and
reader or speaker and listener.

To entertain, create, stimulate emotions, motivate, Narrative
guide or teach.

To summarise and respond personally to a text, Personal response
artwork, performance, product, etc.

To achieve a goal or outcome through a sequence of steps. Procedure

To record in sequential order the steps taken to achieve Procedural recount
a particular goal or outcome, after doing a procedure.

To reconstruct past experiences by retelling events Recount
and incidents in the order in which they have occurred.

To summarise or analyse a literary text, artwork or performance Review
and assess its appeal and value.

Adapted from: NSW Board of Studies (1998). English K-6 syllabus.

State Literacy Strategy support materials

The State Literacy Strategy has produced resources containing ideas and support for teachers and school
administrators as they take action to improve literacy outcomes in the middle years. These resources
include the following:

• Literacy in focus: Secondary snapshots was developed from case studies of fifteen
government secondary schools which have achieved success in developing literacy in the
secondary key learning ar eas. Topics include whole-school ideas, resources, classroom
ideas and managing change.

• The series Teaching literacy in  ...  in Year 7 describes the literacy demands of each
subject taught in Year 7, the anticipated developmental continuum, assessment
procedures, and planning and programming for explicit teaching. Each book in the
series contains units of work which may be used as exemplars.

• The Programming and strategies handbook offers a wide range of literacy strategies
designed to assist students with high support needs in literacy. It is a valuable resource
for all teachers.

The following table identifies a number of social purposes for producing texts.
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• Focus on literacy: Spelling

• Teaching spelling K–6

• Focus on literacy: Writing
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