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Preface 

 

The Tasmanian Department of Education contracted the Faculty of Education, University of Tasmania 

(UTas) to evaluate the literacy pilot project Raising the Bar Closing the Gap and to subsequently write up 

their findings and advice in a report that the authors have called Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian 

Primary Schools.  

Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools aims to do two tasks. The first is to provide a 

description of the evaluation procedure and key findings associated with Raising the Bar Closing the Gap 

initiative. The second aim is to identify and report on how literacy can be maintained, enhanced and 

advanced within Tasmanian primary schools.  

Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools is dedicated to the classroom teachers at the core of 

the process of closing the gap that is so often associated with students who come from homes where there 

is some level of disadvantage. These teachers are involved in raising the bar so that all students reach 

their potential and advance in their literacy abilities.  

The authors wish to earnestly acknowledge the contribution, support and cooperation of all the 

participating students, teachers, and principals, as well as central office staff to the evaluation of the 

Raising the Bar Closing the Gap initiative.  

The overall measures contained in the Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools report indicate 

that when the literacy data are converted into student growth and improvements data, a clearer picture 

emerges demonstrating that effective schools and teachers in Tasmania are making a positive difference, 

and that this difference is sustainable and can be replicated.  

This report is in sections: Background, Executive Summary, Full Report, and Appendices.  
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Background 

Team 

The evaluation team brought significant expertise across the numeracy and literacy education domain, as 

well as strong experience in quantitative and qualitative research design and analysis. In particular, 

Professor Ian Hay and Associate Professor Rosemary Callingham have had experience in conducting and 

writing up state-based, national, and even international evaluation studies. 

The University of Tasmania (UTas) Implementation Team comprised: 

 Professor Ian Hay, Dean, Faculty of Education 

 Associate Professor Geraldine Castleton, Head of School, School of Education 

 Associate Professor Rosemary Callingham 

 Associate Professor Ruth Field-Barnsley 

 Dr Tim Moss 

 Dr Sally Milbourne, Visiting Principal, School of Education 

 Visiting Consultants:  

o Dr Peter Grimbeek, Data Analyst and Consultant, University of Queensland  

o Professor Peter Freebody, Sydney University 

Evaluation Steering Group 

The UTas Implementation Team was directed by an Evaluation Steering Group consisting of Department 

of Education and UTas personnel. These were: 

Department of Education 

 Ms Jan Batchelor, Principal Policy Analyst (Acting), Strategic Policy and Performance Unit 

 Ms Judy Travers, Manager Learning, Learning Services (South) 

 Ms Lucy Fisher, Manager Learning, Learning Service (South-East) 

 Mr Kevin Fagan, Manager Learning, Learning Services (North) 

 Mr Kim Bennett, General Manager, Learning Services (North-West) 

University of Tasmania 

 Professor Ian Hay, Dean, Faculty of Education 

 Associate Professor Geraldine Castleton, Head of School, School of Education 

 Mr Bill Edmunds, Research Manager, Faculty of Education 



2 Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools 
University of Tasmania, June 2011 

 

Research questions 

The purpose of the Raising the Bar Closing the Gap project was to develop a ‘whole-of-school’ approach 

to literacy education with particular emphasis on the effectiveness of the project, leadership, professional 

development and classroom-based strategies. Apart from understanding if the intervention made a 

difference, the evaluation aimed to address the following six questions: 

 What model of literacy teaching is most effective?  

 What does effective leadership for literacy education look like? 

 What intervention strategies are schools using to assist underperformers? 

 What value-adding literacy activities do schools and classrooms provide to students? 

 How effective are literacy plans, their implementation and evaluation? 

 How effective is professional development in improving literacy outcomes? 

Target schools 

Thirty-six target primary schools (student population just over 2000) across three groups were selected by 

the Tasmanian Department of Education to participate in the pilot project, as follows: 

Group 1 Schools: High Needs 

Schools with a high number of underachieving Year 5 students (11+), high percentage of school enrolments (33%+) 

with high Economic Needs Index (ENI) (60+): 16 schools 

Group 2 Schools: Medium Needs 

Schools with a moderate to high number of underachieving Year 5 students (>12), a high percentage of school 

enrolments (25%+) with medium ENI: 10 schools 

Group 3 Schools: Low Needs 

Schools with a fewer number of underachieving Year 5 students (11+): 11 schools (Group 3 is funded by 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR]). 

(Source: Attachment A of Department of Education submission to DEEWR, p4) 

The target schools are listed in Appendix 4, p. 113. The codes for school-level analyses, listed by ICSEA 

level are presented in Appendix 5, p. 115 

Evaluation design and methodology 

The evaluation team investigated the six core research questions using a mixed design within a field-

based quasi-experimental design framework. Performance data collected from participating schools from 

2006 to 2008 were used as a baseline against which the Raising the Bar Closing the Gap project was 

evaluated. 
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The effectiveness and impact of the key Raising the Bar Closing the Gap strategies and interventions 

were investigated using and comparing information obtained across the three school sets on: 

 the leadership training for principals and their ability to affect positive outcomes associated with 

Raising the Bar Closing the Gap 

 the effectiveness of the development, implementation and evaluation of school-based literacy and 

numeracy plans 

 the usefulness of value-adding activities that are school-based  

 the effectiveness of ongoing professional development of teachers 

 the value of classroom-specific activities related to Raising the Bar Closing the Gap.  

The research aimed to measure changes associated with Raising the Bar Closing the Gap using both 

qualitative and quantitative procedures: 

Deliverables 

The UTas Implementation Team presented the following deliverables: 

 Date collection instruments–surveys, questionnaires and screening procedures. 

 Attendance at least bimonthly meetings to review progress of the project with stakeholders within 

the Tasmanian Department of Education.  

 Conduct of at least one presentation of findings and issues, to date, each semester to stakeholders 

within the Tasmanian Department of Education.  

 Production of Evaluation Reports on Raising the Bar Closing the Gap as required by the project.  

 Where appropriate, presentation of findings to the Minister of Education, the media, state and 

national conferences, and to key stakeholder groups.  

 Academic/professional publications produced in cooperation with the Department of Education. 

Project implementation 

The UTas Implementation Team was directed by an Evaluation Steering Group consisting of Department 

of Education and UTas personnel. The collection of data, as proposed by the UTAS team, commenced in 

August 2009. 

The following sections of this evaluation report provide a summary of measurement instruments 

delivered over 2009/2010 period and an analysis of the data collected in relation to: 

 Students 

 Teachers 

 Principals/Leaders 

 Parents/Community 
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Abbreviations 

Abbreviations commonly used in this report are listed as follows: 

ACER Australian Council of Educational Research 

BURT BURT Word Reading Test 

KDC Kindergarten Development Check 

ENI Economic Needs Index 

ICSEA Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage 

NAPLAN National Assessment Program–Literacy and Numeracy 

One-way ANOVA Analysis of variance 

PAT-R Progressive Achievement Tests in Reading: Comprehension  

PIPS Performance Indicators in Primary School 

RTBCTG Raising the Bar Closing the Gap 

SWST ACER Single Word Spelling Test 

t test Assesses whether the means of two groups are statistically different from each other 

UTas University of Tasmania 
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Executive Summary: Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools 

Aims of the pilot 

The Raising the Bar Closing the Gap (RTBCTG) pilot has aimed to increase the number of students 

completing primary school with functional literacy skills through strengthening the leadership roles in 

literacy in schools, whole-school approaches and initiatives to cater for individual student need. The pilot 

supports schools most in need by providing additional literacy teachers, targeting additional professional 

learning according to the identified needs of teachers and their students, and by releasing the principal or 

others to lead the improvement strategies. 

Raising the Bar Closing the Gap Group 1 and 2 schools were participating in a four-year state 

government funded Literacy and Numeracy initiative, which commenced in schools in mid 2008. The 

initiative was expanded to include secondary schools from 2011.  

Raising the Bar Closing the Gap Group 3 was a two-year Commonwealth Literacy and Numeracy Pilot 

funded under the ‘Education Revolution–Improving our Schools–National Action Plan for Literacy and 

Numeracy’ 2008 Budget measure.  

The Literacy and Numeracy Pilot initiatives focused on reforms that accelerate progress towards the 

Council of Australian Governments (COAG) literacy and numeracy targets to improve outcomes for 

students in Indigenous and/or low socio-economic status (SES) school communities.  

See Appendix 4, p. 113 for a list of schools involved in this project. 

Professional Learning 

All RTBCTG schools were expected to engage in focused professional learning appropriate to their 

context and the learning needs of their students. All schools systematically analyse data to support staff to 

make precise, informed and appropriate interventions. Data informs the selection of the most appropriate 

professional learning for staff to ensure targeted intervention and precision in individual teacher’s 

practice. Some of this professional learning has occurred outside of regular school hours as part of the 

five days additional professional learning provided for teachers through the pilot. Managers, and 

Learning and Literacy Support Leaders provided local support. 

Department of Education expectations and strategies 

RTBCTG schools were expected to design/alter organisational structures and use staffing flexibly to 

reinvigorate and model excellent literacy practice and to enable targeted literacy interventions. Staff met 

on a regular basis to assess and review the needs of individual students, align resources and direct efforts 

to the goals of Raising the Bar Closing the Gap in order to bring about a sustainable approach to the 

teaching of literacy. 

Additional teachers were employed to support personalised and differentiated literacy learning. 
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All schools continued to develop their literacy improvement plans and revisit targets while maintaining 

their commitment to targeted professional learning and to a whole-of-school approach to teaching and 

learning.  

While the Department of Education’s four Learning Services have progressed the initiative in varying 

ways, there were a number of activities common to all RTBCTG schools as described below. 

All schools developed whole-of school literacy plans and implemented these plans, adopting a process of 

both short-term and long-term review. In many cases, literacy plans were developed within the two-year 

projection, which better reflects the time taken for sustainable whole-school change. This whole-school 

change was implemented through the following actions and developments: 

 Greater precision in, and specificity of, literacy programs.  

 Workshops by Educational Performance Services (EPS). 

 Regular meetings of, and with, principals to discuss the leadership of literacy in a school.  

 The conduct of various professional learning workshops for all staff/groups of staff re whole-

school literacy programs. 

 Participation by principals in this learning has been a focus. Specific programs vary from school 

to school as determined by the school’s priorities. 

 Regular monthly meetings of the RTBCTG Evaluation Steering Group.  

 Attendance of teachers at a state-wide RTBCTG Symposium conducted on 27 November 2009.  

 Regular occasions to inform and skill parents in assisting their children with literacy.  

 Emphasis on the importance of sharing books, stories, poems and songs with young children.  

 School literacy budgets were informed by data and teacher professional learning needs in order to 

prioritise the purchase of texts. 

 Celebration of student work through assemblies and Writers’ Festivals.  

 Literacy Support staff in schools facilitated and modelled best practice. 

(More detail is provided in Appendix 6, p. 116.) 
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Other significant activities 

Other significant activities undertaken in some, but not all, RTBCTG schools included: 

 Intensive support provided to individual schools whose data indicates that there is more to be 

done to improve outcomes and performance. In these schools, creating leadership density has 

been identified as a priority. 

 Some principals and literacy leaders used an evidence-based Learning Centred Leadership Model 

as a guiding framework for leading literacy improvement. This model identifies three key 

behaviours; modelling, monitoring and dialogue as high leverage leadership strategies. The 

network utilises an Instructional Framework that identifies six key features of literacy teaching 

and learning, based on research evidence. This framework assists schools to develop a common 

language and understanding of literacy teaching, a vital component of whole-school approaches 

to literacy improvement. 

 A number of RTBCTG schools have been supported to undertake research on literacy 

interventions. This has included the first Australian pilot studies on Levelled Literacy 

Intervention and Catch Up Literacy. 

 The Department of Education and the UTas Evaluation team participated in the National Literacy 

and Numeracy Pilots forum on March 18 2010 in Canberra. Three Group 3 school representatives 

presented a session describing the RTBCTG initiative. The Department of Education’s 

presentations left the audience in no doubt as to their enthusiasm, passion and commitment to the 

approach taken in schools through the RTBCTG initiative.  

Summary of outcomes 

Students 

An analysis of the whole dataset including students’ attitudes scales, their NAPLAN and the other testing 

results identified the following ‘predictive’ pathways.  

 Students’ reading for pleasure and reading fluency were highly correlated and were highly 

predictive of students’ academic progress.  

 While there needs to be a focus on improving children’s skills set, this needs to be achieved 

within a learning environment that motivates and engages the students in literacy. 

 Reading fluency is one of the core tasks and this has a positive impact on students’ NAPLAN 

Grammar, Spelling, Reading, Writing, and Numeracy scores.  

 Students’ word attack skills including their phonological knowledge were highly correlated with 

the students’ comprehension scores.  

 Students’ word attack skills and their vocabulary knowledge need to be systematically and 

actively taught across all year levels.  

 Females outperformed the males on the literacy tasks. 

 Home SES factors were predictive of students’ comprehension, word attack and phonological 

performance, as well as the amount of reading for pleasure that is occurring and their level of 

reading fluency.  
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School level 

Teacher interview data highlighted the following as positive actions: 

 Supporting teacher mentoring groups that had a focus on problem-solving, reflection, and sharing 

 Using a literacy mentor teacher 

 Reviewing and interpreting students’ NAPLAN and other literacy tests and records 

 Focusing on the students’ strengths and weakness to better inform the teacher about how to 

personalise and advance the students’ program 

 Looking at students’ writing as a strong window into the students’ level of literacy 

 Looking at ‘in-class’ case studies and reflecting on why some activities worked better than others 

 Encouraging more frequent reading of the same material for longer periods to develop readers’ 

fluency and confidence 

 Incorporating a greater variety of literacy texts into the program including poems and songs 

because of the need to continue to develop children’s auditory skills 

 Practicing vocabulary and grammar development using cloze as a strategy for teaching and 

learning. 

Principals reported that they were now more engaged in how the students in their school advanced in 

literacy. 

Teachers reported that the funding had been beneficial in enabling them to have more support and time to 

work with their students and their literacy program.  

Observations from the evaluation 

 In addition to the NAPLAN tests, having a standard set of valid literacy tests and measures across 

the RTBCTG schools has enabled greater communication to occur between classrooms and 

between schools. It has also highlighted the reality that teachers need to link assessment and 

programming and to be able to interpret why some children are successful or not on specific 

items.  

 As students move through the school the literacy program should continue to provide 

opportunities for teachers to actively teach comprehension and fluency strategies, especially in 

the middle and upper school. This is particularly important for those students who are performing 

at an average level. With continued instruction in these skills, these students have the potential to 

achieve at an above average level. This is a common problem in very mixed ability schools and 

the challenge is to advance all children including those children who are performing at a 

satisfactory level. 

 Keeping students reading and motivated with reading was noted in the survey data and by 

teachers. The evidence from the survey data were the poor readers were reading less in the home 

and reported lower reading self-concepts.  

 Students who read more had greater reading fluency and reading fluency was shown to predict 

students’ level of reading comprehension.  
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  Some of the strategies used to enhance students’ engagement with literacy and improve their 

fluency and rate of reading as they progressed through schooling included: greater use of the 

internet to find motivating texts, purchasing books and texts that were high in motivation, using 

reading along strategies and rereading for more advanced texts in the classroom but greater 

selection of easy texts and motivating texts as books for home reading.  

 Some teachers may benefit from further opportunities to learn to use data to inform their practice 

in a more effective way.  

 Teachers who engaged with the additional significant professional learning reported positive 

benefits for students. They were able to provide more effective learning opportunities for 

students.  

 It was interesting to note that teachers who followed up their professional learning with further 

study were able to put their new learning into practice and made positive adjustments to their 

literacy teaching.  

 Having groups of teachers from the same school doing the same professional learning was also 

identified as being beneficial. A community of scholars focusing on a common set of issues is 

advantageous. 

 Increased opportunities for ongoing in-service and learning in specific literacy and individual and 

group reading support strategies for teacher aides would be beneficial. 

 Speech therapists working in schools located in low SES communities, who focused on language 

programs in the early years of schooling, were reported to be value-adding to the overall 

program.  

 In low SES communities, improving the quality of the learning time between the teacher aides 

and the students is likely to provide greater effect size outcomes, compared to relying on home 

reading programs alone.  

 Better use of the Performance Indicators in Primary Schools (PIPS) data could be made within 

the early years of schooling. This is a ‘growth point’ assessment instrument and has the potential 

to better inform educational practice beyond Year 1, particularly for those students who show any 

delays on these sequential benchmark tasks.  

 For children with low scores across PIPS subscales, teachers could consider a stronger language 

and vocabulary program for these children and then move them into a systematic program of 

letter sound knowledge. These students are also likely to need ongoing vocabulary and language 

development work past Year 3.  

 Recommended best practice for teachers would be to:  

o encourage more frequent reading of the same material for longer periods to develop 

readers’ fluency and confidence, 

o incorporate a greater variety of listening and rhyme based texts into the program 

including multi-literacy resources, poems and songs to assist develop children’s auditory 

and listening skills, 

o practice vocabulary and grammar development using cloze as a strategy for teaching and 

learning, 
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o link children’s needs to a systematic phonological program, such as the U.K. Sound 

Linkage program, or the U.K. Letters and Sounds program (currently being trialled by 

the evaluation team in a number of Tasmanian schools). 

Growth data 

Indices of literacy proficiency were collected from those students in RTBCTG schools regarded as 

experiencing some level of literacy need. The indices included: 

 a measure of comprehension, the ACER Progressive Achievement Test in Reading (PAT-R), 

 a measure of spelling, and phonological and alphabetical knowledge, the ACER Single Word 

Spelling Test (SWST), 

 a measure of reading/vocabulary the BURT word recognition test, 

 four NAPLAN indices: Grammar & Punctuation, Spelling, Reading and Writing.  

These measures were all significantly correlated. This is consistent in that the focus is on a common 

theoretical construct – literacy. 

Given the interest in year-to-year changes in level of literacy proficiency, the various literacy scores were 

reported in terms of the mean score per year and as growth scores computed by subtracting 2009 scores 

from their 2010 equivalents. Plots of these scores demonstrated that the mean level for all measures of 

literacy increased in the 12 months between the two surveys and were consistent with advances in 

literacy across year levels.  

A number of statistical analyses were conducted on all of the test results over the two intervention 

periods. One measure, the Cohen’s d statistic, demonstrated an effect size greater that 0.4 when used with 

the cohort data by test instrument (such as 2009 compared to 2010 on PAT-R scores). An effect size of 

0.4 or more is considered to represent meaningful growth and an improvement that is greater than what 

can be expected by normal development – that is, growth that can be linked to an intervention or some 

program or activity.  

Changes in literacy scores over the 12-month period between the two surveys were scrutinised in terms of 

two school-level variables: Level of need (groups 1, 2 and 3) and ICSEA rankings for the schools divided 

into three groups (lower third, middle third, upper third), where ICSEA provides a reasonable 

approximation of socio-economic status (SES). 

A common pattern across the schools was the variability in growth measures. Although low needs 

schools typically started from a higher academic starting point compared to high needs schools, the level 

of growth varied. Typically, some of the schools with high growth scores (high level of student 

improvement) came from the high needs schools. Such a finding demonstrates that growth statistics 

may be a fairer method to assess the value-adding that teachers provide to children, rather than 

just outcome measures, which may be more influenced by SES home factors.  
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In terms of which literacy measure is less affected by home SES factors, the indicators are that children’s 

progress in spelling, word recognition, and grammar and punctuation were less affected and more 

influenced by classroom level instruction, while writing and reading comprehension were influenced 

more by home SES reading behaviours. Across the different literacy measures, schools demonstrated 

varied levels of growth suggesting somewhat different foci in their programming.  

Variability in the students’ measurement data: Some reflections 

During the course of this study, the research team visited schools, talked with teachers and others, and 

met regularly to discuss the project and its objectives. The following are reflections and comments on 

what effective practices are working in schools and what is making a positive impact on raising the bar 

and closing the gap in terms of children’s literacy development.  

 Within the school and the different year levels, there are informal teacher learning groups 

occurring, where ideas, success, pedagogy, barriers to learning, effective use of data to inform 

practice, etc. are shared and discussed.  

 Schools are developing a systematic approach to provide teacher aides or paraprofessional 

support staff with in-service training. Some are developing their own programs or enrolling in 

programs such as QuickSmart, which is very focused on training teacher aides.  

 Teachers have high expectations for all students, in all classrooms. There is an expectation that 

all students will achieve.  

 The students’ interests and present achievement level is the starting point for all learning. 

 Students are organised and task focused. 

 Teachers are providing well-paced instruction in a systematic way. 

 There are many opportunities for interacting and talking with students. 

 The library materials and a range of texts are well used as classroom stimulus material.  

 Teacher professional learning is occurring and being enacted upon. 

 The principal is committed to students’ learning and demonstrates this commitment by being 

engaged in conversations with students about their learning. They also engage in professional 

discourse about students’ learning with teachers.  

 Positive partnerships between school and home exist. There is family and community 

involvement in student learning and parents are informed of their child’s progress. 

 The mentor teacher has a crucial role in student learning.  

 Literacy development in the early years focuses on vocabulary and basic grammar and the 

elements addressed in the PIPS (Performance Indicators in Primary Schools) assessments 

conducted twice yearly in the Prep year.  

 Teachers use a range of evidence and data to review their students’ performance including 

students’ reading running records and analysis of students’ writing to inform their practice and 

development of appropriate interventions.  
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 The employment of another teacher in the school to work alongside teachers has encouraged 

teachers to continually review their programs and their pedagogy. In some schools, this teacher 

can provide differential instruction to students in the classroom. 

 Some schools utilise off-the-shelf literacy programs to assist students develop and practice skills. 

Often, only aspects of these programs are used as tools to further enhance student’s individual 

programs.  

 Successful classrooms are those where there is a real sense of engagement. The classroom walls 

display students’ work and the students are interested in sharing and talking about what they are 

doing.  
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Key findings to the research questions 

Question Response 

Is the additional 

literacy funding and 

resourcing 

enhancing the 

students’ level of 

literacy in the 

participating 

schools?  

 Yes a difference has been achieved. 

 Based on statistical analyses students in the participating schools 

enhanced their reading comprehension, word recognition and spelling 

skills at a greater rate than expected based on the previous year’s 

achievements.  

 Cohen’s effects size equal to or greater than .4 was achieved by the 

participating schools. 

What model of 

literacy teaching is 

most effective? 

Seeking an evidence 

base, why is this 

model the most 

effective? 

 A multidimensional model is needed.  

 To improve comprehension students need text background and 

vocabulary knowledge, and this can be influenced by social and home 

factors.  

 For students in low SES schools one model of literacy development 

that was effective focused on word knowledge and an analysis of parts 

of words and word patterns. This was often linked to children’s 

spelling program.  

 Similarly, directly reviewing and explaining grammar and “standard” 

English sentence construction enabled students in the low SES 

schools to demonstrate similar learning outcomes to their peers in 

higher SES school in this domain. 

 Explicit and systematic teaching instruction to children that explained 

to them the meaning of words and how words are structured and 

changed to fit the context of the sentence was demonstrated to be 

effective. For example, ‘ran’ to ‘running’, the prefix ‘un’ changes the 

meaning of word ‘likely’, use of ‘he’ or ‘she’ as pronouns. Children’s 

vocabulary growth is dependent on hearing and pronouncing that 

word, understanding its meaning, and then having the children apply 

that word in sentences. This type of vocabulary growth is a core 

predictor in reading.  

 

What does effective 

leadership for 

literacy education 

look like? 

 

The leadership was participatory  

 It may not necessarily be led by the principal, but by someone who 

can take a mentoring role.  

 The effective literacy leaders had content knowledge and knowledge 

about the reading process. 

 They approached literacy issues on a case-by-case basis and used 

students’ performance as the basis for change.  

 They developed teams of people around them who talked about 

literacy in the classroom. 

 They motivated parents, teachers and students and acknowledged 

success. 
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Question Response 

What intervention 

strategies are schools 

using to assist 

underperformers? 

 Extra funds provided to schools enabled additional small group and 

in-class support to underperforming children. 

 The type of interventions however, changed as the students 

progressed through the schooling system.  

 The focus in the early years was phonological awareness, developing 

a core sight vocabulary and engaging children in modelled reading.  

 In the middle grades the focus was more on fluency and using more 

complex texts.  

 Achieving a balance between home based reading that was more 

reading for pleasure and in-class lessons that were more focused on 

advancing students’ reading and comprehension and thinking about 

more advanced texts.  

 Use of retelling of the story or reading passage as a method to 

checking and reviewing what students had read. 

 Upper primary focus was more on finding motivating texts that aimed 

to engage students. Use of reading support strategies, such as pause, 

prompt, and praise.  

 As children progressed there was more focus on expository texts and 

gaining greater comprehension of the text.  

 Links between students’ writing and reading were also encouraged.  

 Across grades greater focus on using cloze procedures to enhance 

students’ vocabulary and word knowledge. For example, teaching 

pronouns, John placed_______ hat down. Teaching vocabulary, The 

_________ ships sailed into the________. 

 Reviewing library collections so that there are interesting and 

engaging texts for children including e-based texts.  

 Using internet-based text as a teaching tool, but teaching students how 

to critically read and comprehend a web page and to use search 

engines.  
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Question Response 

What value-adding 

literacy activities do 

schools and 

classrooms provide 

to students? 

 Time on task was the most positive value-adding strategy, followed 

by adapting the program to the students’ level of literacy ability and 

interest.  

 Peer tutoring programs and skilling of teachers’ aides. 

 Engaging students with a variety of texts and literacy forms.  

 Having teachers reviewing the students’ performances. 

 Using the students’ errors and interests to develop a balanced and 

engaging literacy program. 

 There seemed to be a positive relation between schools where 

teachers and students were energised about reading and literacy and 

schools that demonstrated positive reading outcomes.  

 Sharing ideas within the school and between schools and having a 

mentoring support person in the schools.  

 Enhancing students’ level of fluency was a focus in the middle grades 

in schools with higher effect size outcomes.  

 Better reading fluency was linked to better reading comprehension 

and shifts students from learning to read to reading to learn. 

 Planned transition between the primary and secondary schools, with 

the primary program focusing on longer texts and more expository 

text. 

 Shift in the literacy program from just reading to reading for meaning 

and discussion about the structure of the texts and the content of the 

story or event.  

 

How effective are 

literacy plans, their 

implementation and 

evaluation? 

 Literacy plans tending to be static school documents.  

 Effective plans identified key performance indicators (KPIs) at the 

grade and class level. Targets were set, strategies and plans developed 

and implemented, and the data collected to see if the KPIs were 

successful. This was seen as an ongoing cycle.  
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Question Response 

How effective is 

professional learning 

in improving literacy 

outcomes? 

 

 Professional development was significant.  

 The teacher survey results demonstrated that while most teachers were 

competent, the number of reading specialists able to analysis students’ 

literacy profiles and then synthesise that into a relevant program 

needed to be increased and encouraged.  

 Teachers that engaged in professional learning, and then followed it 

up in their classrooms, reviewed and reflected on the outcomes make 

the most gain from the professional experience.  

 

The value of 

informal 

professional learning 

 The value of teachers mentoring teachers cannot be underestimated.  

 Of immense value has been the sharing of a common language to 

describe literacy activities among teachers, students and parents, 

leading to the empowerment of each group. Students are seen as 

participants in this process. 

 

Strategies considered 

of value to all 

schools 

 Adopt a whole-school focus on identified priority areas 

 Engage teachers in whole-of-staff professional learning experiences – 

sharing and using a common language to describe and inform each 

other on literacy matters 

 Create opportunities for teachers to interact with and support each 

other 

 Set expectations for staff and students–accept whole-staff 

responsibility for the implementation and outcomes of the literacy 

programs and the support of students 

 Collect and use a range of data to inform teaching and to monitor 

students’ progress 

 Change the organisation of the school to better reflect and cater for 

the needs of students 

 Keeping parents informed and involved at the school and the 

classroom level about the literacy program  

 Use students’ growth as the method of measuring and comparing 

success rather than just an external norm-referenced population  
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Full Report: Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools 

This report is in three parts. Part A deals with the quantitative student test data; Part B deals with teacher 

and principal surveys and qualitative interview data, along with the school literacy plans; and Part C 

reports on the student survey data.  

Included within this report are suggestions and insights into how teachers and principals can continue to 

advance literacy in Tasmanian primary schools.  

PART A: Student quantitative data 

Summary of student data collected in 2009, as agreed in the Evidence Framework 

Qualitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

August 2009 Tasmanian Early Years Reading 

Survey 

Student attitudes towards reading and the 

level of family support students receive 

Years 1 and 2 (all students) 

August 2009 Tasmanian Student Reading 

Survey  

Student attitudes towards reading and the 

level of family support students receive 

Years 3 to 6 (all students) 

 

Quantitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

March 2009 Performance Indicators in 

Primary School (PIPS) 

Comprehensive literacy test Prep year. By school, class, 

student, disaggregated by 

gender and indigenous status 

May 2009 Kindergarten Development 

Check (KDC) 

Comprehensive literacy test Kindergarten year. By 

school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender and 

indigenous status 

May 2009 National Assessment Program–

Literacy and Numeracy 

(NAPLAN) 

Comprehensive literacy test Years 3 and 5 (all students). 

By school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender and 

indigenous status  

July 2009 Progressive Achievement Tests 

in Reading: Comprehension 

(PAT-R) 

Comprehension skills Years 3 to 6 (all students). 

By school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender 

 

July 2009 BURT Word Reading Test Vocabulary & Reading skills  Year 1 to 6 (random sample: 

Group 1 schools 1 in 3; 

Group 2 schools 1 in 4). By 

school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender 

July 2009 ACER: Single Word Spelling 

Test 

Spelling, phonemic awareness and reading Years 1 to 6 (all students). 

By school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender 

August 2009 Tasmanian Early Years 

Reading Survey 

Student attitudes towards reading and the 

level of family support students receive 

Years 1 and 2 (all students) 

August 2009 Tasmanian Student Reading 

Survey 

Student attitudes towards reading and the 

level of family support students receive 

Years 3 to 6 (all students) 

October 2009 Tasmanian Writing Test Writing skills  Withdrawn due to 

administrative issues  
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Summary of student data collected in 2010, as agreed in the Evidence Framework 

Qualitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

October 2010 Tasmanian Early Years 

Reading Survey 

Student attitudes towards reading and the 

level of family support students receive 

Year 2 (all students 

assessed in Year 1, 2009) 

October 2010 Tasmanian Student Reading 

Survey  

Student attitudes towards reading and the 

level of family support students receive 

Years 3 to 6 (all students 

assessed in 2009) 

 

Quantitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

March 2010 Performance Indicators in 

Primary School (PIPS) 

Comprehensive literacy test Prep year. By school, class, 

student, disaggregated by 

gender and indigenous status 

May 2010 Kindergarten Development 

Check (KDC) 

Comprehensive literacy test Kindergarten year. By 

school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender and 

indigenous status 

May 2010 National Assessment Program–

Literacy and Numeracy 

(NAPLAN) 

Comprehensive literacy test Years 3 and 5 (all students). 

By school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender and 

indigenous status  

October 2010 Progressive Achievement Tests 

in Reading: Comprehension 

(PAT-R) 

Comprehension skills Years 3 to 6 (all students). 

By school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender 

 

October 2010 BURT Word Reading Test Vocabulary & Reading skills  The same students (Years 2–

6) assessed in 2009. By 

school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender 

October 2010 ACER: Single Word Spelling 

Test 

Spelling, phonemic awareness and reading Years 2 to 6 (all students 

assessed in 2009). By 

school, class, student, 

disaggregated by gender 

 

Quantitative student test data 

Once student test data were collected and coded from some 2000 students, repeated measures outcomes 

were compiled by Dr Peter Grimbeek, University of Queensland, data analyst and consultant to the UTas 

Evaluation team for the Raising the Bar Closing the Gap Project, in conjunction with Professor Ian Hay, 

Chief Investigator for the Raising the Bar Closing the Gap Project. 

Growth data 

Indices of literacy proficiency were collected from students in all 36 schools regarded as experiencing 

some level of literacy need. The indices included a measure of comprehension, the ACER Progressive 

Achievement Test in Reading (PAT-R); a measure of spelling, and phonological and alphabetical 

knowledge, the ACER Single Word Spelling Test (SWST); and a measure of reading/vocabulary, the 

BURT word recognition test; along with the four NAPLAN indices of, Grammar and Punctuation, 

Spelling, Reading and Writing. These measures were all significantly correlated, consistent with these 

measures focusing on a common theoretical construct—literacy. 
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Given the interest in year-to-year changes in level of literacy proficiency, the various literacy scores were 

reported in terms of the mean score per year and as growth scores computed by subtracting 2009 scores 

from their 2010 equivalents. Plots of these scores demonstrated that the mean level for all measures of 

literacy increased in the 12 months between the two surveys and as consistent with advances in literacy 

across year levels. A number of statistical analyses were conducted on all of the tests results over the two 

intervention periods. One measure, the Cohen’s d statistic, demonstrated an effect size greater that 0.4 

when used with the cohort data by test instrument (such as 2009 compared to 2010 on PAT-R scores). An 

effect size of 0.4 or more was considered to represent growth that was meaningful and an improvement 

that was greater than what could be expected by ’normal development’—growth that could be linked to 

an intervention or some program or activity.  

Changes in literacy scores over the 12-month period between the two surveys were scrutinised in terms of 

two school-level variables: Level of need (high, medium, lower) and ICSEA rankings for the 36 target 

schools partitioned into three groups (lower third, middle third, upper third), where ICSEA provides a 

reasonable approximation of socio-economic status (SES). 

Main Finding: A change in students’ literacy performance was identified. A common pattern across the 

school clusters was the variability in growth measures across schools. Although low needs literacy 

schools typically started from a higher academic starting point compared to high literacy needs schools, 

the level of growth by school was not well explained by school SES cluster. Typically, some of the 

schools with highest literacy growth scores (high levels of student improvement) came from the high 

needs schools. Such a finding demonstrated that growth statistics may be a ’fairer’ method to assess the 

value-adding that teachers provide to children, rather than just using outcome measures that may be more 

influenced by SES home factors.  

In terms of literacy measures, spelling, word recognition and grammar and punctuation were less affected 

by home SES factors and more influenced by classroom level instruction while writing and reading 

comprehension were influenced more by home SES reading behaviours. Across the literacy measures 

different levels of growth were evident in all schools, suggesting some influence of different foci in 

school programming.  



20 Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools 
University of Tasmania, June 2011 

 

RTBCTG Student Test Data Analysis:  

Associations between measures of literacy 

Table 1: Correlations between measures of literacy proficiency based on 2009 

Test  

 

PAT–R 

 

SWST–R 

 

BURT–R 

 

Grammar & 

punctuation  

Spelling  Reading  Writing  

PAT-R  R 1       

N 1675       

SWST  R .651** 1      

N 1577 2453      

BURT  R .735** .795** 1     

N 538 777 829     

Grammar & 

punctuation1 

R .682** .650** .713** 1    

N 1582 1583 545 1997    

Spelling1 R .643** .795** .814** .808** 1   

N 1586 1588 545 1997 2002   

Reading1 R .730** .606** .730** .808** .780** 1  

N 1578 1581 545 1961 1966 1991  

Writing1 R .584** .610** .679** .701** .724** .685** 1 

N 1585 1587 545 1981 1986 1965 2000 

R = Correlation, N = Number. 1 = NAPLAN test.  

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

 

As indicated in Table 1, all scores were associated at statistically significant levels consistent with these 

being aligned with some common construct of literacy. 

The advantage of knowing these correlations was that while each of these test instruments belonged to a 

common construct, they were not identical tests and each test focused on a related but different dimension 

of literacy. The strong correlation between the reading comprehension PAT-R test and the other measures 

was important to note as this instrument was one of the key measures used in the evaluation of the 

RTBCTG project.  

Students’ literacy scores: comparison of 2009 results with 2010 results 

Reading Comprehension PAT-R scale scores 

Across the entire target group of 32 schools, based on the same cohort of students’ PAT-R scale scores 

(i.e., level of comprehension) there was an increase on average from 18.91 in 2009 to 21.17 in 2010. A 

paired-sample t test indicated the difference was statistically significant (t = 31.4 (df = 3993), p < .001). 

That is, the overall cohort had improved in terms of their reading comprehension as measured by the 

PAT-R test, see Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Mean PAT-R scaled scores by year (standard errors visible) 

From this t-test information a Cohen’s d could be calculated along with an intervention effect size 

measure. This increase in the overall mean PAT-R scale scores produced a Cohen’s d score of 0.99 and 

an effect size of 0.44. Such an effect size was in the large range, suggesting that the change was not due 

to just normal ‘student development’ but the enhancement included an intervention growth component. 

Looking at this overall change in PAT-R scale scores in more detail as indicated in Table 1, a minimum 

of approximately 1500 students in Years 3–5 completed the PAT-R in both 2009 and 2010, 

approximately 1300 of these in both 2009 and 2010. (The loss in numbers in Year 6 from 2009 to 2010 

was because the last year of Tasmanian primary school is Year 6 and so the 2009 Year 6 students were in 

Year 7 high school in 2010). 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for PAT-R scale scores by year level 

Test/Year  Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

PAT-R 2009 1498 16.69 6.29 1641 19.36 6.55 1519 20.18 7.16 1541 21.14 7.27 

PAT-R 2010 2927 18.79 6.54 1558 21.31 7.11 1464 21.69 7.29 57 19.98 6.40 

 

Table 2 reported the PAT-R scale scores trended positively over the 12-month period at each year level 

(Year 6 excepted). The increase in PAT-R was significant (F = 54.102 (2, 3989), p < .001) across years 

3–6 (Year 6 omitted from analysis). Post-hoc testing indicated that PAT-R scores obtained in each 

successive year level were statistically, significantly larger than that of the previous year.  

Table 3 demonstrated the mean (average) accompanying growth score achieved by subtracting 2009 scale 

score from 2010 scale score for each individual and them calculating an overall mean and standard 

deviation (SD). (Note that since only scores from students who completed the test in both years were 
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taken into account, the growth score N does not necessarily equate directly to the 2009 and 2010 scores 

reported.) 

Table 3: Mean of individual student PAT-R growth measure from 2009 to 2010 

Test Year 3 to 4 Year 4 to 5 Year 5 to 6 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

PAT-R 1276 3.28 4.33 1416 2.02 4.35 1300 1.50 4.75 

 

PAT-R Growth by school classification  

Across the three school groups the cohort mean scale scores for PAT-R increased for the 12 months from 

2009–2010, see Table 4. That is, students from higher needs schools, on average, obtained lower PAT-R 

scores in 2009 than those from medium or lower need schools. It was also worth noting that students 

from lower need schools, on average, were more likely to complete the PAT-R test in both years (cf. N 

for difference scores). Statistical testing indicated that difference scores were influenced by type of 

school (F = 3.627 (2, 3989), p < .05) and post-hoc testing indicated that low need schools, for example 

with a mean PAT-R of 21.63 had a significantly higher score than high need schools’ mean PAT-R of 

17.64. 

Table 4: Descriptive statistics for PAT-R by scale scores by level of literacy need by school cluster 

Test/Year High needs schools Medium needs schools Lower needs schools 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

PAT-R 2009 1302 16.44 6.67 1438 19.17 6.71 1918 20.05 6.64 

PAT-R 2010 1620 17.64 6.95 1630 20.56 6.83 2520 21.63 6.74 

 

In terms of growth calculated at the individual student level by subtracting 2010 PAT-R scale score from 

2009 PAT-R there was a consistent level of improvement across all schools classified by literacy needs. 

As shown in Table 5 the mean growth was at least 2 scale scores. That is, all school groups were 

improving their reading comprehension, although the low needs schools (those schools with the few 

students with literacy difficulties) were showing a 0.5 mean increase compared to the schools with more 

students with literacy difficulties. This difference between school groups was not significant (effect size 

difference 0.04), which demonstrated that across the three classification of schools consistent 

improvements were occurring.  

Table 5: Growth descriptive statistics for PAT-R by level of school literacy need 

Test High needs schools Medium needs schools Lower needs schools 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

PAT-R 1135 2.01 4.74 1123 2.18 4.53 1734 2.46 4.40 
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PAT-R and ICSEA–groups (home factors) 

The Tasmanian Department of Education classified the schools into three groups using a frequency of 

students with reading difficulties based on initial NAPLAN scores in 2008. Since then the 

Commonwealth has further developed its home and community social-economic status measure called 

ICSEA. Those schools with a low ICSEA score have more parents with an economic or educational 

disadvantage (i.e., more parental unemployment); while higher or upper ICSAE score schools have more 

parental employment and parents with higher educational qualifications. In general terms, the lower the 

ICSEA score, the lower the SES, and the higher the level of literacy disadvantage associated with those 

children.  

Regrouping the 36 individual schools in the study by their ICSEA score was another way of reviewing 

the schools in this study.  

Table 6: Descriptive statistics for PAT-R scale scores by ICSEA school grouping 

Test/Year Lower third Mid third Upper third 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

PAT-R 2009 1583 16.79 6.75 1637 19.49  6.66  1438 20.12 6.64 

PAT-R 2010 1949 17.78 7.02 1909 20.73  6.81  1912 22.15 6.51 

 

As indicated in Table 6 based on level of home disadvantage as the level of home factors improved the 

level of students’ reading improved.  

Statistical testing indicated that growth scores were influenced by ICSEA group (F = 17.648 (2, 3989), 

p < .001) and post-hoc testing indicated that schools in the upper third ICSEA did significantly better 

than either middle or lower third ICSEA schools (see Table 7 for mean growth by individuals by ICSEA).  

Table 7: Growth statistics for PAT-R by ICSEA school grouping 

Test Lower third Mid-third Upper third 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

PAT-R  1363 1.91 4.67 1338 2.01  4.49  1291 2.87 4.38 

 

Table 7 suggested that while schools in the more economic disadvantaged communities still made sound 

and very positive gains in terms of reading comprehension, children in the higher social-economic 

schools were increasing at a faster rate in terms of growth in comprehension of read material. Given that 

reading comprehension was highly influenced by level of student background knowledge and home 

reading patterns, such a finding was not that unexpected, but schools in the low third of ICSEA should 

still be pleased with their level of growth.  
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Literacy growth by school  

Up to this point the focus in this report has been on cohort data in terms of school cluster. As the tables 

have already noted there is variability between schools as identified in the standard deviations obtained. 

In the following section this variability is reviewed by cluster as grouped by the Tasmanian Department 

of Education in terms of literacy needs.  

High needs literacy schools 

Investigating first the high needs literacy schools, as reported in Table 5 the mean growth in reading 

comprehension scale score across the 15 schools was 2.01 (SD 4.74) yet there was significant variability. 

Referring to Figure 2, seven of the 15 schools were showing a growth greater than 2 scale scores and one 

of the schools was showing a remarkable level of growth in reading achievement, an improvement across 

the school of 3.20. This school was achieving twice the growth compared to some of the companion 

schools in this same cluster band.  

 

Figure 2: PAT-R growth scores for 15 higher needs schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors 

visible) 

As illustrated in Figure 2, the growth in PAT scores over 12 months varied from 0.24 for one school 

identified as H04, less than 2 for another seven schools (H02, H05, H08, H01, H09, H10, H15) through to 

3.2 for one school (H13). Despite this range of difference scores, One-Way ANOVA with PAT growth 

scores (Year levels 3–5) found the main effect for the 15 schools by this cluster to be nonsignificant, 

although individual comparison between the high and low growth schools did show a difference.  

Medium needs literacy schools 

As illustrated in Figure 3, the growth in PAT-R scaled scores over 12 months varied from less than 1 for 

two schools (M05, M07) through to more than 2 PAT-R scaled scores for three schools (M01, M03, 

M06). One-Way ANOVA with PAT–R growth scores (Year levels 3–5) found the main effect for the 

nine schools in this band to be significant (F = 3.502(8, 1111), p < .01). Again, some schools in the same 

cluster were demonstrating significant improvements.  
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Figure 3: PAT-R growth scores for 9 of 10 medium needs schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors 

visible) 

Low needs literacy schools 

In terms of low needs literacy schools, within the band with fewer students with significant literacy 

difficulties there again was variability across this cluster in terms of growth of scale scores. As illustrated 

in Figure 4, the growth in PAT-R scale scores over 12 months varied from approximately 0 for one 

school (L06), less than 2 scale scores for another four schools (L07, L02, L09, L10), through to 4.31 

scale score improvement for one school (L03). One-Way ANOVA with PAT growth scores found a 

significant main effect (F = 8.299 (9, 1632), p < .001) for 10 schools in the low needs band.  

 

Figure 4: PAT-R growth scores for 10 of 11 lower needs schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors 

visible) 

PAT-R literacy growth across all the RTBCTG schools 

As illustrated in Figure 5, the distribution of PAT-R growth scores was not entirely aligned with 

designated level of school need. One-Way ANOVA was completed with PAT-R growth scores (Year 

levels 3–5). The main effect for school was significant (F = 3.872 (34, 3863), p < .001). Follow-up post-
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hoc tests indicated that LO3 students obtained a significantly larger difference to 16 of the other schools. 

What was interesting was the mix of high, medium, and low needs literacy schools within the high 

growth (improvement) grouping, which represented a PAT-R scale score growth of 2 or more. Such a 

graph suggested that individual programming and school learning culture were critical in enhancing 

students’ literacy growth. Although low home SES may be associated with students’ poor literacy 

performance it is not the determining factor. The students’ literacy growth and development is influenced 

more by the quality of the literacy learning that is occurring within that school.  

 

Figure 5: PAT-R growth scores for 34 of 36 target schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors 

visible) 

Single Word Spelling Tests (SWST) scores 

The Single Word Spelling Tests scores were regarded as providing an index of literacy development 

because spelling uses visual word memory and phonemic awareness and letter blending skills. For this 

reason the Single Word Spelling Test was, in part, used in this research to measure young children’s 

literacy for, as shown in Table 1, this instrument has a .65 to .75 correlation with the other literacy tests 

used in this evaluation.  
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Figure 6: SWST scores by year (standard errors visible) 

As illustrated in Figure 6, SWST scores increased on average from 16.62 in 2009 to 25.44 in 2010 across 

the entire target group, Years 2 to 6. A paired-sample t test indicated the difference to be statistically 

significant (t = 44.899 (df = 2215), p < .001). 

From this t-test information a Cohen’s d could be calculated, along with an intervention effect size 

measure. This increase in the overall mean SWST scale scores produced a Cohen’s d score of 1.90 and an 

effect size of 0.69. Such an effect size was in the large range, suggesting that the change was not due to 

just normal ‘student development’ but the enhancement included an intervention growth component.  

Because the PAT-R was not designed for young children’s assessment of literacy, how children in Years 

(grades) 2 to 3 perform on the SWST was of interest. Table 8 identified the overall change between Years 

2 and 3 over the period of the study. 

Table 8: Descriptive statistics for SWST by year level 

Test Year 2 Year 3 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD 

SWST 2009 1397 16.67 8.12 2981 22.87 10.70 

SWST 2010 1169 23.53 9.55 1184 26.42 12.50 

 

As demonstrated in Table 8, approximately 1400 students in Year 2 and almost 3000 students in Year 3 

completed the SWST in 2009 and about 1000 completed it again in 2010. These scores trended positively 

in both year levels.  

Of particular interest to this study was the children’s improvement in literacy as measured by the SWST 

from Year 2 to 3 and from Year 3 to 4. This involved testing and then retesting the same children 

between the two years and obtaining a grow measure for each child, the overall mean growth measure are 

reported in Table 9.  
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Table 9: Growth statistics for SWST (spelling) from Year 2 to 3 and from Year 3 to 4 

Test Year 2–3 Year 3–4 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD 

SWST  1093 7.14 5.56 1123 4.54 6.34 

 

One-Way ANOVA with SWST growth scores by year level (Year 2 to Year3, and Year 3 to 4) reported a 

significant enhancement (F = 105.271(1, 2214), p < .001). That is, the children were improving in 

spelling, with the early years’ program enhancing the children’s decoding, alphabetical and phonological 

skills.  

SWST– School-level analysis  

When focusing on the SWST data at the school level, the issue was how uniform was the improvement 

across the different school clusters.  

As indicated in Table 10 below, the mean score for SWST generally increased across the 12 months from 

2009–2010 but with baseline (2009) and follow-up (2010) scores reflecting a function of level of needs. 

That is, students from higher needs schools, on average, obtained lower SWST scores in 2009 than those 

from medium or lower needs schools. That is, not all children started from the same base point.  

Table 10: Descriptive statistics for SWST by level of school literacy needs 

Test/year High needs school Medium needs school Lower needs school 

  N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

SWST 2009  1244 18.01 10.40 1312 21.20 10.07 1822 22.64 10.10 

SWST 2010  689 22.11 11.62 674 25.08 10.54 990 26.92 10.98 

 

What was interesting was the Table 11 growth measures and here there was more uniformity in terms of 

SWST enhancement, that is the mean growth in spelling ability is 5.61 for the high needs schools 

compared with a 5.55 for the median needs and 6.16 for the lower literacy needs schools. Importantly, a 

One-Way ANOVA found these mean differences to be non-significant across the three clusters. Given 

that the students were starting at different points (Table 10) the uniformity of the growth improvement 

was a very positive outcome of the investment in teacher time and resources. It suggested that home SES 

factors may have had less of an influence on children’s spelling and decoding skills development than it 

did with other literacy measures, such as reading comprehension, and that it was a skill enhancement 

where its growth was influenced by educational and teacher practices.  

Table 11: Growth statistics for SWST by level of school literacy needs 

Test High needs school Medium needs school Lower needs school 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

SWST  640 5.61 6.58 639 5.55 5.65 937 6.16 6.06 
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SWST – ICSEA 

To investigate the influence of ICSEA (home socio-economic factors) on spelling the 36 schools were 

analysed by ICSEA band. As stated before, in general terms a lower ICSEA score is associated with 

lower home SES and often higher levels of home literacy disadvantage.  

As indicated in Table 12, based on level of home disadvantage as the level of home factors improved the 

level of students’ spelling improved.  

 

Table 12: Descriptive statistics for SWST by ICSEA school grouping 

Test/Year Lower third Mid-third Upper third 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

SWST 2009 1507 18.54 10.50 1483 21.77 10.31 1388 22.50 9.79 

SWST 2010 833 22.22 11.49 819 25.45 11.31 701 27.73 9.99 

 

With reference to growth in spelling ability (Table 13) students in schools ranked in the upper third of 

ICSEA (the school with the higher SES home ratings) for the 36 target schools obtained slightly higher 

average growth in performance than those from medium or lower third ranked ICSEA schools, a 

difference indicated by One-Way ANOVA to be significant (F = 7.375 (2, 2213), p < .01). The indicator 

here was that home factors may advantage some children in terms of spelling and decoding skills if there 

was significant support for education in the home.  

Table 13: Growth statistics for SWST by ICSEA grouping 

Test Lower third Mid-third Upper third 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

SWST  778 5.37 5.88 758 5.64 6.81 680 6.55 5.43 

 

SWST– Individual school-level growth early years 

Investigating the spread of SWST growth by school cluster was designed to identify variability in the 

dataset for the children in the early years of schooling.  

Looking first at the high needs literacy schools as identified by the Department of Education as those 

where there were more children with literacy difficulties, the variability across this school cluster was 

high. As illustrated in Figure 7, the growth in SWST scores for the 14 schools in this grouping ranged 

from less than zero (slightly negative) to almost 11.0 over 12 months. One-Way ANOVA with SWST 

growth scores (Year level 2 to 3 and 3 to 4) found the main effect for school to be significant (F = 8.731 

(14, 625), p < .001).  
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Figure 7: SWST growth scores for 15 higher need schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors visible) 

This variability in spelling development was repeated again with the schools identified as being in the 

median band of literacy difficulties. As illustrated in Figure 8, the SWST growth scores across nine 

schools (one of the 10 schools was omitted because no students completed the SWST test in both 2009 

and 2010) ranged from 2.58 to more than 9.12 over the 12 months. One-Way ANOVA with SWST 

growth scores (Year level 2 to 3 & 3 to 4) found the main effect for school to be significant (F = 5.786 (8, 

630), p < .001). 

 

 

Figure 8: SWST growth scores for 9 of 10 medium needs schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors 

visible) 

The variability of growth for the low needs schools was also a pattern across the nine schools involved in 

this band. As illustrated in Figure 9, the growth in SWST across nine schools (no students in two schools 

completed the test on both occasions) ranged from less than -1.17 to more than 7.29 over 12 months. 

One-Way ANOVA with SWST growth scores (Year level 1 & 2) the main effect for school to be 

significant (F = 17.136 (8, 881), p < .001). 
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Figure 9: SWST growth scores for 9 of 11 lower needs schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors 

visible) 

Plotting all 36 schools by their improvement on the single word spelling test, the study demonstrated 

variables across those schools. As illustrated in Figure 10, the distribution of growth scores was not 

particularly aligned with level of school needs. One-Way ANOVA with SWST growth scores (Year level 

2 to 3 and 3 to 4) found the main effect for school to be significant (F = 9.996 (32, 2136), p < .001). It 

was interesting to note when comparing the schools that achieved higher or lower in terms of their PAT-

R growth scores the list was different to that of the SWST list (Table 10). This suggested that schools 

may have had different foci in their teaching programs, resulting in variations in their learning profile 

outcomes.  

 

Figure 10: SWST growth scores for 33–36 target schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors visible) 

As illustrated in Figure 10, the distribution of growth scores was not particularly aligned with level of 

need. One-Way ANOVA with SWST growth scores (Year level 1 & 2) found the main effect for school 

to be significant (F = 9.996 (32, 2136), p < .001). 
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BURT word recognition scores 

As stated previously, BURT word recognition scores were regarded as providing an index of reading and 

vocabulary. 

 

Figure 11: BURT scores by year (standard errors visible) 

As illustrated in Figure 11, BURT word scores (i.e., vocabulary/reading) increased on average from 36.44 

in 2009 to 53.21 in 2010 across the entire target student cohort in this study.. A paired-sample t test 

indicated the growth to be statistically significant (t = 39.844 (521), p < .001). 

From this t-test information a Cohen’s d can be calculated along with an intervention effect size measure. 

This increase in the overall mean BURT word recognition scores produced a Cohen’s d score of 3.49 and 

an effect size of 0.89. Such an effect size was in the large range, suggesting that the change was not due 

to just normal ‘student development’ but the enhancement included an intervention growth component.  

The BURT word recognition test was used as an indicator of the children’s reading, particularly in the 

early years of school. Looking at the children’s word recognition scores for grades as demonstrated in 

Table 14, at least 300 students in Year 2 and almost 800 in Year 3 completed the BURT in either 2009 or 

2010, with 250–270 completing it on both occasions. 

These scores trended positively at both year levels.  

Table 14: Descriptive statistics for BURT by year level 

Test Year 2 Year 3 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD 

BURT 2009 382 29.66 16.18 778 48.28 19.79 

BURT 2010 320 47.66 18.16 308 58.49 21.04 

In terms of the accompanying growth score for children tested twice, a statistically significant 

improvement from time one to time two was reported (F = 6.773(1, 520), p < .05) (see Table 15). 
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Table 15: Growth statistics for BURT by year level 

Test Year 2–3 Year 3–4 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD 

BURT  269 17.83 8.93 253 15.65 10.20 

 

BURT– School cluster data 

Looking at the change in BURT word recognition by school cluster across the three bands of high, 

medium and low literacy groups, improvements were identified based on increase in mean scores from 

2009 to 2010 (see Table 16).  

Table 16: Descriptive statistics for BURT by level of school need 

Test High needs school Medium needs school Lower needs school 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

BURT 2009 409 38.31 20.67 347 45.37 21.09 404 43.27 19.58 

BURT 2010 224 48.04 20.86 169 52.57 19.39 235 57.95 19.41 

 

Investigating the growth data obtained at the student level for the 12-month period, positive increase was 

noted across all school clusters. There was, however, a larger increase (growth) for the low needs school 

cluster compared to the medium or high needs schools, a statistically significant growth (F = 6.716 (2, 

519), p < .01) (see Table 17). Although this difference was statistically relevant, the fact that all school 

clusters were improving and growing in terms of word recognition skills is important to note (Table 18). 

Table 17: Growth statistics for BURT by level of school needs 

Test High needs school Medium needs school Lower needs school 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

BURT  183 15.59 9.70 152 15.69 10.00 187 18.82 8.91 

 

BURT–ICSEA 

To investigate the influence of ICSEA (home socio-economic factors) on children’s word recognition 

skills the 36 schools were analysed by ICSEA band.  

As indicated in Table 18, in terms of ICSEA groupings, the average score for BURT increased over the 

12-month period with the upper third children starting from a higher base compared to the children in the 

lower third.  
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Table 18: Descriptive statistics for BURT by ICSEA grouping 

Test  Lower third Mid-third Upper third 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

BURT 2009 452 39.40 20.82 364 43.13 20.22 344 44.72 20.41 

BURT 2010 251 49.24 20.88 201 53.64 19.78 176 57.52 19.29 

 

As noted in Table 19, growth scores were consistent with an increase over the 12-month period. To a 

mild extent, baseline (2009) and growth scores appear to be a function of ICSEA. That is, students in 

schools ranked in the upper third of ICSEA for the 36 target schools obtained higher average growth 

scores than those from medium or lower third ranked ICSEA schools, a growth found by One-Way 

ANOVA to be statistically non-significant. That is, students across ICSEA groupings improved by 

statistically similar amounts. This was important because it seemed to suggest that word recognition skills 

were less influenced by home factors and that teacher and school practices made a difference in the 

development of this literacy competency. It also demonstrated that growth statistics may be a more 

appropriate method to assess the value-adding that teachers provide, rather than outcome measures that 

may be influenced by home factors.  

Table 19: Growth statistics for BURT by ICSEA grouping 

Test Lower third Mid-third Upper third 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

BURT  208 16.00 9.86 143 17.11 10.56 171 17.44 8.41 

 

BURT – Growth patterns by school  

In terms of the distribution of BURT word recognition growth scores for the high needs literacy schools 

these are illustrated in Figure 12. The growth in BURT scores for these 14 schools ranged from less than 

10 to almost 25.0 over 12 months. The smallest growth was 8.22 for one school (H01) and the largest 

23.73 (H09). The large error for H06 reflected a combination of one student with -32 and another with 

+48 as growth scores. One-Way ANOVA with BURT growth scores (Year 2 & 3) showed that the main 

effect for school is statistically significant (F = 2.385(14, 168), p < .01). 
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Figure 12: BURT growth scores for 15 higher needs schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors 

visible) 

In terms of medium literacy needs schools and their distribution of BURT word recognition growth 

scores these are illustrated in Figure 13. The BURT growth score across eight medium needs schools 

(two of the 10 schools omitted because of insufficient test completers) ranged from less than 8.0 to more 

than 20.0 over the 12 months. The broad error bars for M07 reflect one student with -46 as a growth 

score. One-Way ANOVA with BURT growth scores (Year 2–3 & 3–4) showed the main effect for school 

to be statistically significant (F = 3.142(8, 143), p < .01). 

 

 

Figure 13: BURT growth scores for eight of 10 medium needs schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard 

errors visible) 

Figure 14 shows the low needs literacy schools and their growth distribution for the BURT. The growth 

in BURT word recognition scores across 10 schools (no students in two schools completed the test on 

both occasions) ranged from 9.33 to 24.78 over 12 months. One-Way ANOVA with BURT growth 

scores showed that the main effect for school was statistically significant (F = 5.256 (7, 169), p < .001). 
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Figure 14: BURT growth scores for eight of 11 lower needs schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard 

errors visible) 

The growth in students’ BURT scores across all schools is illustrated in Figure 15. The distribution of 

growth scores across 31 schools ranged from approximately 7 through to almost 25. One-Way ANOVA 

with BURT growth scores (Year 2 to 3 & 3 to 4) showed the main effect for school was significant (F = 

3.654(31, 480), p < .001). Again, it was the variability of this growth by schools that was interesting. 

Some of the greatest improvements in children’s word recognition skills occurred in schools with a 

higher number of students with a history of poor literacy performance. These schools were closing the 

gap for their students in their literacy performance when it is compared with students who had less 

difficulty in reading.  

 

 

Figure 15: BURT growth scores for 31 of 36 target schools ordered by magnitude of growth (standard errors 

visible) 
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NAPLAN scores 

As stated previously, the four NAPLAN literacy measures were regarded as comprehensive indices of 

literacy, with each test designed to measure related but different domains. The four tests were Grammar 

and Punctuation, Spelling, Reading, and Writing. As shown in Table 1 (see page 20) the NAPLAN tests 

correlate with the other literacy measures used in this evaluation, but the correlations are high (r = 0.6 

range). In part, the variation between the different types of test scores reflects how the tests were 

constructed, with the NAPLAN spelling tests being multiple-choice group tests, whereby the SWST test 

is a written test of spelling words.  

As illustrated in Figure 16, across the four NAPLAN measures scores increased almost uniformly from 

2008 to 2010 (2008/9 data collected in 2009). These year differences demonstrated a significant 

difference based on paired t tests with the results shown in Table 20.  

 

Figure 16: Descriptive statistics for NAPLAN literacy measures by year of survey 

Table 20: Mean change by year for NAPLAN tests and paired sample t tests 

Paired Samples  Mean SD Std Error t df Sig. (2-tailed) 

Grammar & punctuation 2010–2009 74.61 72.87 1.68 44.28 1870 *** 

Spelling 2010–2009 75.59 45.14 1.04 72.67 1882 *** 

Reading 2010–2009 74.90 58.45 1.35 55.33 1863 *** 

Writing 2010–2009 53.05 63.35 1.46 36.29 1877 *** 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

 

Cohen’s d and effect sizes were calculated and these are reported in Table 21. All effect sizes were large 

and strongly suggested that a planned and meaningful intervention had occurred.  
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Table 21: Cohen’s effect size for NAPLAN test 2009–2010 

Paired samples  Cohen’s d  Effect size r  Impact 

Grammar and punctuation 2010–2009 2.04  0.72  Large 

Spelling 2010–2009 3.35  0.85  Large 

Reading 2010–2009 2.56  0.78  Large 

Writing 2010–2009 1.67  0.64  Large 

*p< .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Given the retrospective nature of NAPLAN–collected in Years 3, 5, 7, and 9, the data analysis for this 

report focused on whole-of-school data. 

As reported in Table 22, about 2000 students from high, medium and low literacy needs schools 

completed NAPLAN tests in 2008–2009, with about half that number completing the test again in 2010. 

Table 22: Descriptive statistics for NAPLAN by level of needs 

Test High needs school Medium needs school Lower needs school 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Grammar & punctuation 2009 2228 414.37 104.98 2157 438.07 103.63 3170 447.90 101.74 

Grammar &punctuation 2010 965 412.74 113.23 1009 434.38 110.89 1546 452.20 105.68 

Spelling 2009 2233 413.57 99.92 2161 427.62 94.93 3179 441.58 95.85 

Spelling 2010 965 414.77 99.40 1009 430.39 97.66 1546 444.71 94.11 

Reading 2009 2221 416.83 101.47 2147 432.31 99.33 3172 446.39 97.23 

Reading 2010 951 419.87 100.85 1007 441.37 100.95 1538 453.13 95.20 

Writing 2009 2231 420.76 93.53 2153 435.84 87.42 3173 447.49 82.17 

Writing 2010 954 423.18 90.02 1008 444.39 83.37 1546 454.03 81.02 

 

The growth in school improvement, based on the four NAPLAN tests, was reported by school cluster 

need and is shown in Table 23.  

Table 23: Growth statistics for NAPLAN tests by level of school needs 

Test High needs school Medium needs school Lower needs school 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Grammar/punctuation  533 71.94 79.87 506 73.08 75.02 844 80.89 74.85 

Spelling  533 72.98 44.73 506 79.18 47.00 844 75.09 44.17 

Reading  517 67.31 58.05 506 78.79 60.86 841 77.23 56.84 

Writing  527 46.11 63.58 504 56.11 63.00 847 55.55 63.16 
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A One-Way ANOVA across each of these domains was conducted. There was no significant difference 

across school cluster for the grammar and punctuation and spelling tests, but there was a statistical 

difference in the reading and writing tasks (see Table 24). This suggested that Grammar and Punctuation 

and Spelling were more influenced by classroom practices and interventions and improvements in these 

domains were more directly related to teacher effects. Reading comprehension as measured from a series 

of disconnected reading passages and evaluated by multiple-choice responses and the writing task may be 

drawing more on students’ background knowledge, life experiences, and general vocabulary knowledge. 

This broad literacy knowledge was more difficult to change over a 12-month period. In contrast, spelling 

and punctuation and grammar are technical skills based more on the students’ ability to understand and 

recall information in a particular setting. This lends itself to being more teachable because the content 

knowledge can be more organised and practised within a classroom context. There is also greater transfer 

of content knowledge taught in the classroom to the testing situation.  

Table 24: One-Way ANOVA examining effect of level of needs on NAPLAN literacy test growth scores  

Test F Sig. 

Grammar and punctuation  2.85 NS 

Spelling  2.55 NS 

Reading  6.18 ** 

Writing  4.42 * 

Note. NS = non-significant. df(2, 1880).  

* p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 

 

As shown in Table 24, the level of needs categorisation of schools found statistically significant growths 

for two (Reading, Writing) of the four NAPLAN literacy test scores. Post-hoc tests indicated low needs 

and medium needs schools to have obtained significantly larger growth scores for both reading and 

writing than did high needs schools. These trends in growth scores are illustrated in a separate graph 

(Figure 17). 
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Figure 17: Growth statistics for NAPLAN literacy measures by level of needs (standard errors visible) 

As illustrated in Figure 17, students from low- or medium- level literacy needs schools tended to obtain 

larger growth scores (improved more) compared with high needs schools (schools with more students 

below in their reading performance). This was especially the case with the students’ writing test scores. 

In terms of students’ improvements in spelling, the high needs and the low needs schools both 

demonstrated very similar levels of academic improvement. In terms of grammar and punctuation, the 

high needs and medium level needs schools also showed similar levels of student improvements.  

ICSEA and school clusters 

The 36 schools in the study were organised by the ICSEA scores, which is a measure of socio-

educational factors. The schools were clustered into lower, middle, and upper bands based on their 

ICSEA scores. Table 25 reports the descriptive statistics of each of these clusters on the four NAPLAN 

tests. Table 26 reports the obtained growth index achieved by subtracting the 2010 NAPLAN tests from 

the previous test. This growth score was achieved at the individual level and the mean was calculated 

from these individual scores. The outcome as reported in Table 27.  

Table 25: Descriptive statistics for the four NAPLAN tests by ICSEA school grouping 

Test Lower third Mid third Upper third 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Grammar & punctuation 2009 2426 407.42 101.50 2602 439.71 102.83 2527 457.24 102.14 

Grammar & punctuation 2010 1089 400.09 110.14 1154 443.78 105.39 1277 460.35 107.35 

Spelling 2009 2432 408.29 96.52 2609 432.67 95.10 2532 446.13 97.25 

Spelling 2010 1089 407.31 97.41 1154 436.79 94.85 1277 449.83 95.21 

Reading 2009 2417 406.62 96.02 2601 437.19 97.50 2522 455.97 99.81 

Reading 2010 1072 407.39 95.98 1151 444.22 94.12 1273 465.56 98.95 

Writing 2009 2428 414.16 87.60 2603 437.61 80.55 2526 456.16 90.34 

Writing 2010 1079 414.77 86.26 1154 446.96 79.10 1275 462.95 83.15 
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Table 26: Growth statistics for NAPLAN tests by ICSEA school grouping 

Test Lower third Mid third Upper third 

 N Mean SD N Mean SD N Mean SD 

Grammar & punctuation  560 72.38 78.98 624 77.34 75.47 699 78.40 75.17 

Spelling  560 77.37 44.22 624 73.24 46.71 699 76.28 44.41 

Reading  545 71.62 57.45 621 70.91 59.31 698 81.02 58.03 

Writing 553 46.78 60.59 624 53.27 65.91 701 57.79 62.82 

 

Table 27: One-Way ANOVA examining NAPLAN literacy test growth scores by ICSEA school clustering  

Tests  F Sig. 

Grammar and punctuation   1.056 NS 

Spelling   1.36 NS 

Reading   6.15 ** 

Writing   4.69 ** 

Note. NS = Non-significant. df (2,1880). 

* p < .05. ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

 

Similar to the findings reported in Table 24, the results reported in Table 27 demonstrated the level of 

SES categorisation of schools and found statistically significant growths for two (Reading, Writing) of 

the four NAPLAN literacy test scores. Post-hoc tests indicated higher SES schools obtained significantly 

larger growth scores for both reading and writing than did low SES schools. In the case of reading 

growths, high ICSEA schools do better than either medium or low ICSEA schools. In the case of writing, 

low and high ICSEA are statistically distinct with medium ICSEA not distinctly different from either of 

the others. Again, these findings suggested that Grammar and Punctuation and Spelling were more 

influenced by classroom practices and interventions and improvements in these domains, and were more 

directly related to teacher effects.  

These trends in student growth scores by school ICSEA (SES) cluster are illustrated in a separate graph 

(see Figure 18). 
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Figure 18: Descriptive statistics for NAPLAN literacy measures by ICSEA grouping (standard errors visible) 

As illustrated in Figure 18, except for spelling and grammar and punctuation, growth scores seemed to be 

positively associated with ICSEA grouping such that students from higher ICSEA schools obtained larger 

growths in reading comprehension and writing than did students from low ICSEA schools. It was 

interesting to note that the low ICSEA schools outperformed the high ICSEA schools in spelling. Even 

so, across the ICSEA bands NAPLAN improvements are occurring, with almost all of the variability in 

grown occurring in a 10-point NAPLAN range of 70 to 80 for reading, spelling, and grammar, and 

punctuation.  

Summary of students’ quantitative test findings 

 Across the schools there was real evidence that schools were working to close the gap in students’ 

literacy performance and also to raise the bar across the literacy domain.  

 Students from more disadvantaged homes gained significant effect size growth when their program 

systematically taught spelling and grammar and punctuation and a core set of word recognition 

words and method of understanding and decoding those words. This was one way that advantaged 

the students’ learning that was less influenced by home SES factors.  

 While students from higher SES homes may start their academic years from a higher base compared 

to other students, the growth in students’ learning occurred across the school sector, with many 

schools with high literacy needs students having shown impressive growth in their students’ learning 

and demonstrating some of the highest growth in student performance across all 36 schools. 

 The students’ growth measures within a school may be a better measure of teacher value-adding than 

just the test output measure, which could be influenced more by prior home learning experiences.  

 The fact that a comprehensive set of literacy measures have been systematically introduced across 

all 36 Tasmanian schools has meant that systematic data has been able to be collected and teachers 
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within the schools and across schools are in a better position to review their students’ progress and 

reflect and enhance on what is occurring in their classroom. 

 The introduction of the Single Word Spelling Test with its focus on systematically teaching spelling 

patterns and student error analysis appeared to have provided teachers with a very positive way of 

linking testing and programming.  

 The use of other assessment instruments, apart from the NAPLAN tests, has provided teachers with 

opportunities to measure objectively students’ performance and then to reflect on those data.  

 The reading comprehension tests’ scores showed significant improvements, but reading 

comprehension was influenced by students’ background knowledge and their ability to read text 

fluently. 

Reflecting on the variability in student measurement data 

During the course of this Tasmanian study, the research team have visited schools and talked with 

teachers and others and have met regularly to discuss the project and its objective. The following are 

reflections and comments on what seemed to be working across the schools and what looked to be 

making a positive impact on closing the gap and raising the bar in terms of children’s literacy 

development.  

 Within the schools and the different year levels there were informal teacher leaning groups 

occurring, where ideas were shared and success and change were discussed. 

 The schools were developing a systematic program to provide in-service support to their teacher 

aides or paraprofessional support staff. Some schools were developing their own program or 

enrolling in programs such as ‘QuickSmart’, which was very focused on educating teacher aides.  

 Reading fluency was actively encouraged and often involved rereading the text aloud a number of 

times with support, until the students were confident with the words, the meaning of the text, and the 

flow of passage been studied.  

 Background knowledge associated with the text to be read or written was often taught through 

whole-class discussion about words, vocabulary, and the context of the topic being investigated.  

 The teachers had a range of formal and informal data to demonstrate that the children were learning 

and they shared these data with the students, their parents and colleagues. This enhanced 

expectations and student involvement in the literacy program.  

 Each student’s interests and present achievement level were the starting points for the intervention 

program for that student. 

 Students were organised and task focused, knowing why they were doing the reading or the set task. 
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 Teachers were providing well-paced instruction in a systematic way. 

 There were opportunities for interaction and talk with students. 

 The library and a range of texts were well used as classroom stimulus material.  

 Teacher professional development was occurring and being enacted. 

 The principals were engaged in the students’ learning. 

 There was family and community recognition of the students’ progress. 

 In several cases, there was a teacher in the school who had taken on a mentoring role and supported 

other teachers through visits and discussions about the children’s literacy and learning needs. 

 There was a good use of a language program in the early years that focused on vocabulary and basic 

grammar and the elements addressed in the PIPS.  

 The teachers were using a range of assessment procedures to review their students’ performance, 

including reviewing students’ reading running records and looking at students’ writing to see how it 

could be enhanced. 

 The employment of another person in the school so that there was someone to visit classrooms and 

talk about programs had encouraged teachers to review their teaching. It had, at times, provided 

someone who could provide differential instruction to different students in the classroom. 

 Some early years classrooms have adopted programs such as the U.K. Sound Linkage program or 

phonemic awareness programs. They have included these along with programs such as First Steps. 

These teachers see these programs as tools. Some children may or may not need the full program, 

either because the child already has the skills or they were not yet ready.  

 In schools and classrooms where there seemed to be a lot of literacy learning occurring there was 

also a sense of engagement occurring. The classrooms were highly decorated with the students’ 

work and the students were interested in showing and talking about what they were doing.  
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PART B: Teachers’ and Principals’ Survey and qualitative data 

Summary of Teacher data as agreed in the Evidence Framework.  

Quantitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

October 2009 Tasmanian School Survey 2009 

(online) 

Teacher effectiveness and 

perceptions of own 

teaching practice 

All teachers 

 

Qualitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

October 2009 Tasmanian School Survey 2009 

(On-line. See Appendices: Appendix 

5, p. 97) 

Teacher effectiveness and 

perceptions of own 

teaching practice 

All teachers 

October to 

December 

2009 

In-house interview protocol  Teacher effectiveness and 

perceptions of own 

teaching practice 

Principal and three 

teachers in each 

RTBCTG school 

 

Teachers’ Tasmanian School Online Survey  

The Tasmanian School Survey was completed by 345 teachers and 21 principals (see Appendices: 

Appendix 5, p. 97). 

Teachers provided information about personal characteristics related to their work and also answered 

Likert scale questions about their literacy program, teaching activities and their school’s capacities as 

well as a series of scenario-based questions. Teachers answered further Likert scale questions about using 

literacy skills, assessing literacy, and the extent to which the assessment informed teaching and classroom 

practice.  

Significant results are noted below: 

 Teachers with more years of teaching were likely to favour home-based literacy activities. This 

view contrasted with that of teachers with Year 4 or 5 students and teachers in group 1. 

 Teacher preferences for class-based literacy activities were not significantly predicted by any of 

the personal or school-level variables. 

 Teachers with Year 6 students and those in group 3 schools were more likely to express 

agreement about their school’s capacities. This view contrasted with that of teachers in schools 

that utilised literacy programs. 

 Teachers with Year 1 students were more likely to rate formal texts as important whereas 

teachers with Year 4 or 5 students or those in schools using prioritised strategies were more 

likely to rate applied texts as important.  

 Teachers with master’s or doctoral degrees and teachers in schools with literacy leadership 

appointments gave more complex answers about how to teach and assess students’ literacy. 
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 Teachers with Year 6 students were more likely to use project-based assessment whereas those 

teachers with Year 1 students and those in group 1 schools were less likely to do so. 

 Teachers with Year 5 students or those whose highest qualification was at the certificate or 

diploma level were more likely to use formal tests as assessment activities. 

 Female teachers were more likely to report using informal assessment activities such as 

individual interviews, yet teachers with Year 5 students and those in schools using prioritised 

strategies were less likely to do so. 

In addition, the following significant points were identified: 

 A great majority of teachers (91%) considered the teaching of literacy to be of very high 

importance. 

 A significant majority of teachers (72%) strongly agreed that the programs in their class make a 

difference in the development of literacy skills in students. 

 A majority of teachers (55%) strongly agreed that professional learning has led to improved 

teaching of literacy in their class. 

 A majority of teachers strongly agreed or agreed (95%) that they encouraged students to take 

books home to read. Nevertheless, there was less agreement on the effectiveness of home reading 

programs, with only 59% strongly disagreeing or disagreeing that home reading programs were 

ineffective. 

 While school visions were generally considered to be well-articulated, discussed and 

communicated to members of the school and external community, the spread of results suggests 

that there was variability across schools. 

 While the majority of teachers reported being challenged (with regards their values and 

knowledge in relation to teaching learning and behaviour; 69% agreed or strongly agreed), 30% 

gave a neutral or negative response, which suggested that greater effort must be made to 

challenge staff. 

 Teachers rated understanding words, their meaning and structure as very important, with 58% 

having given this very high importance in their literacy teaching program. 

 Teachers believed that writing was linked to reading, with 58% having given this very high 

importance (e.g., journal writing). 

 The syntax of sentences was given some priority, with 45% having given this very high 

importance in their classrooms. 

 In terms of assessment, spelling and comprehension tests were used by more than 50% of 

teachers regularly or very often. 

 A very low number of teachers used homework published in text books (over 80% of teachers 

rarely or never use this form of assessment). This suggested teachers were tailoring homework to 

their students’ needs and/or that homework activities were seen as only supplementary to 

classroom work. 

 Teachers reported that the use of running records and 1:1 conferencing with students have the 

most significant influence on the classroom practice (with a 74% and 76% respective rating for 

making a ‘major’ or ‘lot of’ difference). 
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 Assessment procedures were generally positive across the data in terms of current best practice. 

There was a strong focus on retelling activities and using running records, both of which were 

regarded as evidence of a quality program.1  

Teacher case study of individual students findings 

A review of the scenarios suggested that teachers across the board have a common set of strategies and 

generally employ a common language to discuss them. 

Teacher interviews 

One hundred and five (105) teachers were interviewed from thirty-six (36) schools during Term 3 in 2009 

(see Appendix 2, p. 73). 

Analysis of the teacher data collected revealed: 

 Teachers report that they used explicit teaching strategies and that this was having the desired 

effect of raising student literacy outcomes. 

 Teachers revealed a high level of commitment to meet the needs of their students. 

 Teachers expressed confidence in their capacity to improve the literacy levels of students and 

engage purposefully in the work of the school. 

 There were high levels of collegiality evident among the teaching staff, as the appointed literacy 

leaders inspire and work with teams of teachers to provide explicit teaching programs that 

specifically focused on the needs of the students for whom they were responsible. 

 Teachers have been empowered to work with the leadership team in each school to develop a 

whole-school approach to the teaching of literacy in that school. 

 Professional learning was seen as effective and has led to enriched teaching practice. 

 A shared understanding of student development in various aspects of literacy was developing 

across individual schools as a result of professional learning. 

 Collegiality was improving due to professional learning with discussions leading to shared 

planning, as well as a consistency of approaches to teaching and strategies used by both teachers 

and students and in the recording of student achievement. 

 Teachers have a common professional language to describe their work in teaching literacy. 

 NAPLAN data were often used in conjunction with other data to identify the particular needs of 

students. 

 Teachers reported that literacy was not valued by many students’ parents and, therefore, home 

reading programs invariably stall through lack of support. 

 RTBCTG was seen as making a difference, but to genuinely assist current and future students 

there needs to be a commitment to a long-term program to achieve generational change. 

                                                      
1 Hattie, John Visible Learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement. Routledge: 

Abingdon and New York, 2009. 
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The data compiled from the interviews were collated according to themes that emerged from an analysis 

of responses to each question. A summary of the major responses to each question is presented in the 

following table. 

Table 28: Summary of teacher interview results 

SUMMARY OF RTBCTG TEACHER INTERVIEW RESULTS*  % 

1. Factors that hold back literacy development (142 interviews/360 responses)  

Limited family support 80 

Not school ready 33 

Low SES community 28 

Limited social skills 24 

2. Factors that advance literacy levels (142/391)  

Focus on student needs 50 

Consistent whole-school commitment 37 

Effective literacy support teacher/teams 35 

Quality teachers 25 

School culture based around student learning 24 

3. Literacy teaching approaches that are most effective (142/356)  

Group students according to need 51 

Explicit focused teaching 44 

Literacy block time(s) 27 

Supportive teaching approaches usually school-wide 27 

Emphasis on quality teacher/student relationships 23 

Teacher collaboration 23 

4. Intervention strategies that are most effective (142/195)  

Explicit/intentional teaching to individuals and small groups supported by literacy 

teachers 70 

5. Use of NAPLAN data (142/195)  

To identify teaching points 71 

To identify underperforming students 33 

For generating whole-school collective responsibility 21 

6. Transition to next year-level strategies (142/195)  

Similar, consistent, school-wide programs 46 

Comprehensive tracking systems 30 

Supportive, safe school environment 24 

7. Most helpful PL activities (142/383)  

First Steps: Writing and reading 51 

Use of quality literature and pedagogy to keep students engaged 42 

Whole-school framework/commitment, including non-negotiable items 39 

Writer’s Notebook – children seeing themselves as writers 25 

8. Use of additional funding (142/313)  

Additional teachers 66 

Focus on small groups of students 51 

Literacy teacher/leader teams with class teacher 26 

9. Student outcome benefits of funding (142/310)  

Higher performance 56 

Higher personal and social development 37 

10. Strategies to sustain benefits once funding is withdrawn (142/232)  

Ongoing sustainability of the program is likely if there is an ongoing focus on whole-of-

school programs and approaches to teaching literacy continue to be embedded 65 

Use new more explicit teaching skills 17 

 

* Ranked by categories that scored about 25% and above of teachers interviewed. 
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Two recurring themes were evident within the teacher data table 

Theme one relates to the use of supportive teaching approaches, usually school-wide, and emphasised the 

following elements: 

 consistent whole-school commitment 

 school culture based around student learning 

 teacher collaboration 

 whole-school collective responsibility 

 similar, consistent school-wide programs 

 whole-school framework/commitment containing non-negotiable teaching requirement that must 

be addressed in every classroom. 

Theme two relates to explicit and intentional teaching to individuals and small groups supported by 

literacy teachers that included: 

 a focus on student needs 

 effective literacy support teachers working with teams of teachers 

 grouping students according to need and an emphasis on 

 explicit, focused teaching. 

Emerging issues or actions taken in response to the analysis of the data 

 The teacher survey results suggested that teachers have an underlying belief that language and 

language structures were important in the learning process. Effort must be made to ensure 

teachers have the linguistic skills to advance this domain (which was being addressed, to some 

degree, by the National Curriculum). 

 Effort should be made in schools to develop and communicate school visions around literacy 

education. 

 Effort should be made in schools to challenge staff engaged with literacy education. 

 The implementation of literacy enhancement programs needed to be sustainable for an extended 

period of time, years in fact, if generational improvements in literacy outcomes are to be 

achieved. 
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Summary of school leader data as agreed in the Evidence Framework 

Qualitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

November 2009 In-house rubric  Content analysis of school literacy plans All schools 

October 2009 Tasmanian School Survey 

2009 

Principals’/leaders’ effectiveness and 

perceptions of own leadership practice 

All principals/leaders 

October to 

December 2009 

In-house survey instrument  

(incorporated in the Tasmanian 

School Survey) 

Leader’s effectiveness and perceptions of 

own leadership practice 

All principals/leaders 

 

Quantitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

May 2009 Insight SRC Leaders’ empathy, clarity, engagement 

and learning 

All principals/leaders 

October 2009 Tasmanian School Survey 2009 Principals’/leaders’ effectiveness and 

perceptions of own leadership practice 

All principals/leaders 

November to 

December 

2009 

In-house survey instrument 

(All principals were interviewed 

about the practice in their 

schools)  

Principals’ effectiveness and perceptions 

of own leadership practice 

All principals/leaders 

 

Analysis of school literacy plans 

School literacy plans were collected from each school and reviewed and analysed as part of this review. 

Additional information on this is provided in Appendix 1. 

The following significant outcomes were identified: 

 Considerable emphasis had been given to sustained professional development within the school 

plans. 

 Literacy instructional programs were clearly defined (e.g., First Steps, Writers’ Notebook, 

Lexia). 

 A high number of schools reported the establishment of literacy leaders/coordinators and teams. 

 There was a strong emphasis on parental involvement. 

 While leadership positions were defined, roles/responsibilities for those positions were not. 

 Very few schools stated a vision of literacy within the plans. 

 Specific details of what was planned in terms of literacy teaching were not commonly included in 

the plans. 
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Principals’ Tasmanian Online School Survey  

The Tasmanian School Survey was completed by 21 principals (see Appendix 5). 

Principals provided information about personal characteristics related to their work and also answered 

Likert questions about their literacy program, teaching activities and their school’s capacities, as well as a 

series of scenario-based questions. 

Principals’ Survey quantitative data 

Analyses reported here are based on the teacher survey, specifically sections where the 21 principals also 

responded. The small number of principals completing this survey works against the likelihood of 

analyses producing significant outcomes. The following significant results were noted: 

 A direct comparison of average and minimum scores suggested that principals were somewhat 

more positive in their responses than the teachers.  

 Formal statistical testing indicated that the responses of the principals were significantly more 

positive than those of teachers with regard to the importance of literacy activities, level of 

agreement about class-based literacy activities, and level of agreement about school capacities. 

 None of the background variables (such as age or gender of principals or schools’ SES status) 

were strongly associated with the responses of the 21 principals related to the importance of 

teaching literacy. 

 Principals were more likely to agree to home-based literacy activities if they were in schools that 

utilised prioritised strategies.  

 None of the 16 background variables were strongly associated with the responses of the 21 

principals related to level of agreement with 22 statements about school capacities. 

In addition, the following significant points were identified. All responses were strongly aligned to 

teacher responses, although generally more positive in their rating. 

 All principals (100%) considered the teaching of literacy to be of very high importance. 

 All but one of the principals (95%) strongly agreed that the programs in their school make a 

difference in the development of literacy skills in students. The remaining principal agreed, rather 

than strongly agreed. 

 A significant majority of principals (85%) strongly agreed that professional learning had led to 

improved teaching of literacy in their schools. 

 A majority of principals strongly agreed or agreed (90%) that they encouraged students to take 

books home to read. Nevertheless, there was less agreement on the effectiveness of a home 

reading program, with only 70% strongly disagreeing or disagreeing that home reading programs 

were ineffective. 

 The majority of principals reported being challenged (with regards their values and knowledge in 

relation to teaching learning and behaviour; 92% agreed or strongly agreed). Unlike teachers, 

there were no neutral or negative responses. 

An initial review of the scenarios suggested that principals had a reasonably common set of strategies and 

generally employed a common language to discuss them. 
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Principals’ Interview data 

Thirty-six principals were interviewed in term 3, 2009 (see Appendix 2, p. 70). Preliminary analysis of 

the data collected revealed: 

 The extra resources provided by RTBCTG were appreciated. 

 Extra staff, such as literacy leaders, were working with teams of existing staff to provide support 

to teachers and students by being able to manipulate the size of teaching groups, whether they 

were whole class groups, small groups of students or 1:1, to best suit the needs of students. 

 Flexibility was built into the process and the make-up of teaching groups varied according to the 

particular task being undertaken. 

 Many schools have identified ‘non-negotiable’ components in the teaching of literacy programs. 

 Literacy leaders often worked with students and modelled best practice for their colleagues. 

 A whole-school approach to the teaching of literacy had been fostered. 

 Emphasis was being placed on professional learning, with all school staff participating in a wide 

range of opportunities with a literacy focus, led either by experts in the field or by the Literacy 

Resource Teachers in their schools. 

 Many schools have required that teachers sit the NAPLAN tests in order to better understand the 

nuances of the test and issues that arise from its administration. By participating in the analysis of 

the data from the test, teachers also gained an appreciation of its value and purpose. 

 There were societal issues that impacted greatly on the work of each school; for example, low 

literacy levels among parents, traumatic home environments, and low attendance rates of 

students. 

 RTBCTG was seen as making a difference, but to genuinely assist current and future students 

there would need to be a commitment to a long-term program to achieve generational change. 

Emerging issues or actions taken in response to the analysis of teacher and school data 

School literacy plans 

The school literacy plans prepared for and collected as part of RTBCTG provided a vehicle for the 

analysis of each school’s understanding of the processes involved in literacy learning, their intentions in 

terms of providing leadership for literacy within the classroom and school community, and the intended 

mechanisms for the evaluation of their efforts to improve student outcomes in this area. Schools were not 

provided with a template as to the content or purpose of this document. The following points summarise 

the analysis of school plans:  

 There was a clear emphasis on sustained professional development activities with a strong focus 

on parental involvement, often with clearly articulated roles and responsibilities.  

 With regard to professional learning, although all schools identified the activities that they would 

offer for staff, only one school explicitly linked these activities to an audit of staff professional 

learning needs.  
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 There was little emphasis on the sustainability of professional development activities – how staff 

would be supported over time in implementing what they had learnt.  

 Many schools articulated how parents could support literacy development within the home 

environment, but very few considered how this involvement might expand to incorporate 

parental/community involvement within the school.  

 Almost all of the 36 schools involved in the project included in their plans the establishment of 

literacy leaders/coordinators, and project teams. However, the degree to which these roles were 

assigned specific responsibilities, and the provision of associated performance indicators, varied 

significantly.  

 Five schools provided strong evidence of literacy leadership. 

 Eighteen of the schools whose literacy plans were analysed showed limited or no evidence of 

consideration of key leadership roles/responsibilities – with most of these failing to describe 

clearly the accountability of any leadership roles presented. As such, accountability was the key 

element that distinguished those plans described above from those that did not as effectively 

articulate leadership for literacy at a school level.  

 One factor that may have impacted on the capacity of schools to clearly identify appropriate 

indicators of success was that very few schools offered any insight into how the school 

community chose to define literacy, or their vision for literacy learning.  

One school provided a clear articulation of beliefs about literacy, focusing on the importance of explicit 

and systematic teaching, the use of a range of approaches, and other such beliefs about teaching. This 

school also presented the most comprehensive and sophisticated schedule of assessment, showing very 

clearly how these beliefs would be translated through classroom practice into measurable outcomes, and 

who would be accountable throughout this process.  

After discussing the analysis of literacy plans with staff in a number of RTBCTG schools a number of 

staff expressed concern that the plans did not adequately represent the activities that their schools had 

been involved with – in a sense, they had ‘moved on’, and the plans did not adequately reflect what had 

happened, or was happening, within their contexts. In this sense, the plans at these schools were not 

functioning as ‘working/living documents’ – rather, they had been completed early in the year and not 

revisited. 

Teachers need to have an ongoing discussion with peers around the six following questions as they 

regularly review their class, grade and school literacy plan:  

 How do I and my school define literacy, and what is my and the schools’ vision for literacy? 

 What are the roles and responsibilities for literacy development in my class and across the grade?  

 Where do I gain new instructional leadership from? 

 When and how do we review our literacy programs and pedagogy? 

 What are our key performance indicators for successful student literacy? 

 How does this program extend students and consolidate their new literacy learning for the future? 
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 How does my class program fit with the national English curriculum? 

Leadership changes as an issue 

One of the issues that emerged from the RTBCTG project that may warrant further examination is the 

number of leadership changes occurring within the schools participating in the study as a result of 

transfers, leave entitlements, and retirement of principals. In most instances the change was beyond the 

control of those in schools. 

In one Learning Service with four primary schools participating in the study the following leadership 

changes occurred: 

 School one had no changes of principal or literacy leader. 

 School two changed the principal and literacy leader at the end of 2009. 

 School three changed the principal for 2010 and the literacy leader changed each year. 

 School four changed the principal for 2010 but maintained the same literacy leader. 

In fact, there were changes of principal in 11 of the 36 schools that participated in the project between 

2009 and 2010. 

Such changes may seriously impact on the capacity of a school to engender a whole school approach and 

ensure continuity of purpose and cohesion among staff.  
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PART C: Students’ surveys  

Summary of student data by Evidence Framework 

Qualitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

August 2009 Tasmanian Early Years Reading 

Survey 

Student attitudes towards reading and 

the level of family support students 

receive 

Years 1 and 2 (all students) 

August 2009 Tasmanian Student Reading 

Survey  

Student attitudes towards reading and 

the level of family support students 

receive 

Years 3 to 6 (all students) 

 

Quantitative 

Date Instrument What Sample 

October 2010 Tasmanian Early Years 

Reading Survey (see 

Appendices: Appendix 3, p. 

91) 

Student attitudes towards reading 

and the level of family support 

students receive 

Years 1 and 2 (all 

students) 

October 2010 Tasmanian Student Reading 

Survey (see Appendices: 

Appendix 4, p. 93) 

Student attitudes towards reading 

and the level of family support 

students receive 

Years 3 to 6 (all students) 

 

Analysis of the student survey data 

The Year 3 to 6 Tasmanian Student Reading Survey (see Appendices on tests) provided items that could 

be grouped for the purpose of providing information about the importance of the parents’/community’s 

role in fostering student literacy.  

The key findings were  

 Girls and those in schools with literacy programs were more likely to report family and 

community support for their literacy activities.  

 Students in higher year levels were less likely to report family and community support for their 

literacy activities. 

 Students who were more successful in reading had higher reading self-concepts. 

 Higher reading self-concepts were associated with more out-of-school reading. 

 Generally girls had higher reading self-concepts than boys. 

Two additional items addressed the number of hours of out-of-school reading in the previous week and 

the extent to which that amount was usual, and provided an indirect measure of family and community 

support for the literacy activities of these students. As illustrated in Figure 19, these students were mostly 

likely to report reading 1–2 hours or 3–4 hours in the last week, with these numbers of hours being about 

usual. 



56 Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools 
University of Tasmania, June 2011 

 

 

 

Figure 19: Students’ level of out-of-school reading by hours per week 

Based on the number of responses per grouping, the following table reports the percentage of children in 

each classification in terms of hours of home reading.  

 

Table 29: Percentage of children and their level of out-of-school reading by hours 

 Usual number of hours of out of school reading per week 

Not out of 

school 

reading  

less than an 

hour a week 

1–2 

hours 

3–4 

hours 

5–6 

hours 

More than 7 

hours 

Percentage of students 7% 17% 23% 23% 14% 16% 

 

The spread of these results is interesting and demonstrates that the classroom literacy plan needs to 

accommodate children doing little or no additional home reading and also those children who are 

investing significant amounts time in reading at home.  

For children at the top end of home-reading hours their reading program needs to extend their 

comprehension and analysis of what is being read; while for students doing little in the way of home 

reading, their school program needs to engage them in reading and increasing their motivation to read and 

time on task with reading. 
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Both ends of the literacy English continuum are important and need to be addressed in a comprehensive 

reading/literacy program. The evidence is that schools can increase their (average) mean NAPLAN 

results by:  

 Encouraging students to use strategies associated with higher levels of comprehension of read 

text such as top-level structure and Blank’s levels of comprehension strategies.  

 Having students understand the typical spelling and word patterns tested each time in the 

NAPLAN spelling test.  

 Providing students with more strategies on how to write more complex pieces of text.  

These and other strategies are outlined in the following articles:  

Hay, I., & Woolley, G. (2011). The challenge of reading comprehension. In T. Lê, Q. Lê & M. Short 

(Eds.), Language and literacy in a challenging world (pp. 123–136). New York: Nova Science 

Publishers. 

Hay, I., & Fielding-Barnsley, R. (2011). Responding to the challenge of transiting children into effective 

literacy. In T. Lê, Q. Lê & M. Short (Eds.), Language and literacy in a challenging world (pp. 

209–222). New York: Nova Science Publishers. 

In addition, the following points have been identified from the survey data: 

 Surveys and interviews of teachers and principals have noted a general concern about the 

language level of students upon entering school – low syntax and vocabulary skills were noted in 

particular. This suggested that the level of language development occurring at home was limited 

and provided challenges in the classroom. 

 Teachers were reluctant to over-rely on families or homework activities. This was reflected in the 

relatively low number (40%) of teachers and principals agreeing that families were actively 

involved with literacy teaching. 

 Despite the above concerns, there was a general sense that the majority of families were 

supportive of schools’ literacy programs. Only 12% of teachers and principals suggested some 

negativity from families with regards classroom literacy programs and their child’s literacy 

development. 

 While home/family dialogue was important, the data suggested that teachers and principals were 

generally happy to be the change agents for children’s literacy development (when given 

appropriate support). 

 While there was an emphasis on sending books home, parents may not have the skills, ability or 

time to perform this reading activity. 

 Surveying parents would add to the information reported above. 



58 Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools 
University of Tasmania, June 2011 

 

Key messages with the Raising the Bar Closing the Gap student data  

An analysis of the whole dataset – including students’ attitude scales, their NAPLAN results and the 

other testing results – helped to indentify the following ‘predictive’ pathways (sample = 6751 children 

responses, this number is high because the majority of children were surveyed twice).  

 Students’ reading for pleasure and reading fluency were highly correlated and were highly 

predictive of students’ academic progress. While there needs to be a focus on improving 

children’s skills set, this needs to be achieved within a learning environment that motivates and 

engages the students in literacy. 

 Reading fluency was one of the core tasks and this had a positive impact on students’ NAPLAN 

Grammar, Spelling, Reading, Writing, and Numeracy scores. This was understandable given that 

better comprehension and greater vocabulary knowledge usage was a key outcome of better 

fluency. 

 Students’ word attack skills, including their phonological knowledge, were highly correlated with 

the students’ comprehension scores. This occurred past Year 3 and so students’ word attack skills 

and their vocabulary knowledge needed to be systematically and actively taught across the 

grades.  

 Females outperformed the males on the literacy tasks, but this was not noted for numeracy.  

 Home SES factors were predictive of students’ comprehension, word attack and phonological 

performance, as well as the amount of reading for pleasure that is occurring and their level of 

reading fluency.  

 While SES may be a mediating factor in some students’ learning it was not an inhibiting factor 

with many students from disadvantaged communities showing significant improvement.  

Teaching suggestions 

Teacher interview data highlighted the following as positive actions: 

 Teacher support learning groups with a focus on problem-solving, reflection, and sharing.  

 The use of a literacy mentor teachers in schools.  

 Reviewing and interpreting students’ NAPLAN and other literacy tests and records. 

 Focusing on the students’ strengths and weakness to better inform the teacher about how to 

personalise and advance the students’ program. 

 Looking at students’ writing as a strong window into the students’ level of literacy. 

 Looking at ‘in-class’ case studies and reflecting on why some activities worked better than 

others.  

 The interviewed principals reported that they were now more engaged in how the children in 

their school advanced in literacy. 

 Teachers in the funded schools reported that the funding had been beneficial in enabling them to 

have more support and time to work with their students and their literacy program. They said this 

was having an indirect and direct benefit to the students.  
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 Encouraging more frequent reading of the same material for longer periods to develop readers’ 

fluency and confidence.  

 Incorporating a greater variety of literacy texts into the program, including poems and songs, 

because of the need to continue to develop children’s auditory skills. 

 Practising vocabulary and grammar development using cloze as a strategy for teaching and 

learning but not as a testing procedure.  

Specific suggestions 

 In addition to the NAPLAN tests, having a standard set of valid literacy tests and measures across 

the RTBCTG schools has enabled greater communication to occur between classrooms and 

between schools. It has also highlighted the reality that teachers need to link assessment and 

programming and to be able to interpret why some children are successful or not on specific 

items.  

 The schools’ literacy program would need to change as the students progressed through the 

school, with more focus on actively teaching comprehension and fluency strategies in the middle 

and upper school. This was particularly important for those students who were performing at an 

average level. With more instruction these students have the potential to achieve at an above 

average level. This was a common problem in very mixed-ability schools and the challenge was 

to advance all children, including those children who were satisfactory.  

 Some teachers would benefit from further opportunities to learn to interpret data to inform their 

practice in a more effective way. 

 Teachers who engaged with professional learning reported positive benefits. Those teachers who 

followed up their professional development with a university program of study put more of their 

new learning into practice and made more changes to their classroom program.  

 Having groups of teachers from the same school doing the same professional development was 

also identified as being more beneficial. The notion of a community of scholars focusing on a 

common set of issues was favoured. 

 Teacher aides need more ongoing in-service education in specific literacy and individual and 

group reading support strategies. There is a need to consider an appropriate qualification for this 

cohort of individuals.  

 Speech therapists working in schools located in low SES communities, who focused on language 

programs in the early years of schooling, were reported to be value-adding to the overall 

program.  

 In communities identified as low SES, improving the quality of the learning time between the 

teacher aides and the students was likely to provide greater effect size outcomes, compared to 

relying on home reading programs alone.  

 Better use of the Tasmanian Performance Indicators in Primary Schools (PIPS) data needed to be 

made within the early years of schooling. This was a ‘growth point’ assessment instrument 

developed by Peter Tymms and has the potential to better inform educational practice beyond 

Year 1, particularly for those students who showed any delays on these sequential benchmark 

tasks. Depending on children’s PIPS results:  

o link children’s needs to a systematic phonological program, such as the U.K. Sound 

Linkage program, or the U.K. Letters and Sounds program (these are being tried by the 

Evaluation Team in a number of Tasmanian schools).  
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o for children with low scores across PIPS subscales consider a stronger language and 

vocabulary program and then move them into a systematic program of letter sound 

knowledge. These students are also likely to need ongoing vocabulary and language 

development work past Year 3.  
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Commentary on school, principal and teacher data 

General observations 

All principals, except one, were highly committed to the RTBCTG program and aware that full and 

considered use of the additional teachers and resources provided was critical to ensure that the literacy 

outcomes in their school would improve. One principal did not support the literacy team in their school 

and would devalue attempts to bring cohesion to the teaching of literacy across the school. In this one 

school teachers expressed concern that funds for professional learning focused on the teaching of literacy 

were diverted to fund nonrelated programs of interest to the principal. In two other schools there was a 

commitment to the improvement of literacy outcomes; however, an analysis of the responses 

demonstrated that the perception of the program by teachers was not congruent with that of their 

principal. Indications were that there was a perceived lack of consistency across the school.  

Stand-out schools were those in which there was a whole-school focus on professional learning combined 

with the expectation that all staff would adopt a particular program with common implementation 

processes. It appeared that such an approach resulted in greater cohesion among teachers and a sharing of 

a common language to describe learning experiences by both teachers and students. In some of these 

schools, teachers and principals viewed the inclusion of identified elements in the class teaching program 

as non-negotiable. 

It was the view of some principals that there was a strong correlation between poverty and 

underachievement in literacy outcomes; that is, between the number of students on the Education 

Department’s Student Assistance (STASS) program and the number of students requiring support under 

the RTBCTG program. Principals of more advantaged schools indicated that a quarter of their students 

were receiving STASS and that funding using the Economic Needs Index (ENI) was not adequate to meet 

the fundamental literacy needs of these students. It may well be that an additional study investigating the 

merit of using STASS to distribute funds to support Tasmanian students in need may lead to an improved 

capacity of schools to target student underachievement in literacy.  

The Learning Service (North) appeared to be unique in its support to schools. A high level of 

coordination and sharing of expertise between and among schools was commented upon by many 

northern teachers. Whole-school professional learning (PL) activities were encouraged on a school-by-

school and district basis. The Learning Service (North) facilitator played a leading role in organising the 

PL activities required by schools and facilitated study tours to gain greater understanding of, and means 

of minimising, the issues identified. The facilitator often undertook the role of critical friend in schools 

and, upon request, would walk with the principal and literacy coordinators through the school stimulating 

discussion about the literacy activities observed and providing feedback to staff. 

Also evident in northern schools was the growing trend of primary schools to liaise with their feeder 

secondary schools. Some primary schools met with their secondary counterparts to examine the Year 7 

NAPLAN tests and the achievement of former students with the view of ensuring that areas being 
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assessed by NAPLAN in Year 7 were adequately taught in the primary years. It was also noted that two 

secondary schools have adopted programs such as First Steps for Year 7 students, thus providing 

increased continuity and cohesion between primary schools and their feeder high schools. 

Primary/secondary cohesion of programs was observed in each of the District High Schools participating 

in the study. 

One district high school principal, in a depressed rural area, told of his plans to implement a course for 

senior girls on the acquisition of literacy in young children. There was to be a practical component to the 

course during which the girls would tutor children enrolled in the Birth to Four Program. The goal was to 

improve the parenting skills of senior girls, with a special emphasis on the language acquisition of young 

children. Such action was seen by the principal to be important as, over the years, multiple generations of 

students and their parents were considered to have inadequate literacy skills. Apparently, senior girls 

often became pregnant in their last years at school or soon after leaving school, and this was one school’s 

attempt to minimise effects of the poverty cycle. 

The Learning Service (North-West) was considered by teachers in the RTBCTG study to be the least 

advantaged geographical area as the distance between the three centres in which the four schools in the 

study were located made sharing of ideas and expertise more difficult to achieve. 

Links with other Tasmanian research 

Findings from interviews undertaken in RTBCTG schools are complementary to the findings from the recent 

Tasmanian Successful School Principal Research (TSSPR). Connections between findings indicate the 

importance of: 

 home and educational environments 

 capacity building in schools 

 accountability and evaluation of teachers  

 encouraging students’ social skills  

 the values and beliefs of teachers 

 the role of the leaders and their schools to succeed in moderating the negative effects of socio-

economic disadvantage 

 responding to the challenge to create synergist effects.  

The results of the TSSPR study identified the significant school- and teacher-level factors that foster 

student academic achievement, student social development and student empowerment. Examining the 

similarities and differences between the two studies can provide further insights into how schools can 

address these goals in order to develop and foster student academic achievement. 
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In summary of the TSSPR, teachers’ perceptions of the level of their school’s capacity building 

(including decision-making) and the importance of accountability and evaluation systems in their school 

are significant factors in promoting student outcomes. Principals who, in collaboration with their staff, 

promote both capacity building and systems of accountability and evaluation to the extent that their 

teachers perceive these two factors as characterising their schools, are also advancing student 

empowerment, student social development and student academic achievement. 

In addition, schools in the TSSPR study that advance social skills are most likely to succeed in fostering 

student academic achievement. This crucial finding of the TSSPR study is best expressed in the following 

paradox, that is, the most direct route for a school to achieve academic success for their students is the 

indirect route through the fostering of student social development. 

There is confirmation of previous research on the significantly positive effect of a supportive home 

educational environment on student outcomes, especially student empowerment and social development. 

To the extent that a principal and his or her staff can develop strategies to improve and/or compensate for 

a student’s home educational environment so will they improve student outcomes at school. 

It is important to note that it is the teachers’ perceptions of these factors that are significant and not the 

principals’ perceptions. This is a reminder that any principal’s influence on student outcomes is indirect 

and mediated through teachers’ work. Principals who lead schools in which the students succeed work 

collaboratively with their teachers and involve them in identifying directions, planning strategies and 

developing systems and structures that promote teaching and learning, and therefore student achievement.  

In conclusion, successful school principalship in Tasmania research indicates the best strategies for 

improving student achievement include the following elements. 

Teacher-perceived capacity building – defined using three sequential dimensions where each provides 

information that helps to identify specific approaches and strategies that promote capacity building.  

 First, a trusting climate and empowerment refers to the need for the principal and leadership team 

to look for ways to make the decision-making processes of the school transparent and inclusive, 

facilitating involvement of interested staff and demonstrating valuing of staff by celebrating their 

achievements (in brief, trust and empowerment).  

 Second, a shared school vision requires the principal to set aside time to identify with teachers 

the school’s goals, develop and articulate a vision to guide the school then periodically reaffirm, 

review and monitor the school’s progress against school goals and vision (in brief, shared and 

monitored mission and practice).  

 Third, principals need to ensure school structures that support experimentation and initiative and 

to reinforce their value by providing a forum for open professional exchange where mistakes, as 

well as successes, promote learning. Such learning must be supported by relevant, accessible and 

regular professional development (in brief, supported, collaborative experimentation).  

Teachers’ perceived importance of accountability and evaluation systems was defined by one scale 

consisting of responses to survey items providing information on the specific approaches and strategies 

that promote systems of accountability and evaluation. These areas involved conceptualising evaluation 
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as a critical and reflective process that is evidence-based and used to inform improvement and change, as 

well as meet external requirements; the school culture supports formal systems for systematic planning, 

monitoring and evaluation of teaching and learning processes.  

 First, the school needs to establish a culture in which evaluation is seen as a critical and reflective 

process that supports the evaluation of teaching and learning and includes formal systems to 

enable these processes.  

 Second, evaluations of teaching and learning are evidence-based and used to provide directions 

for improvement and change, as well as meet external requirements through systematic planning, 

monitoring and review of teaching and learning.  

Students’ social skills are one the strongest predictor of students’ academic achievement, for example 

engaging with the learning task. Students’ social skills can be promoted by the following. 

 First, students are encouraged to take a critical approach to learning in order to promote 

discussion and exchange of ideas. Students develop self-confidence by helping each other try 

new things and experience satisfaction in overcoming difficulties. Students know how to express 

themselves in various ways, have opportunities to make decisions regarding their learning and 

take responsibility for choices made. They can work both by themselves and as a group. In brief, 

this first factor could be called self-efficacy. 

 Second, students know how to solve conflicts through negotiation and recognise the importance 

of listening to others and making themselves understood. Students recognise the importance of 

influencing others and being inclusive. In brief, this second factor could be called social efficacy. 

The values and beliefs of teachers are significant in promoting student social development and student 

empowerment. The values and beliefs of teachers were identified by two dimensions that indicate the 

way these values are expressed in successful schools.  

 First, teachers are respectful of each other and hold high expectations of staff and students and 

believe their wellbeing is important (in brief, respect and high expectations for all).  

 Second, teachers believe they can make a difference in their classrooms and they involve students 

in classroom and school decisions (in brief, all can succeed and be involved). 

The findings in this report and those of Mulford and Edmunds (2009)2 support the claim that school 

leaders and their schools can be succeed in moderating the negative effects of socio-economic 

disadvantage. 

For those aiming to be successful school principals and constantly improving their schools, the challenge 

is to create synergistic effects; the accumulation of a number of effects developed with others over time 

in the same direction, even though this direction may change as a result of feedback on performance. But 

success also depends on which areas of school life the principal and his or her teachers choose to focus 

time and attention. As we have clearly demonstrated in our research, success will be most likely if the 

principal and his or her staff choose areas they can actually influence – areas such as school capacity 

                                                      
2 Mulford, B., & Edmunds, B. (2009). Successful school principalship in Tasmania. Launceston, Tasmania: Faculty of 

Education, University of Tasmania. Can be downloaded freely from the Faculty Books link at 

http://fcms.its.utas.edu.au/educ/educ/  

http://fcms.its.utas.edu.au/educ/educ/
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(including decision-making), evaluation and accountability, teacher values and beliefs, and student social 

skills. 

Research suggests that most school based improvements have been achieved as a result of the quality of 

leadership at the school level, rather than the direct influence of policy. In brief, the image that is 

emerging from this research on successful schools is of individual leaders working to transform a system 

that for some time has been based on prescription, to one where ‘professionalism’ provides the basis of a 

new approach. 

Such findings are consistent with the noticeable increase in professionalism demonstrated by teachers and 

principals participating in the RTBCTG study. 

 



66 Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools 
University of Tasmania, June 2011 

 

Appendices 



67 Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools 
University of Tasmania, June 2011 

 

Appendix 1: Additional information on school literacy plans  

Section related to school-level planning and implementation 

Dr Tim Moss and Associate Professor Geraldine Castleton  

This section reports on one aspect of the evaluation of the Raising the Bar Closing the Gap project 

related to school-level planning and implementation. Specifically, this section discusses the school 

literacy plans that were developed in 2009 by all 36 schools participating in the project, to examine how 

schools identified priority areas and planned for development in these areas at the whole-school level, 

utilising resources provided through RTBCTG. Following this discussion, a case study of one RTBCTG 

school will be presented to examine how these literacy plans were acted upon and the changes to literacy 

planning and practice that occurred in this school and can be attributed to RTBCTG. 

School literacy planning 

The school literacy plans prepared for and collected as part of RTBCTG provide a vehicle for the analysis 

of each school’s understanding of the processes involved in literacy learning, their intentions in terms of 

providing leadership for literacy within the classroom and school community, and the intended 

mechanisms for the evaluation of their efforts to improve student outcomes in this area. While all of the 

36 schools were required to prepare and submit their school literacy plans to their regional office, they 

were not provided with a template as to the content or purpose of this document. This variability has been 

taken into account when evaluating these documents. 

In order to evaluate the literacy plans it was necessary to develop a set of analytical criteria, based on the 

features of effective whole-school literacy programs. Based on literature in this field (e.g., Education 

Queensland, 2000; Murphy, 2004; Sharratt & Fullan, 2006), the literacy plans were analysed against the 

following ten criteria: 

 vision of literacy and literacy learning (how clearly this was articulated within the plan) 

 approach to literacy and literacy learning (how the plan reflected a balanced approach) 

 key leadership roles and responsibilities for literacy (how these roles were defined and ascribed 

particular responsibilities) 

 commitment to and involvement in sustained professional development (what professional 

development activities were included) 

 coordinated focus on pedagogy across the school (how the school’s pedagogical approach to 

literacy was articulated) 

 broad multi-method instructional programs (clear information about what is taught within literacy 

time) 
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 clear communication of data about student achievement (how the school planned to embed a 

culture of information exchange) 

 use of data to inform instruction and set targets (how clearly the plan showed links between 

collection of data and its use in subsequent planning) 

 community and parental involvement (how clearly this involvement was defined, and what roles 

were assigned to community members and parents within the planning) 

 clear and measurable key performance indicators (how the school aimed to monitor the literacy 

activity within the school). 

For each of the ten criteria, schools were individually ranked on a 4-point scale (where 1 = limited 

evidence, 2 = developing evidence, 3 = clear evidence, 4 = extensive evidence), with areas of particular 

strength and/or in need of further development noted. This process (which is described more fully in 

Castleton, Moss, & Milbourne, 2010) allowed for a detailed overall assessment of each school’s planning 

in terms of the degree to which the plans aligned with commonly accepted principles of effective literacy 

approaches.  

Across the criteria described above, several areas of strength emerged within the literacy plans. These 

included a clear emphasis on sustained professional development activities, an important characteristic of 

leading for literacy identified in the literature (e.g., Dole, 2004; Murphy, 2004). The plans also typically 

showed a strong focus on parental involvement, often with clearly articulated roles and responsibilities, 

again capturing priorities highlighted by Murphy (2004) and by the project conducted by Education 

Queensland (2000). 

However, even within these areas of strength, there were clear opportunities for further development. 

With regard to professional learning, for example, although all schools identified the activities that they 

would offer for staff, only one school explicitly linked these activities to an audit of staff professional 

learning needs. This clearly highlights the importance of schools determining the current levels of 

expertise and knowledge of their staff before undertaking professional learning activities; in other words, 

using teachers’ current skills and capabilities as a starting point. Further, there was little emphasis on the 

sustainability of such professional development activities – how staff would be supported over time in 

implementing what they had learnt, for example.  

The link between developing teacher capacity and sustainability is argued by Penlington et al. (2008) and 

also by Fullan et al. (2005), who contend that building capacity is a key driver for lasting and effective 

changes in schools. With regard to parental involvement, many schools articulated how parents could 

support literacy development within the home environment, but very few considered how this 

involvement might expand to incorporate parental/community involvement within the school. It has been 

argued in the literature (Penlington et al., 2008) that greater parental and community involvement in 

schools, and in particular in literacy, could assist in cultivating a shared ownership of outcomes, and 

agency in producing outcomes among staff and community members. 
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Almost all of the 36 schools involved in the project included in their plans the establishment of literacy 

leaders/coordinators, and project teams. However, the degree to which these roles were assigned specific 

responsibilities, and the provision of associated performance indicators, varied significantly. Only five 

schools provided strong evidence of literacy leadership, articulating these roles within their schools 

clearly and consistently. One such school articulated a need to build strong leadership from within the 

teaching staff, provided school time for that group (referred to as the Literacy Task Team) to identify its 

own goals, linked the work of the group to clearly defined strategies, and provided a clear time frame for 

this need to be addressed. Even within this school, though, no evaluation was planned for this team; it 

was unclear how the team would know when it had achieved its goals, or to what extent.  

Eighteen of the schools whose literacy plans were analysed showed limited or no evidence of 

consideration of key leadership roles/responsibilities – with most of these failing to describe clearly the 

accountability of any leadership roles presented. As such, accountability was the key element that 

distinguished those plans described above from those that did not as effectively articulate leadership for 

literacy at a school level.  

One factor that may have impacted on the capacity of schools to clearly identify appropriate indicators of 

success was that very few schools offered any insight into how the school community chose to define 

literacy, or their vision for literacy learning. Such a statement of vision would assist in enabling schools 

to determine appropriate indicators of success, and therefore define and delineate the roles and 

responsibilities required by all stakeholders to achieve this. Only one school provided a clear articulation 

of beliefs about literacy, focusing on the importance of explicit and systematic teaching, the use of a 

range of approaches, and other such beliefs about teaching. This school also presented the most 

comprehensive and sophisticated schedule of assessment, showing very clearly how these beliefs would 

be translated through classroom practice into measurable outcomes, and who would be accountable 

throughout this process.  

One final issue in relation to the articulation of leadership roles and responsibilities within the school 

literacy plans emerged near the end of the first year of the initiative, during a forum where preliminary 

findings from the evaluation were presented to key staff from each school and the system involved. After 

discussing the analysis of literacy plans, a number of staff expressed concern that the plans did not 

adequately represent the activities that their schools had been involved with – in a sense, they had ‘moved 

on’, and the plans did not adequately reflect what had happened, or was happening, within their contexts. 

In this sense, the plans at these schools were not functioning as ‘working/living documents’ – rather, they 

had been completed early in the year and not revisited.  

With this in mind, the following section examines the implementation of RTBCTG at the whole-school 

level, with a particular focus on how one school responded to their literacy plan. 
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From planning to implementation 

For the purposes of examining how schools moved from planning to implementation, this section 

presents findings in relation to a case study of one school in the North-West Learning Services region. 

The literacy plan for this school was typical of those discussed above in that it provided clear articulation 

of home/school partnerships, and a developing focus on the use of data about student performance, the 

establishment of clear performance indicators, and a general commitment to professional learning at the 

whole-school level. Less clearly defined and articulated in the plan were the school’s vision for literacy 

and delineation of roles and responsibilities for literacy leadership. However, when moving beyond the 

plan into the implementation of the project, the school approach addressed many of the criteria used to 

evaluate the plans.  

Key to this implementation was the development of a whole-school approach, with multiple ‘layers’. At 

the first layer, all teachers were involved in RTBCTG, in that the school allocated resources from the 

project for whole-school professional learning (drawing upon the work of David Hornsby). Involving all 

staff assisted in building ownership of the approach, with all staff having the opportunity to discuss and 

formulate plans for supporting students. Along with this whole-school development, the second layer was 

the formation of literacy support teams across the school, with responsibilities for particular grade levels. 

Within these literacy support teams, RTBCTG resources were allocated to build staff capacity, including 

training teachers in specific interventions (such as Reading Recovery in the early years).  

One fundamental aspect of the success of this ‘layered’ approach was the interaction between staff in 

each group. The use of data regarding student performance in literacy was central; teachers and literacy 

support teams identified specific students in each class who were underperforming in literacy, and 

developed specific intervention plans for each student. These plans identified specific programs and 

forms of support that would be provided by the literacy support team, as well as approaches to be utilised 

in the classroom setting. Accountability was embedded in each intervention plan, in that particular levels 

of student performance were identified as targets.   
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Figure 1: Plans and targets for support team 

 

By the completion of the project, the school had been able to consolidate this approach, and identified the 

following outcomes of RTBCTG: 

 Building capacity. RTBCTG project resources enabled the school to focus on investing in staff, 

and to provide staff with additional leadership opportunities in the literacy area. The ‘layered’ 

approach meant that in one sense, all students in the school were able to benefit, through more 

focused and effective literacy instruction at the classroom level, and through more systematic and 

effective support if required through the support team. 

 Change in attitude and expectations in literacy. Through whole-staff professional learning, and 

ongoing engagement and discussions with the support team, the school staff were able to identify 

a greater sense of shared understanding of, and vision for, literacy in the school. This, in turn, led 

to a change in teacher attitudes and expectations of students, through ongoing professional 

conversations and development. One teacher referred to this process by stating that ‘Everyone 

was a learner together’. 

 Greater use of data. Given the emphasis on using data to monitor student achievement and 

improvement, tracking students became more integrated within the school’s practices. This 

influenced students’ expectations of their own achievement, and also the sense of accountability 

and ownership that teachers and support staff felt.  

From the above, it is clear that although this school had not clearly articulated certain fundamental 

aspects of its school-level approach to literacy in planning documents, these shortcomings were acted 

upon comprehensively throughout the implementation process. Furthermore, the process described above 

aligns with many of the characteristics of effective whole-school approaches identified in the literature, 

such as clear leadership roles and responsibilities, a coordinated focus on pedagogy, the use of data, and 
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clear and measurable performance indicators. This school, along with others around the state, has 

demonstrated through the approach adopted in the RTBCTG project a commitment to sustainable 

improvement in student literacy achievement, centred on building staff capacity both in the classroom 

and in leading for literacy improvement.  
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Appendix 2: Additional information on principal and teacher interview 

data 

 

Evaluation team leader: Professor Ian Hay, Dean, Faculty of Education UTas 

Interview team: Mr Bill Edmunds and Mrs Joy Edmunds 

Background 

Raising the Bar Closing the Gap (RTBCTG) is a pilot project delivered by the Tasmanian Department of 

Education and partially funded by the Commonwealth Department of Education, Employment and 

Workplace Relations (DEEWR). It forms part of a national series of pilot projects aiming to accelerate 

sustainable improvement in literacy and numeracy, especially in low SES school communities. The 

project targets primary schools and aims, over a staged process, to address the following: 

 halving the literacy achievement gap for indigenous students 

 the needs of low SES communities 

 student-centred approaches and interventions using an evidence base 

 investment in lifting teacher capacity 

 leadership and whole-school approaches 

 effective use of student outcome data to monitor and evaluate progress 

 sharing best practice. 

(Source: Attachment A of Department of Education submission to DEEWR, p. 2) 

Thirty-six target primary schools were selected to participate in the pilot across three groups, as follows: 

 Schools with a high number of underachieving Year 5 students (11+), high percentage of school 

enrolments (33%+) with high ENI (60+): 16 schools 

 Schools with a high number of underachieving Year 5 students (>12) and a high percentage of 

school enrolments (25%+) with medium ENI: 10 schools 

 Schools with a a high number of underachieving Year 5 students (11+): 11 schools (Group 3 is 

funded by DEEWR). 

(Source: Attachment A of Department of Education submission to DEEWR, p4) 
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The focus 

This paper provides a report on one aspect of the evaluation of the RTBCTG project, that is, by 

summarising the findings of interviews with the principal and three teachers in each of the participating 

schools. 

The process 

The interview team consisted of Bill Edmunds, research officer for the RTBCTG project and Joy 

Edmunds. Bill is an experienced former principal in the Tasmanian Department of Education and Joy, 

prior to her retirement, had been working for the past 20 years as a curriculum officer with the 

Department of Education. The researchers were overwhelmed by the welcome they received in each 

school and by the desire of those interviewed to talk passionately about their participation in the RTBCTG 

program. 

A total of 142 educators comprising 36 principals and 106 teachers were interviewed. Due to difficult 

circumstances on the day of the visit only the principal and one teacher were available for interview in 

one of the schools. The three teachers interviewed in each of the 35 other schools taught early childhood, 

lower primary or upper primary students. Each teacher was chosen for interview by his or her principal. 

Interviews commenced on 27 October and were completed on 8 December 2009. Interviews were 

conducted on an individual one-on-one basis. Bill interviewed the principal and the upper primary teacher 

in each school while Joy simultaneously interviewed the early childhood and lower primary teachers. The 

interviewers took notes as interviewees responded to each question. Each interviewee was given the 

opportunity to add other information.  

The interview notes were transcribed into an Excel® document each evening while the content and 

context were uppermost in the minds of the interviewers. A maximum of two schools (8 teachers) were 

scheduled for interview on any given day to ensure that the conduct of the interviews and data entry was 

manageable. 

Each of the ten questions asked was open-ended. Teachers were encouraged to give examples, from 

within their own school context, to illustrate their comments about the teaching of literacy. Teachers 

expressed thoughts that were uppermost at the time. As a consequence, some factors may have had 

increased support if prompts had been used by the interview team.  

Teachers and principals identified one or more factors when responding to each question. These factors 

were categorised by the interviewing team to identify themes/ideas. Direct quotes from teachers were 

used to illustrate each theme or idea identified by the researchers. 
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The same questions were asked of both principals and teachers. The ten questions asked were: 

1. In this school, what are the factors that hold back the students’ literacy development? 

2. In this school, what are the factors that advance the students’ literacy levels? 

3. What approach to literacy teaching is most effective in your school/in your classroom? What works best 

and why? 

4. In your school/classroom, what intervention strategies work best in assisting underperformers improve 

their literacy skills? 

5. How do you use the NAPLAN data to inform teaching in your school/classroom? 

6. Helping students transition to the next year level is often difficult. How are you handling this? 

7. What professional learning activity/activities have you found to be most helpful and lead to improved 

student literacy outcomes in your school/classroom? 

8. In your school/classroom, how is the additional funding provided through the RTBCTG program used? 

9. What benefits have been achieved from this RTBCTG funding in terms of student outcomes? 

10. How do you intend to sustain these student achievement levels once the RTBCTG funding is withdrawn? 

Is there anything you would like to add? 

Responses to each question 

Tables A1 to A10 contain the range of responses received for each question. Thirty-six schools 

participated and each question was answered by 142 participants. Each question yielded multiple 

response items. For example, 142 interviewees identified 360 factors in response to Question One. A total 

of 3099 factors were identified. These factors were then categorised according to common themes or 

ideas. Actual quotes from those interviewed were used to illustrate the range of responses grouped under 

each factor.  

Bill and Joy urge Department of Education administrators, leaders and teachers in schools participating in 

the study to fully examine all of the factors listed in response to each question. The factors listed under 

each question represent the thoughts uppermost in the minds of interviewees in the few minutes allowed 

for them to respond. Response to each of the factors listed was not asked of teachers.  

Schools are different in nature and context. It could well be that attention to one or more of the lesser 

factors mentioned may be just what the system or schools need to make an even greater difference to the 

level of learning outcomes achieved by some or all of the students in the schools that participated in this 

research. 
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Responses to Question 1 

Table A1: In this school what are the factors that hold back the students’ literacy development? 

Category 

No of teachers 

identifying each 

category of responses 

% of teachers 

interviewed 

Group 1 

N = 58 

Group 2 

N = 40 

Group 3 

N = 44 

1. Limited family support  113 79.6 51 31 31 

2. Students are not school 

ready 47 33.1 24 12 11 

3. Low socio-economic 

community 39 27.5 18 7 14 

4. Limited social skills  34 23.9 11 12 11 

5. Nutritional and hygiene 

issues  28 19.7 13 9 6 

6. Limited life experiences 24 16.9 15 8 1 

7.. Quality of staff and 

resource levels 23 16.2 5 7 11 

8. Student absenteeism and 

late arrival at school  21 14.8 11 5 5 

9. Cohort of students with 

particular needs in speech 

and language  21 14.8 7 5 9 

10. OTHER 10 7.0 4 2 4 

Note. Number of RTBCTG schools participating = 36, Number of interviews conducted = 142, Total number of 

response items to Question 1 = 360 

 

1. Limited family support: lack of books in the home, parents’ attitudes and values, perceived lack 

of relevance, parents’ low levels of literacy skills, not modelling appropriate behaviours. Children 

are not read to. Parents don’t attend information sessions. General lack of support. Many parents 

unemployed. Parental relationships often fluctuate. Children distressed emotionally and socially. 

Students have no pressure to succeed. 

2. Students are not school ready: Development of literacy skills is done by the school. School 

provides the only support. Little parental support for home reading. 

3. Low socio-economic community: at the lower end of the socio-economic spectrum. Disruptive 

behaviours in the community. High levels of multigenerational unemployment. Generational 

poverty. 

4. Limited social skills: student behaviour: management of student social skills. 

5. Nutritional and hygiene issues: limited concentration spans, tiredness, lack of engagement, hard 

to see things through/to complete tasks. Lack motivation. Lack exercise and stimulation. Families 

shopping for food on a day-by-day basis. 

6. Limited life experiences: limited life experiences–are generally negative. Lack of the language 

required to talk about their experiences. 

7. Quality of staff and resource levels: Consistency of approach among staff. Issues – Lack of staff 

PL, employment of contract teachers without the same levels of understanding and experience of 

substantive staff. Continuity of staff and level of expertise. Continuity of school programs. Time to 

work 1:1. Low levels of teacher expectation. Crowded programs. Lack of a dedicated literacy 

teacher. Insufficient resources and support staff to focus on student needs 

8. Student absenteeism and late arrival at school. Weaker children have poor attendance. 
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9. Cohort of students with particular needs in speech and language. Have other functional 

challenges and/or learning difficulties. 

10. OTHER: 

a. Media: confuses parents with its back to basics messages (1/1, 0, 0)** 

b. Peer group influence; don’t want to fail in front of peers. (2/1, 1, 0) 

c. Size of class (5/1,1,3) 

d. Link between Student Assistance Program (STASS) and number of underachievers (2/1, 0, 

1) 

** (1/1, 0, 0) indicates that one teacher responded to this factor, they were from the group 1 set of 

schools and no teachers responded to this factor from either group 2 or group 3. The same format 

applies to all responses to ‘other factors’ for each question in the study. 

Of teachers responding to this question, 80% identified a number of factors that limit the amount of 

support families can provide to their children. The data found that 33% of teachers consider that children 

commencing school are not school ready, including deficiency in speech and literacy skills. Such a 

response is concerning as the researchers taught in one of the Group 1 schools thirty years ago and 

similar concerns were raised at that time. Teachers interviewed expressed concern that some of today’s 

students are children of multigenerational unemployed families and subject to increasing levels of 

poverty.  

Programs, such as the Disadvantaged Schools Program, basic literacy programs during the 1990s and a 

more recent focus on phonics, may have benefited individual children but do not seem to have advanced 

the overall performance of students in many RTBCTG schools. Teachers, however, reported that little 

seems to have changed during a time span in excess of thirty years. The issues seem to be enduring in 

those communities.  

Programs that tended to reflect the emphases and cycles of different governments have not seemed to 

have changed the literacy level of students entering schools for the first time. Teachers spoke positively 

about the benefits current students are receiving under the RTBCTG program and simultaneously 

expressed concerns that when the implementation program was expected to be curtailed after three years, 

the lack of sufficient staff and resources would see a reduction in their capacity to meet the needs of 

students.  
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Responses to Question 2 

Table A2: In this school what are the factors that advance the students literacy levels? 

      

Category of teachers identifying each 

category of responses No 

% of teachers 

interviewed 

Group 1 

N = 58 

Group 2 

N = 40 

Group 3 

N = 44 

1. Focus on student needs 72 50.0 29 22 21 

2. Consistent: Whole-school 

commitment 52 36.6 21 16 15 

3. Effective, literacy support 

teacher/team(s) 49 34.5 19 14 16 

4. Quality teachers:  35 24.6 17 13 5 

5. School culture based around student 

learning 34 23.9 19 6 9 

6. Teacher collaboration 24 16.9 8 8 8 

7. Good PL on explicit teaching 

strategies. Whole-school approach 24 16.9 9 7 8 

8. High expectations of community 21 14.8 11 4 6 

9. Dedicated literacy time,  19 13.4 13 3 3 

10. Birth to age 4 programs.  18 12.7 9 7 2 

11. Use of data to inform teaching:  14 9.9 10 3 1 

12. Resources:  13 9.2 6 3 4 

13. OTHER 17 12.0 12 3 2 

Note. Number of RTBCTG schools = 36, Number of interviews = 142, Total number of response items to Question 

2 = 391 

1. Focus on student needs: Assess student needs, 1:1 with teacher, target individuals and small 

groups, everyone knowing the students Guided reading, immersion, some streaming of students. 

Precise intervention strategies. Speech development. Use of ‘gender groups’. 

2. Consistent: Whole-school commitment: e.g. using First Steps, Writers Notebook, Hornsby. 

Identified scope and sequences for writing and reading, tracking of student achievement. 

Coordination of approaches. Common professional language. Teachers articulating what and why. 

3. Effective, literacy support teacher/team(s): RTBCTG additional staffing. Focused approach. 

Building foundational skills. Authentic teaching. Embedding literacy. Help of literacy support 

officers on a regular basis. 

4. Quality teachers: have knowledge of literacy development, enthusiasm. Teachers dedicated to the 

literacy program. Teachers are empowered – have ownership and commitment. Having 

expectations. 

5. School culture based around student learning: being aware of kids’ backgrounds, classrooms 

are places in which students can learn, provide opportunities for learning, motivation, use of 

reward systems, changing attitudes and behaviours, engaging students in the learning process. 

Belief kids can be taught Teachers making a difference. Buddy classes. 

6. Teacher collaboration: work in teams, enjoy good working relationships, all teachers share 

problems and accountability. Collaborative planning. 

7. Good PL on explicit teaching strategies. Whole-school approach. 

8. High expectations of community: Support parents. Building understanding that literacy is 

important. Working with parents. Support for home reading programs. Literacy tips for parents. 

Valuing education. 
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9. Dedicated literacy time: structured literacy block across the school. 

10. Birth to age 4 programs. Prekinder focus speech, oral language. 

11. Use of data to inform teaching: NAPLAN, SWST, plan to value-add. 

12. Resources: Good working spaces. Library resources. Good range of texts. 

13. OTHER 

a. Relationships with students: gaining the trust of students, among students – mentoring and peer 

support. Activities to broaden students’ experiences. Being positive (9/6,1,2) 

b. Good mix of teacher assistants. Good teacher aide support (7/5,2,0) 

c. Sharing ideas and expertise among schools (1/1,0,0) 

 

The four main beliefs expressed by teachers (refer to Table A2) that best advance students’ achievements 

in literacy include: 

 having an unswerving focus on the learning needs of students (N = 72/50%) including the 

development of a school culture focused on student learning (N = 34/24%) 

 developing a whole-of-school commitment to specific programs and approaches to teaching (N = 

52/37%) complemented by whole-of-school professional learning activities (N = 24/17%)  

 effectively using literacy leaders and their support teams to assist teachers and students (N = 

39/35%) 

 having quality teachers skilled in the teaching of literacy (N = 35/25%) who are collaborative, 

committed to working together in teams and who are empowered to participate effectively in 

planning for and teaching literacy skills to students (N = 24/17%). 

Researchers observed that schools with all or most of these beliefs being enacted presented as having 

greater confidence in their capacity to make a difference in enabling students to achieve at a higher level. 

Teachers at all year levels in these schools focused on the identification of student needs through 

appropriate assessment procedures; then, according to the outcomes, worked with students on a 1:1 basis 

or in small groups that target the acquisition of specific literacy skills. There was also evidence of all 

teachers across these schools adopting specific programs and approaches that, once identified and agreed 

to by teachers, become nonnegotiable elements of each teacher’s program. Teachers were empowered to 

participate in decision-making processes and demonstrate higher levels of commitment to the 

implementation of the decisions made. Complementary to this approach was the commitment of these 

schools to conduct whole-of-staff professional learning activities in order to improve consistency of 

language, curriculum and cohesive approaches to teaching across all year levels. 
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Responses to Question 3 

Table A3: What approach to literacy teaching is most effective in your school/classroom? What works best and 

why? 

Category 

Number of 

teachers 

identifying 

each category 

of response 

% of 

teachers 

interviewed 

Group 

1  

N = 58 

Group 

2 

N = 40 

Group 

3  

N = 44 

1. Group students according to needs:  73 51.4 29 22 23 

2. Explicit focused teaching  63 44.4 23 21 19 

3. Literacy block:  38 26.8 11 10 17 

4. Supportive approaches adopted by 

teachers, usually school-wide:  38 26.8 10 12 16 

5. Emphasis on quality 

Teacher/Student relationships 33 23.2 14 9 10 

6. Collaboration between and among 

teachers:  32 22.5 16 5 11 

7. Teachers using titled 

processes/specific programs 25 17.6 8 10 7 

8. Accountability – Use of data to 

inform teaching:  21 14.8 8 3 10 

9. Whole-school adopting a 

structured, sequenced literacy 

program 12 8.5 5 3 4 

10. Other items: 21 14.8 9 5 7 

Note. Number of RTBCTG schools = 36, Number of interviews conducted = 142, Total number of response items to 

Question 3 = 356 

 

1. Group students according to needs: Whole-class focus, targeted small groups, and 1:1. 

Streaming based on needs. Grouping students within and between year levels 

2. Explicit focused teaching: ensuring purpose and clarity for students. Strategies to help students to 

develop understanding and make meaning of what is being taught. 

3. Literacy block: Teaching literacy at specific times through well-planned activities. Time is 

usually quarantined from interruption by other class/school activities. Students share their 

achievements. 

4. Supportive approaches adopted by teachers, usually school-wide: First Steps, Writer’s 

Workshop, Reader’s workshop, guided readers and writers. 

5. Emphasis on quality teacher/student relationships: developing high levels of trust between 

teacher and student, giving kids honest feedback, helping kids set goals. Helping kids explore and 

write down ideas, teachers engaging kids and teachers conferencing with students. 

6. Collaboration between and among teachers: Teachers and support/literacy teachers and leaders 

planning together – explicit teaching and focused learning experiences. Sharing expertise has led to 

improved learning outcomes. 

7. Teachers using titled processes/specific programs: such as, Guided Reading and Writing, 

THRASS. 

 



81 Advancing Literacy in Tasmanian Primary Schools 
University of Tasmania, June 2011 

 

8. Accountability – Use of data to inform teaching: Diagnostic assessment, Running Records, 

NAPLAN, PIPS, KDC. 

9. Whole-school adopting a structured, sequenced literacy program 

10. Other items: 

a. Extension activities, Special projects to engage students (8/3,1,4) 

b. Whole school focus, non-negotiable (8/3,3,2) 

c. Home reading (4/3,1,0) 

d. B-4 (1/0,0,1) 

 

Many teachers participating in the study did not view themselves as isolates, working in isolation within 

their own classrooms. They were adamant that students achieved best when schools adopted a unified 

approach to the teaching of literacy across the whole school. These teachers came from schools that 

appeared to have a high level of commitment to RTBCTG. Most schools adopted specific programs, for 

example First Steps, and approaches to enhance coherence and continuity during the process of 

implementing literacy programs on a whole-school basis. Students were grouped according to their needs 

(N = 73/51%). These needs were identified during a comprehensive assessment process that included: 

diagnostic spelling and reading tests and a review of complementary national and state assessment 

processes. It was noted that schools initiated the formation of a range of student groupings, including 

within-class, across year levels, and gender-specific groups. Teaching these groups was explicit, targeted 

needs and was generally quarantined from interruption. Set times for literacy teaching, referred to as a 

‘literacy block’ was considered important by teachers (N = 38/27%).  

Collaborative teaching teams, drawn from class teachers, literacy support teachers and senior staff were 

formed to evaluate student performance, analyse data then plan to meet the particular needs of students. 

Teams of teachers then implemented those plans using explicit teaching practices. Teachers in RTBCTG 

schools reported that sharing teacher expertise had led to improved student learning outcomes.  

The need to develop quality relationships across the school community was highlighted by teachers. 

Emphasis was placed on the need for quality teacher/student relationships (N = 33/23%) that established 

high levels of trust between teachers and students; that enabled students to receive honest feedback, and 

that helped students set personal goals in order to further their learning. Teachers also expected to teach 

in a collaborative environment (N = 32/23%) in which they, the literacy support team, groupings of 

teachers and senior staff, were valued and supported 
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Responses to Question 4 

Table A4: In your school/classroom, what intervention strategies work best in assisting underperformers improve 

their literacy skills? 

Category 

Number of 

teachers 

identifying 

each 

category of 

response 

% of 

teachers 

interviewed 
Group 

1 

N = 58 

Group 

2 

N = 40 

Group 

3 

N = 44 

1. Explicit/intentional teaching to 

individuals and small groups, Class 

teacher supported by RTB/literacy 

teachers  

100 70.40 

31 34 35 

2. Using structured programs 24 16.90 16 3 5 

3. Team approach 18 12.70 7 4 7 

4. Teachers working largely in isolation.  11 7.70 5 3 3 

5. Other items 32 29.60 20 7 5 

Note. Number of RTBCTG schools = 36, Number of interviews conducted = 142, Total number of response items to 

Question 4 = 195 

 

1. Explicit/intentional teaching to individuals and small groups, Class teacher supported by 

RTB/literacy teachers: some cross-grade streaming during the literacy block. Based on individual 

student needs following assessment (Running Records, Reading Recovery, and NAPLAN). 

2. Using structured programs: including clear teaching steps. Specific focus – phonics, 

phonograms, spelling, reading, guided reading, Lexia, Bridges, Magic Word 100. Catch-up 

Programs Writer’s Notebook.  

3. Team approach: teachers and literacy leaders planning and delivering programs that target 

specific needs of students. Empowering teachers – knowledge of literacy teachers boosts the skill 

of class teachers – they share a common language. In-class mentoring of teachers. Similar, high 

levels of expectation among teachers.  

4. Teachers working largely in isolation: Individual teacher/classroom focus. Grouping of children 

within the class, often with the assistance of a teacher aide.  

5. Other items 

a. Taking a whole-school strategic approach, including nonnegotiable curricula – and 

mandatory requirements. Literacy block, cohesion of programs. Literacy audit. 

Intervention is an inclusive model. (8/7, 1, 0) 

b. Increasing the number of adults/students ratio: parents, grandparents. (6/4, 1, 1) 

c. Boosting speech and language acquisition in kinder and early years. Vocabulary building. 

Taking time to read to students. (6/1, 3, 2) 

d. Shorter, sharp activities to match teaching modules to concentration span of students. (4/4, 

0, 0) 

e. Set achievable goals for students: logical steps, set children up for success. Make provision 

for student collaboration with their peers. Teacher being supportive and engaging students. 

(4/2, 0, 2) 

f. Focus on Social Skills: e.g., M&M Pathways. Helping teachers connect with kids. 

Empathy between teacher and child. Student becoming more responsible. (3/1, 2, 0) 

g. Preparing Years 9–12 girls for their own parenthood through participation in an acquiring 

literacy program. (1/1, 0, 0) 
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The importance of explicit intentional teaching of individuals and small groups reiterated by teachers (N 

= 100/70%) in response to this question reinforces comments made in response to the previous question. 

The importance of the RTBCTG teachers working with and supporting class teachers was also reinforced 

in order to meet the particular needs of individual students. Such needs were identified following a 

comprehensive testing and assessment process. Structured programs (N = 24/17%) incorporating clear 

teaching steps that have a specific focus were successfully implemented in classrooms to improve the 

learning outcomes of students. 

The notion of teamwork, being part of a team, with literacy teachers and classroom teachers planning and 

delivering programs together was empowering for teachers. Teachers seemed to be developing similar, 

higher expectations of student achievement that could be attributed to teaching in a team environment. 

The knowledge of literacy teachers, often in a mentoring capacity, is being used to enhance and reinforce 

the skill of classroom teachers. The development of a common language to describe the literacy 

experiences and learning outcomes of students appears to be one of the benefits that can be attributed to 

the RTBCTG program. 

Eleven teachers (8%) expressed concern that they were still working in isolation within their own 

classrooms, usually, with the assistance of a teacher aide. It was observed that these teachers were 

operating in schools that were working on, but yet to establish and formalise a literacy plan that focused 

on cohesion, continuity and consistency in their approaches to teaching literacy across the school. 
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Responses to Question 5 

Table A5: How do you use the NAPLAN data to inform teaching in your school/classroom? 

Category 

Number of 

teachers 

identifying 

each 

category of 

response 

% of 

teachers 

interviewed 
Group 

1 

N = 58 

Group 

2 

N = 40 

Group 

3 

N = 44 

1. NAPLAN helps identify teaching 

points.  101 71.10 48 32 21 

2. NAPLAN used by the literacy team 

to identify underperforming students.  47 33.10 25 9 13 

3. NAPLAN is a whole school, 

collective, responsibility  30 21.10 15 10 5 

4. NAPLAN is used in conjunction with 

other school data. 25 17.60 11 4 10 

5. NAPLAN is not helpful.  12 8.50 2 3 7 

6. Old NAPLAN tests used to conduct 

pre-tests with Year 5 students. 8 5.60 3 3 2 

7. NAPLAN is used as a focus for 

professional Learning of teachers.  8 5.60 5 2 1 

8. Critical of the importance attached to 

NAPLAN.  6 4.20 3 2 1 

9. Other 9 6.30 6 2 1 

Note.  Number of RTBCTG schools = 36, Number of interviews conducted = 142, Total number of response items 

to Question 5 = 329 

 

1. NAPLAN helps identify teaching points: Helps focus on reading and writing in the school. Helps 

teaching become more explicit. 

2. NAPLAN used by the literacy team to identify underperforming students: Assists with the 

grouping of students. 

3. NAPLAN is a whole school, collective, responsibility: NAPLAN results discussed with all 

staff/whole school. 

4. NAPLAN is used in conjunction with other school data. 

5. NAPLAN is not helpful: I struggle to find time to look at results. Irrelevant to me as results come 

too late and students have moved on. I don’t use NAPLAN – I know what I’m doing. Not 

appropriate at this level. 

6. Old NAPLAN tests used to conduct pre-tests with Year 5 students: Use old NAPLAN Tests to 

familiarise students in years 2 & 3 with the testing process. 

7. NAPLAN is used as a focus for Professional Learning of teachers: Used to inform teachers’ 

professional knowledge. 

8. Critical of the importance attached to NAPLAN: Once-off test. Placement of emphasis is 

problematic. 

9. Other 

a. Results discussed with parent community. (3/2, 1, 0) 
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b. Discussions are led by the principal (2/1, 0, 1) 

c. Concern about the political use of the results for the wrong purposes. Testing weights the 

teaching program. (2/1, 1, 0) 

d. NAPLAN causes angst. Fear of failing, again, refuses to do test. Lack of success builds 

barriers. (1/1, 0, 0) 

e. Not a good fit between Tasmaian Curriculum and NAPLAN (1/1, 0, 0) 

 

One hundred and one teachers or 70% of those interviewed use the National Assessment Plan (NAPLAN) 

literacy assessments to inform their teaching in the classroom. Teachers in the study used the data to help 

their teaching to become more explicit and refined and to be more focused on reading and writing across 

the school. The literacy team enhanced this focus (N = 47/33%) by contributing to the identification of 

underperforming students and the structuring of groups of students. The team, in cooperation with 

classroom teachers, worked to address those needs. Teachers made the point that NAPLAN data were not 

used in isolation (N = 25/17%) but as part of a suite of assessment processes used to analyse the literacy 

learning outcomes of students.  

NAPLAN data were used in many schools as a focus during their professional learning program. These 

schools developed an understanding among their teachers that the performance of students in the Year 3 

and Year 5 literacy assessments conducted in May each year was not solely the province of teachers of 

those classes. Responsibility was said to be a collective responsibility (N = 30/21%) that was shared 

across all classes, confirmation of which was provided during the interview process. 

Twelve teachers (9%) commented that NAPLAN was not useful to them as results were received too late 

in the year to be useful and that students had ‘moved on’. One teacher expressed the belief that they 

didn’t have time to analyse the results and another that they knew what they were doing and didn’t 

believe that reviewing the NAPLAN assessment data could improve their teaching. Such beliefs obtained 

during the RTBCTG interviews with teachers are illustrative of the challenges principals face when 

endeavouring to establish a comprehensive and cohesive team approach to the teaching of literacy within 

their schools. An analysis of the data showed that these teachers were teaching in schools that were yet to 

develop a cohesive, whole-of-school approach to assessment and delivery of learning programs.  
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Responses to Question 6 

Table A6: Helping students transition to the next year level is often difficult. How are you handling this? 

Category 

Number of 

teachers 

identifying 

each 

category of 

response 

% of 

teachers 

interviewed 
Group 

1 

N = 58 

Group 

2 

N = 40 

Group 

3 

N = 44 

1. Similar/consistent programs, systems 

in place across the school 65 45.8 30 16 19 

2. Comprehensive tracking system are 

in place and work samples accessible 

to teachers 43 30.3 16 12 15 

3. Supportive, safe school environment 

is a strong focus.  34 23.9 22 6 6 

4. Transition plans are in place 27 19.0 8 8 11 

5. Composite classes help students 

transition from year to year 18 12.7 9 7 2 

6. Student placements in classes are 

planned.  17 12.0 8 3 6 

7. Other 26 18.3 11 12 3 

Note. Number of RTBCTG schools = 36, Number of interviews conducted = 142, Total number of response items to 

Question 6 = 230 

 

1. Similar/consistent programs, systems in place across the school: Students know what to expect 

– writing continuum, literacy blocks, planning templates, use of writer’s notebook. Congruency of 

language associated with literacy used by teachers and students. 

2. Comprehensive tracking systems are in place: records of development – including testing results 

(computerised) and work samples accessible to teachers. 

3. Supportive, safe school environment is a strong focus: Teachers taking time to talk with and 

‘know’ students. Ensuring the next teacher knows the needs of students. Building independence in 

students. Teachers working in teams. Setting targets for students to achieve. Peer support. 

4. Transition plans are in place: Orientation classes, showing children to their new classes. 

Preparing students for what is expected of them. Build relationships with students in the ‘next’ 

class. Help prepare students for high school. 

5. Composite classes help students transition from year to year: having the same teacher for 2 

years. 

6. Student placements in classes are planned: Aim to meet social and educational needs of 

students. 

7. Other: 

a. Keep parents informed. (6/4, 2, 0) 

b. Teachers discussing transition requirements for 2010. For example, autistic student to high 

school. (5/1, 3, 1) 

c. Professional learning of teachers: recording data, tracking student progress, appropriate 

student learning programs. (4/1, 2, 1) 

d. Staff is settled, students know all the teachers. Teachers know most of the students. (4/3, 1, 

0) 
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e. Limitations of Tasmanian and Australian Curricula that are subject-based. (3/2, 0, 1) 

f. Attendance an issue. Transient population a concern. Focus on transitioning kids into the 

school. (2/0, 2, 0) 

g. Always a big issue, especially for special needs students. No clear scope and sequence. 

(1/0, 1, 0) 

h. Students travelling together on school buses. (1/0, 1, 0) 

 

During the interviews it was noted that some teachers did not specifically plan for the transition of 

students from one year level to the next, rather, it was addressed indirectly (N = 27/19%). Teachers stated 

that the use of programs similarly and consistently delivered at each year level enhanced the transition of 

students (N = 65/46%). Common structural arrangements such as using blocks of time for teaching 

literacy in each of the year levels was believed to assist the transition process. Comments supportive of 

this notion include students knowing what to expect during the writing process and that there was 

congruency in that students and teachers shared the language of literacy. A fifth of the teachers 

interviewed (N = 27/19%) said that transition plans for students were in place in their school. The use of 

composite classes was thought by some teachers (N = 18/13%) to contribute to the transition process as 

students retained the same teacher for up to two years. 

Comprehensive computerised tracking systems (N = 43/30%) were developed in some schools that were 

accessible by teachers. Teachers were also given collective responsibility to update assessment data and 

collect appropriate work samples. 

Developing a safe, supportive school environment (N = 34/24%) was said to be improved by teachers 

taking time to talk with and get to know individual students. Commitments were made to inform the 

receiving teacher of the individual learning needs of students as a part of the transition process. 

Orientation classes were used by some teachers to help students transition to the next level and to start 

building student–teacher relationships for the following year. More formal transition processes appeared 

to be in place for transition to secondary school. In fact, when teachers were questioned about transition 

processes their first response was to only refer to the move from Year 6 to Year 7, rather than between 

year levels or from one stage of literacy development to another. 
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Responses to Question 7 

Table A7: What professional learning activity/activities have you found to be most helpful and lead to improved 

student literacy outcomes in your school/classroom? 

Category 

Number of 

teachers 

identifying 

each category 

of response 

% of 

teachers 

interviewed Group 1 

N = 58 

Group 2 

N = 40 

Group 3 

N = 44 

Whole-school capacity building  All     

 First Steps: Writing and reading 73 51.4 45 11 17 

 Establishing a whole-school 

framework/commitment, including ‘non-

negotiable’. Shared professional language 56 39.4 28 13 15 

 Focused staff meetings. School-based 

sessions 17 12.0 4 5 8 

 Other capacity building 8 5.6 5 2 1 

Key inputs      

 Workshops and presentations conducted 

by the university academics and visiting 

consultants –  topics: literature, pedagogy, 

keeping kids engaged (workshop and in-

school support) 59 41.5 29 14 16 

 Workshop – writing in the classroom, 

scope and sequence 16 11.2 4 2 10 

 Other key inputs 18 12.7 11 3 4 

Professional and peer support      

 Learning from other teachers/colleagues, 

interschool visits, ALEA Conference 22 15.5 6 7 9 

 Collaborative planning – building teams, 

sharing at staff meetings. Focused, unified 

and consistent 20 14.1 10 5 5 

 Other professional and peer support 12 8.5 6 2 4 

Useful programs/frameworks      

 Writers’ Notebook – can seeing 

themselves as writers 25 17.6 15 10 0 

 Guided reading 18 12.7 7 2 9 

 Other useful programs 7 4.9 3 3 1 

Other      

 Use of data and dilemmas 20 14.0 8 7 5 

Note. Number of RTBCTG schools = 36, Number of interviews conducted = 142, Total number of response items to 

Question 7 = 383 
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Whole school capacity building: First Steps: Writing and reading. Establishing a whole-school 

framework/commitment, including ‘non- negotiable’. Shared professional language. Focused staff 

meetings. School-based sessions.  

Other capacity building: 

a. Focus on teacher–increasing teacher capacity, expectations and sensitivity (inc peer coaching) 

(5/3, 1, 1) 

b. Planned classroom visits: observation, reflection and feedback–builds trust and good working 

relationships. (3/2, 1, 0) 

 

Key inputs: Prof Ian Hay: strategies to enhance students’ literacy development (Dr Ruth Fielding-

Barnsley and Dr Angela Thomas also involved). David Hornsby: literature, pedagogy, keeping 

kids engaged. Alison Davis: writing in the classroom, scope and sequence 

Other key inputs 

a. Deb Sukarna – workshop and in-school support. (7/3, 1, 3) 

b. Kath Murdoch – numeracy, integrating the curriculum. (3/3, 0, 0) 

c. Carol Christianson – phonics. (3/3, 0, 0) 

d. Hill – moral purpose. (2/1, 1, 0) 

e. Denise Neal – Numeracy (1/0, 1, 0) 

f. Pam Powell – spelling (1/1, 0, 0) 

g. Karen Hay – Bridges. (1/0, 1, 0) 

 

Professional and peer support: Learning from other teachers/colleagues, inc. interschool visits, ALEA 

Conference. Collaborative planning–building teams, sharing at staff meetings. Focused, unified 

and consistent. 

Other professional and peer support 

a. Literacy leader as mentor. (10/4, 2, 4) 

b. Literacy Leaders/Coordinators meetings. (2/2, 0, 0) 

 

Use programs–frameworks: Writers’ Notebook – children seeing themselves as writers. Guided Reading 

Other useful programs 

a. Reading Recovery. 5/3, 1, 1) 

b. Autism. (2/0, 2, 0) 

 

Other:  

Use of data  

a. Running Records. (7/3, 1, 3) 

b. Focus on NAPLAN Data. (6/1, 3, 2) 

 

Dilemmas: 

a. School lacked commitment to literacy PL. Being on contract limits opportunities for PL. (4/2, 2, 

0) 

b. Staff changes cause difficulties in maintenance of programs. New to school and yet to participate 

in literacy. PL. (2/2, 0, 0) 

c. Didn’t participate in PL. (1/0, 1, 0) 
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Whole-school teacher participation in professional learning (PL) activities was considered by a third of 

teachers interviewed (N = 56/39%) as being very important. It provided the vehicle for building the 

capacity of teachers to work cooperatively, establishing collegial support, increasing teacher commitment 

to enacting knowledge gained in the PL process, enhancing teacher sensitivity to meeting the needs of 

others, and raising the level of expectations teachers have about student achievement. The focus on 

developing commitment to whole-of-school programs, such as First Steps or education and professional 

learning for teacher aides, was considered by half the teachers (N = 73/51%) in the study as making an 

important contribution to increasing the capacity of teachers.  

Teachers interviewed considered that PL contributed most to the development of whole-school literacy 

teaching strategies. Generally the PL focused on literacy as a developing and multidimensional skill that 

was enhanced using quality instruction and literature and the identification of appropriate strategies to 

increase students’ engagement during the literacy learning process.  

Teachers also commented that learning from colleagues –the support of peers at workshops and staff 

meetings (N = 22/16%), and working collaboratively (N = 20/14%) – contributed positively to their PL. 

Increased consistency in and greater unity of teachers in their approaches to the teaching of literacy skills 

were seen as outcomes. 

Writers’ Notebook (N = 25/18%) and Guided Reading (N = 18/13%) were considered useful by a number 

of teachers during the interviews. 
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Responses to Question 8 

Table A8: In your school/classroom, how is the additional funding provided through the RTBCTG program used? 

Category 

Number of 

teachers 

identifying 

each category 

of response 

% of 

teachers 

interviewed 
Group 

1 

N = 58 

Group2 

N = 40 

Group3 

N = 44 

Provision of extra teachers and support staff All     

 Additional teachers. Provide support 

(during class literacy block) 93 65.5 42 24 27 

 Half time Assistant Principal  20 14.1 12 5 3 

 Other: extra staff 12 8.5 5 4 3 

Provision of support for teacher support for 

teachers      

 Literacy teacher/leader teams with the 

class teacher(s) – work collegially, plan 

together 37 26.1 18 9 10 

  Literacy support staff, assist focus on PL, 

established literacy teams 28 19.7 13 8 7 

 More time for explicit, targeted teaching 18 12.7 8 5 5 

 Other support for teachers 16 11.3 8 5 3 

Provision of support to students      

 Focus on small groups of students with 

identified needs 72 50.7 36 22 14 

 Withdraw some groups of students from 

the classroom for extra support 12 8.5 5 4 3 

 Work 1:1 with students 11 7.7 6 3 2 

 Other support for students 5 3.5 1 1 3 

Additional resources      

 Funded acquisition of resources, e.g., 

Professional Learning activities, First 

Steps materials  10 7.0 4 5 1 

Other: Teacher concerns 13 9.2 8 4 1 

Note. Number of RTBCTG schools = 36, Number of interviews conducted = 142, Total number of response items to 

Question 8 = 313 

 

Provision of extra teachers and support staff: Additional teachers. Provide support (during class 

literacy block). 0.5 AP. 

Other: extra staff 

a. Extra TA time. (7/2, 3, 2) 

b. School adds staff using its own resources. (3/2, 0, 1) 

c. Extra AST, (2/1, 1, 0) 
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Provision of support for teacher support for teachers: Literacy teacher/leader teams with the class 

teacher(s)–work collegially, plan together. As literacy support staff, assist focus on PL, established 

literacy teams. More time for explicit, targeted teaching. 

Other support for teachers: 

a. Principal as leader of the literacy team. (7/5, 2, 0) 

b. Provides support for upper grades. (3/0, 1, 2) 

c. Provides support for upper grades. (3/2, 1, 0) 

d. Literacy teacher, as part of role analyses and maintains data. (2/0, 1, 1) 

e. Support for maths and science. (1/1, 0, 0) 

 

Provision of support to students: Focus on small groups of students with identified needs. Withdraw 

some groups of students from the classroom for extra support. Work 1:1 with students. 

Other support for students 

a. Focus on building student social skills (1/1, 0, 0) 

b. Students receiving better feedback about their learning. (1/0, 1, 0) 
 

Additional resources: Funded acquisition of resources, e.g. Professional Learning activities, First Steps 

materials, 

Other: Teacher concerns 

a. No remedial teacher support for early years. Don’t know – have only had Flying Start. Unsure – 

support not for classroom. (4/2, 1, 1) 

b. Testing and data-crunching taking time away from classroom support. (3/2, 1, 0) 

c. Part of the RTB allocation is used for other purposes. (2/2, 0,0) 

d. RTB staff used as relief staff when a teacher is away. (2/1, 1, 0) 

e. Classroom focus not linked to work in groups. (1/1, 0, 0) 

f. Being always able to have a staff member on call to deal with behavioural issues. (1/0, 1, 0) 

 

Interview data showed that resources provided by the RTBCTG program to schools have mainly been 

used to provide extra teaching staff (N = 93/66%) to support the literacy program within schools (see 

Table A8). Teachers also advised that additional support was provided in the form of a half full-time 

equivalent (0.5 FTE) Assistant Principal (N = 20/14%) whose role was to accept responsibility for some 

functions of leadership normally carried out by the principal with a view to freeing up the role of the 

principal. He or she was then expected to play a major role in leading the literacy program within the 

school. 

Four important outcomes of receiving the RTBCTG funding in schools were identified. Literacy Leaders 

worked collegially planning and delivering classroom programs and using their specialist knowledge and 

expertise to mentor teachers (N = 37/26%). Literacy Leaders coordinate the literacy team and contribute 

to the planning and delivery of targeted PL programs (N = 28/20%). Teachers believed they had time for 

explicit and targeted teaching focused on meeting the needs of students (N = 18/13%). Finally, there was 

the move within schools to form small groups of students according to identifiable needs, common within 
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each group, that are then addressed by teams of teachers from both the literacy support team and 

classroom teachers (N = 72/51%). 
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Responses to Question 9 

Table A9: What benefits have been achieved from this RTBCTG funding in terms of student outcomes? 

Category 

Number of 

teachers 

identifying 

each 

category of 

response 

% of 

teachers 

interviewed 
Group 1 

N = 58 

Group 2 

N = 40 

Group 3 

N = 44 

Benefits for students All     

 Improved student outcomes. Have seen 

students develop, lift their performance 80 56.3 43 19 18 

 Improvement in students’ attitudes, social 

skills, more engaged, confident and focused 

– ask for feedback 52 36.6 30 10 12 

 Students receiving greater, targeted and 

planned support – specific outcomes for 

specific students. More focus on student 

learning – benefit from explicit teaching 51 35.9 26 15 10 

 Other benefits for students 6 4.2 3 2 1 

Benefits for teachers      

 Strong sense of collaboration: Teachers 

working in learning teams, planning together 23 16.1 8 5 10 

 Changed the culture of the school. Whole-

school cohesion – scope and sequence, 

sharing practice and ideas 21 14.8 7 7 7 

 Boost to teacher confidence. Boost to their 

capacity as a teacher 12 8.5 4 4 4 

 Literacy team providing leadership, support 

and planning with teachers 10 7.0 5 2 3 

 Other benefits for teachers  33 23.2 23 7 3 

Benefits for the school/system. 7 4.9 3 2 2 

Identified Issues 12 8.5 8 1 3 

Note. Number of RTBCTG schools = 36, Number of interviews conducted = 142, Total number of response items to 

Question 9 = 310 

 

Benefits for students: Improved student outcomes. Have seen students develop, lift their performance. 

Improvement in students’ attitudes, social skills, more engaged, confident and focused – ask for 

feedback. Students receiving greater, targeted and planned support – specific outcomes for specific 

students. More focus on student learning – benefit from explicit teaching. 

Other benefits for students 

a. Engage other adults in children’s’ learning – More opportunities for students to work with adults. 

(4/2, 1, 1) 

b. Student attendance improving. (2/1, 1, 0) 
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Benefits for teachers: Strong sense of collaboration: Teachers working in learning teams, planning 

together. Changed the culture of the school. Whole-school cohesion – scope and sequence, sharing 

practice and ideas. Boost to teacher confidence. Boost to their capacity as a teacher. Literacy team 

providing leadership, support and planning with teachers. 

Other benefits for teachers  

a. Professional learning, Teacher collegiality: Learning together. (9/9, 0, 0) 

b. Teachers are more informed by data – empowering. (6/3, 2, 1) 

c. Shared responsibility among teachers for student learning – more accountable. (6/4, 2, 0) 

d. Provided a boost to senior staff and their capacity to lead literacy process. (5/2, 1, 2) 

e. Sharing with teachers in other schools and within schools. (2/2, 0, 0) 

f. Greater opportunities to make a difference using skilled practitioners (teachers). (2/ 1, 1, 0) 

g. Quarantined (uninterrupted) literacy block time. (1/1, 0, 0) 

h. Enabled a priority focus on literacy skills. (1/1, 0, 0) 

i. Teacher stress level decreasing. (1/1, 0, 0) 
 

Benefits for the school/system 

a. Flexible use of resources. (3/2, 1, 0) 

b. Parents, teachers and the school pulling together. Increased home school connection. (3/1, 0, 2) 

c. RTBCTG targeting of schools is a good model. (1/0, 1, 0) 

 

Identified Issues 

a. Need more resource teachers to support the ‘strugglers’. (2/0, 1, 1) 

b. Collegiality not shared by principal. (1/1, 0, 0) 

c. Demands on the role of principal make literacy leadership role difficult. (1/1, 0, 0) 

d. RTB teachers need more time to work with teachers and students – reduce time spent crunching 

data. (1/1, 0, 0) 

e. More time for joint planning. (1/1, 0, 0) 

f. Need a long-term view of change. (1/1, 0, 0) 

g. Program needs quarantining from interruptions. (1/1, 0, 0) 

h. Need more formal framework to address the needs of students. (1/1, 0, 0) 

i. Had to integrate to cover the curriculum. (1/1, 0, 0) 

j. I don’t know that some students will ever reach the benchmarks. (1/0, 0, 1) 

k. Progress remains to be seen. (1/0, 0, 1) 

 

Students were considered by teachers interviewed in this study to be the main beneficiaries of the RTB 

CTB program. Teachers noted an improvement in student achievement. Literacy learning outcomes were 

higher and students had lifted their performance (N = 80/56%). There was also an improvement in student 

attitudes toward learning complemented by enhanced student social skills (N = 52/37%). Teachers 

believe that there has been an increase in the level of targeted support experienced by teachers during 

literacy lessons and through the use of blocks of time devoted to teaching literacy skills (N = 51/36%). 

There were indications that teachers were also benefiting through active participation in the program. 

They were working in a learning environment that was more collaborative, characterised by teachers 

planning and working together (N = 23/16%). Some teachers had experienced changes in the school 

culture from a collection of individuals working in the same location to one that emphasised the need for 

whole-school cohesion, using school-wide scope and sequence in the curriculum and one in which 

teachers shared ideas and practice (N = 21/15%). 
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Responses to Question 10 

Table A10: How do you intend to sustain these student achievement levels once the RTBCTG funding is withdrawn? 

 

Category 

Number of 

teachers 

identifying 

each category 

of response 

% of 

teachers 

interviewed Group 1 

N = 58 

Group 2 

N = 40 

Group 3 

N = 44 

 All     

 Couldn’t, that’s a no-brainer! Don’t know. 

I have no idea. Doesn’t apply. The time 

frame is too short. Temporary teacher – 

may not be here next year. 9 6.3 3 5 1 

What may help sustain student achievement 

levels  

 Some teachers will have gained new skills. 24 16.9 9 7 8 

 Staff collegiality could be maintained.  12 8.5 4 6 2 

 Dependent on school priorities and staff 

stability.  8 5.6 6 0 2 

 Better able to identify student needs. 8 5.6 3 2 3 

 Other factors that may help 21 14.8 12 7 2 

Factors that teachers believe impact on the 

sustainability of student achievement 

levels  

 Fewer staff:  92 64.8 44 21 27 

 Behavioural issues may emerge.  13 9.2 7 4 1 

 Won’t be able to sustain the RTB program. 

(The RTB program is outstanding)  10 7.0 6 1 3 

 Changes of staff (and changes of students) 

impact on program and the learning 

culture of the school 10 7.0 6 3 1 

 Other factors that have an impact 24 16.9 21 3 0 

Note. Number of RTBCTG schools = 36, Number of interviews conducted = 142, Total number of response items to 

Question 10 = 232 

 

What may help sustain student achievement levels: Some teachers will have gained new skills – 

explicit teaching, changed pedagogy. Try to take the best from what I have learnt. Staff collegiality 

could be maintained. Whole-school approach. Established protocols for meetings, consistency. 

Dependent on school priorities and staff stability. May continue in a modified form. Better able to 

identify student needs. Using data better. Targeted group would continue to be a focus. 
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Other factors that may help 

a. Continue intentional, targeted planning. Keep doing what we are doing. (4/1, 2, 1) 

b. More flexible groupings of students. Would still stream kids to focus on their needs. (4/2, 2, 0) 

c. Hope students will maintain the benefits received. Children being more responsible for their 

learning. (3/2, 1, 0) 

d. Focused professional learning would continue. (3/1, 1, 1) 

e. Hope support teachers (pedagogical literacy leader) can continue. Plan together with class 

teachers. (3/2, 1, 0) 

f. Have started a resource bank to support students’ learning. Being clever and creative with the use 

of resources. (2/2, 0, 0) 

g. 0.5 AP could be maintained. (1/1, 0, 0) 

h. Principal positive and most supportive of teachers. (1/1, 0, 0) 
 

Factors that teachers believe impact on the sustainability of student achievement levels: Fewer staff: 

Can’t maintain the same level of support and consistency for students. Harder to provide intensive 

literacy time. Limited time for small group focus. Reduced teacher capacity. Assessment harder. 

Behavioural issues may emerge–boredom and frustration, lack of confidence, increased 

absenteeism. Won’t be able to sustain the RTB program. (The RTB program is outstanding) There 

would be challenges with the withdrawal of resources–harder to be targeted, share planning. Don’t 

have a sustainable model at the moment. Still consolidating. Changes of staff (and changes of 

students) impact on program and the learning culture of the school. Need quality teachers who can 

build relationships. Would impact on teachers without a literacy background? 

Other factors that have an impact 

a. Need more time to consolidate gains made: overcoming three generations/30 years of similar 

issues. Not a quick fix. (6/6, 0, 0) 

b. Need literacy leaders and support teams. Knowledge of literacy leaders would be lost. (5/2, 3, 0) 

c. Reduced capacity for ongoing PL, particularly for class teachers. (3/3, 0, 0) 

d. Would have to modify ways of teaching. Revert to single-teacher classrooms. (3/3, 0, 0) 

e. Sense of importance of literacy will wane, hard to maintain focus. (2/2, 0, 0) 

f. Students need the support as they are starting behind students in more affluent schools. (2/2, 0, 0) 

g. Time to interact with other teachers would be limited. Teachers need opportunities to work 

together for students. (2/2, 0, 0) 

h. Community now has an expectation that this level of support be maintained. (1/1, 0, 0) 

 

A large number of teachers genuinely expressed concern that the RTBCTG program that provided such a 

succinct focus on the improvement of learning outcomes and the development of the capacity of teachers 

to meet the literacy learning needs of underperforming students would be curtailed after such a short 

implementation period. A reduction of resources in schools would limit and, in fact reduce the number of 

teachers on the literacy team (N = 92/65%). The schools’ capacity to group students would be limited by 

such a reduction in teacher numbers, as would the support provided to classroom teachers. Teachers and 

principals expressed concern that the appointment of new teachers to the school coupled with a reduced 

capacity to conduct appropriate PL programs that would assist the new teachers’ induction into the school 

would limit what could be achieved when funding for the program was withdrawn. 

Clearly, some teachers would have gained new skills and still engaged in explicitly teaching literacy. 

Teachers’ pedagogy would have changed for the better. Teachers would try to take the best from what 

they have learnt (N = 24/17%) and implement these in a new, changed classroom environment. However, 
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as indicated by the teacher comments above, the impact on students’ learning outcomes will, in all 

likelihood, be significantly reduced once funding for additional staff and resources was suspended 
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Appendix 3: Test Instruments 
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RTBCTG Tasmanian Teachers’ Survey 2009 

 

The survey we are asking you to complete is a component of the evaluation of the program, Raising the 

Bar Closing the Gap, in participating schools. 

 

The survey provides an opportunity for you to indicate how literacy (or numeracy) teaching is supported 

in your school, and what you do in your classroom. 

The survey items require a mix of closed and open-ended responses. The survey will take approximately 

40 minutes to complete. There are no right or wrong answers, and not every question will be relevant to 

your level of teaching.  

 

Please indicate your answers by circling the appropriate response, ticking a box or writing your response 

in the space provided. Your first response is usually the best. 

 

Please print clearly and erase or clearly cross out errors. 

 

Your responses are important to our evaluation project, however, if you feel that you are unable to 

answer all or some of the items please feel free to discontinue the survey. 
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Section 1. The first set of questions is about you.  
 

1.1 School 

 

      

1.2 RTBCTG school group 1 2 3    

  

      

1.3 Gender Male  Female  

      

1.4 How long have you been 

teaching? 

This is my 

first year 

 

2–5 years 6–15 years 16–25 

years 

More than 

25 years 

 

1.5 Age Below 30 

 

31 - 40 41–50 51–60 Over 60 

      

1.6 What is your highest qualification Choose one only    

  Diploma  Degree  

      

  Post Grad Cert  Masters  

      

  Doctorate    

      

1.7 Number of years teaching in current school    

  Years    

1.8 What year group(s) do you teach?    

  Year P 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1.9 Leadership position if applicable    

 Literacy Leader    

      

  Other (please 

specify) 

 

   

      

1.10 If teaching part time, please indicate your FTE. 

      

  FTE    

      

1.11 How much dedicated time do you devote to teaching literacy each week? 

 Number of hours    
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Section 2. This set of questions is about your literacy program. 

  Level of importance 

2.1 How important is the teaching of literacy in your 

classroom? 

Very 

Low 

Low  High Very 

High 

 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

How important are the following elements in teaching literacy skills to your class? 

 

  Level of importance 

  Very 

Low 

Low  High Very 

High 

2.2 Understanding the structures and features of texts 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.3 Constructing meaning from texts by drawing on 

students’ own experiences and prior knowledge 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.4 Constructing meaning from texts by making 

connections with similar texts 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.5 Understanding the purposes and uses of texts for 

different cultural and social functions 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.6 Understanding that ideas and information in texts are 

not neutral and may be challenged 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.7 Understanding and using new and emerging text 

forms, including those made possible by information 

and communication technologies (ICT) 

1 2 3 4 5 

2.8 I personalise my teaching to differentiate between 

the different needs of children in my class 
     

 

Rate the importance of the following types of text in your literacy teaching program  

 

  Level of importance 

 Writing Very 

Low 

Low  high Very 

high 

2..9 To describe (e.g. reports, menus, travel brochures) 1 2 3 4 5 

2.10 To entertain- poetry 1 2 3 4 5 

2.11 To entertain- prose 1 2 3 4 5 

2.12 To explain (e.g. memos, rules, explanations, 

timetables, affidavits, complaints, policy statements) 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.13 To inquire (e.g. interviews, questionnaires, surveys) 1 2 3 4 5 

2.14 To Instruct (e.g. a repair manual, experiments, 

directions, manuals, timetables, blueprints) 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.15 To persuade (e.g. discussion papers, job applications, 

editorials and advertisements) 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.16 To recount (e.g. diary entries, journal entries, news 

writing, autobiographies, biographies, minutes of 

meetings and retells) 

1 2 3 4 5 

2.17 To socialise (e.g. apologies, thank you notes, 

invitations, greetings, notes and messages) 
1 2 3 4 5 
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List three (3) programs or resources you find most helpful in teaching literacy to the students in 

your class. Rate the effectiveness of each.  

 

  Level of effectiveness 

2.8  Very 

Low 

Low  High Very 

High 

 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.9.  

 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2.10 

 

 

 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Section 3. This section is about how you use different literacy skills 

 

These questions aim to find out how teachers use different kinds of literacy skills with their 

students across the primary years. Even if you are not teaching the relevant grade, write down 

what you think you might do.  

 

In a spelling test, a Year 3 student gave the following responses: 

 

 

Actual word Student’s response 

Dear Der 

Fair Far 

 

3.1 What problem does this student have? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 How would you intervene to help this student?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Year 4 child was reading this sentence out loud: 

 

His grandmother came to the house and gave Sam a parcel.  

 

The student read this as: 

 

His grandmother come to the house and give Sam a present.  

3.3 What problems does this student have? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.4 How would you intervene to help this student?  
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This passage was read to a Year 2 class. 

 

One day a farmer and his wife went to market.  

They saw some pigs that were for sale. 

‘Such good round pigs,’ said the farmer, ‘we must buy them.’ 

‘What a lot of work it will be to raise these pigs,’ said the farmer’s wife. 

‘It will not be hard. We will do it together,’ said the farmer. 

The farmer and his wife bought the pigs and brought them home to market.  

 

Lobel, A. (1979). A treeful of pigs. New York: Scholastic Publications.  

 

The children were asked to retell the story in their own words. This is a dialogue between Alex and the 

teacher: 

 

Alex: The story is about pigs.  

Teacher: Is that all the story is about? 

Alex:  Yes. 

 

3.5. How would you intervene to help Alex? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Year 6 teacher is interested in teaching critical literacy through using the internet. She chooses the First 

Fleet as a topic.  

3.6 What advice or suggestions would you give this teacher? 
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Section 4. This section is about literacy in your school.  

Indicate your level of agreement with the following statements 

 

  Level of agreement 

  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree  Agree Strongly 

agree 

4.1 The programs in this school make a difference in 

the development of literacy skills in students 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.2. NAPLAN data informs teaching in this school 
1 2 3 4 5 

4.3 

 

 

I know all students in this school can learn to 

read 1 2 3 4 5 

4.4 

 

 

Teachers in this school help each other in 

teaching literacy 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.5 

 

 

The school environment is supportive of literacy 

teaching 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.6 

 

 

Families are actively involved with literacy 

teaching in this school 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.7 

 

 

The home reading programs in this school are 

effective 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.8 

 

 

The library component is an important part of 

this school’s literacy program 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.9 This school has excellent resources for teaching 

literacy 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.10 ICT use is an integral part of literacy programs in 

this school 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.11 Teachers are encouraged to ask students to take 

books home to read 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.12 Teachers are encouraged to ask students to write 

at home 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.13 Families are supportive of classroom literacy 

programs 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.14 Professional learning for teachers has lead to 

improved teaching of literacy in this school 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.15 There are adequate resources to support the 

teaching of literacy in this school 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Section 5. This section asks about your literacy assessment.  

In your literacy program, how often do you use any of the following assessment activities in your 

classes? Indicate the frequency of use and the extent to which you change your teaching as a result.  

 

Please indicate by placing a tick in the appropriate box. 

 

  

Frequency of use Extent to which the outcome of the 

assessment changes your teaching 

  N
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n
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5.1 Spelling tests □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.2 Comprehension tests □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.3 Homework published in text 

books 

□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.4 Projects set by teachers □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.5 Retelling activities □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.6 Running records □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.7 Oral presentations □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.8 Student self assessment 

sheets 

□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.9 Story writing □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.10 Report writing  □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.11 1:1 conferencing with 

individual students 

□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.12 Research activities  □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.13 Projects initiated by 

students  

□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.14 Commercial diagnostic tests □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

5.15 Assessment tasks that use 

computers 

□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 

 

 
Thank you for taking time to complete this survey. 
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Appendix 4: Target schools 

Group 1 Schools: High Needs 

Schools with a high number of underachieving Year 5 students (11+), high percentage of school 

enrolments (33%+) with high Economic Needs Index (ENI) (60+): 

 Ravenswood Heights Primary School 

 Invermay Primary School 

 Mayfield Primary School 

 East Devonport Primary School 

 East Derwent Primary School* 

 Fairview Primary School 

 Gagebrook Primary School 

 Herdsmans Cove Primary School 

 Rocherlea Primary School 

 St Marys District High School 

 Port Dalrymple School 

 Risdon Vale Primary School 

 Waverley Primary School 

 Rokeby Primary School 

 Warrane Primary School 

*East Derwent Primary School is a new school resulting from the amalgamation of Bridgewater and Greenpoint 

Primary Schools. 

 

Group 2 Schools: Medium Needs 

Schools with a high number of underachieving Year 5 students (>12) and a high percentage of school 

enrolments (25%+) with medium ENI:  

 Exeter Primary School 

 Table Cape Primary School 

 Huonville Primary School 

 Smithton Primary School 

 Deloraine Primary School 

 St Helens District High School 

 Claremont Primary School 

 New Norfolk Primary School 

 Glenorchy Primary School 
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 St Leonards Primary School 

 

Group 3 Schools: Low Needs (funded by DEEWR) 

Schools with a high number of underachieving Year 5 students (11+): 11 schools  

 Bowen Road Primary School 

 Brighton Primary School 

 Howrah Primary School 

 Kingston Primary School 

 Lilydale District School 

 Mowbray Heights Primary School 

 Nixon Street Primary School 

 Riverside Primary School 

 Sorell School 

 Summerdale Primary School 

 Youngtown Primary School 
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Appendix 5: Codes for school-level analyses, listed by ICSEA level 

 
Dept of Education 

RTBCTG Target 

School Group 

Dept of Education 

Level of need 

category (ENI) 

Dept of Education 

School code 

 

ICSEA category 

Group 1 High H01 Lower third 

Group 1 High H02 Lower third 

Group 1 High H03 Lower third 

Group 1 High H04 Lower third 

Group 1 High H05 Lower third 

Group 1 High H07 Lower third 

Group 1 High H08 Lower third 

Group 1 High H09 Lower third 

Group 1 High H10 Lower third 

Group 1 High H11 Lower third 

Group 1 High H12 Lower third 

Group 1 High H14 Lower third 

Group 1 High H15 Lower third 

Group 2 Medium M04 Lower third 

Group 2 Medium M07 Lower third 

Group 3 Low L06 Lower third 

Group 1 High H06 Mid third 

Group 2 Medium M01 Mid-third 

Group 2 Medium M05 Mid-third 

Group 2 Medium M06 Mid-third 

Group 2 Medium M09 Mid-third 

Group 2 Medium M10 Mid-third 

Group 3 Low L01 Mid-third 

Group 3 Low L02 Mid-third 

Group 3 Low L07 Mid-third 

Group 3 Low L09 Mid-third 

Group 3 Low L11 Mid-third 

Group 1 High H13 Upper third 

Group 2 Medium M02 Upper third 

Group 2 Medium M03 Upper third 

Group 2 Medium M08 Upper third 

Group 3 Low L03 Upper third 

Group 3 Low L04 Upper third 

Group 3 Low L08 Upper third 

Group 3 Low L10 Upper third 
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Appendix 6: Actions and developments for implementing whole-school 

change 

 

Greater precision in, and specificity of, literacy programs , more emphasis on detailed scope and 

sequence documents developed to guide and direct programs in spelling, reading, comprehension 

and vocabulary development. These programs were based more on individual language and 

literacy development and were not grade-based. 

 Workshops by Educational Performance Services (EPS) to principals and teachers on how to better 

use the EPS data to informed classroom practice for individual students and groups of students. 

 Regular meetings of, and with, principals to share and discuss progress and to identify future success 

criteria have taken place. Each Learning Service developed an approach that facilitates principals 

working collegially, and working on the following:  

o sharing of emerging effective and excellent literacy practice and implementation that was 

occurring in schools 

o sharing of effective practice in relation to leadership 

o the interrogation of data and building principals’ capacity to lead their schools in the use of data 

o collaboratively problem solving to progress real literacy challenges and issues occurring in 

schools 

o professional learning, including the sharing of current research 

o principals’ networking to inform, support and encourage each other. 

The conduct of professional learning workshops for all staff/groups of staff re whole-school 

literacy programs, classroom differentiation, flexible grouping, specific programs, personalising 

learning, whole-school evaluation screening processes and tools, (including diagnostic 

assessment, data collection, collation and interpretation). Further professional learning was 

conducted with an early years focus including early intervention and vocabulary development. 

Professional learning was conducted around specific programs such as First Steps, Deb Sukarna 

(3 day professional learning session), Carol Christensen’s reading program, David Hornsby (5 

day professional learning session), Bridges, LEXIA, Writers’ Notebook, Writers’ Workshop, 

ALEA Comprehension Project (a year-long project), Guided Reading and Literacy and Master 

Classes with Professor Ian Hay (4 day program) through the University of Tasmania (UTas). 

Participating teachers were given the opportunity to have this professional learning formally 

accredited through UTas with a number taking this option to continue their studies into a 

Graduate Diploma of Literacy and/or a Master of Education. 
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Participation by principals in this learning has been a focus. Specific programs vary from school 

to school as determined by the school’s priorities. 

The provision of meetings to discuss the leadership of literacy in a school, including content, 

process, accountability, support structures and the sharing of research that have been conducted. 

School visits have taken place by the Managers Learning and/or Literacy Project Leaders to 

provide supportive constructive feedback and the opportunity for discussion in each participating 

school across the state. 

Regular monthly meetings of the RTBCTG Evaluation Steering Group. An evaluation schedule 

was distributed to schools in July 2010, and all schools have participated in a variety of 

assessment procedures as required by the Evidence Framework. Schools have supported the 

UTas evaluation team by meeting assessment timelines, following assessment protocols, as well 

as participating in surveys and interviews. A very positive relationship between the UTas team, 

Managers Learning, principals and schools has enhanced the evaluation process. 

Attendance of teachers at a state-wide RTBCTG Symposium conducted on 27 November 2009 

was supported by the majority of RTBCTG schools and provided an opportunity for principals 

and teachers to workshop ideas, celebrate success, and learn from each other. As well as 

presentations from RTBCTG schools, a presentation from the UTas evaluation team made 

explicit the interim findings from the UTas evaluation, providing very elucidating data from their 

evaluation and presenting a synopsis of research-based best practice.  The UTas evaluation team 

leader (Professor Ian Hay) presented to the Tasmanian Principals’ Association in 2009, 2010 and 

2011 on the progressive outcomes of the evaluation and its implications to practice.  Similarly he 

has spoken to principals’ meetings in Hobart and Burnie on effective whole-school literacy 

practices.  

Regular occasions to inform and skill parents in assisting their children with literacy have 

included differing opportunities, including morning teas to share information using displays and 

DVDs. A variety of strategies to engage families in their child’s literacy learning have been 

implemented in schools. 

Emphasis on the importance of sharing books, stories, poems and songs with young children 

before they start school have been implemented during literacy focused pre-kinder sessions. This 

initiative reinforces the parent as the child’s most influential teacher and as a crucial partner with 

the school in promoting their child’s learning. Schools implementing the state-funded Birth to 4 

Launching into Learning initiatives have aligned this effort with RTBCTG. Strong links with the 

Early Years Learning Framework for Australia are apparent. 

School literacy budgets were informed by data and teacher professional learning needs in order to 

prioritise the purchase of teacher reference texts, whole-school texts for the teaching of spelling, 

and grammar, quality literature for the library, engaging guided reading sets and home reading 

books. 
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Celebration of student work through assemblies and Writers’ Festivals where all students 

displayed examples of quality work to share with the wider school community have occurred.  

Literacy Support staff in schools facilitate and modelled best practice. Their roles varied from 

school to school but generally included responsibility for the administration of initial 

assessments, grouping of students according to their developmental stage and providing ongoing 

support for staff through advice, provision of materials and revision of data. Literacy Support 

staff ensured that groupings of students remain fluid and responsive to individual student need. 

 


