Chapter 1

The research

Students’ needs change as they gw towads adulthood. In oder to respond to these changing needs,
primar y and secondaty schools ar structurally and culturally dif ferent in many ways, including the ways
teaching is constucted. These diferences, wheg purposeful and positive, ag¢ necessay and to be valued.

The issue for students is how schools can emsuheir literacy development while continuing to give
them the best of what the primgror seconday school cultur has to ofer. Teachers of ¥ars 5 to 8 need
to be constantly awae that this transition is marked by enviponmental changes which ae moe far-
reaching and dynamic than a simple shift of location.

The most obvious change is in the way students’ work isigtured and organised: a shift from having
one main generalist teacher and being in a consistent class @up in a home pom, working fom a mainly
integrated curriculum, to having several specialist teachers teaching defined aas of the curiculum in a
number of rooms each day

Another change, often less evident, is their position in the hiethy of the student population. They
change from being students at the “top” of a school, the biggest, brightest and best, to finding
themselves at the “bottom”.

A fur ther change, central to the business of their schooling, is the type of work students engage in, work
that makes many new demands on them. One uacial aspect of this is the change that takes place in their
literacy learning and in the new demands that are made upon their literacy competencies.

As noted inFocus on literacy: A position paper on the teaching of literacy (NSW Department of School
Education, 1997):

The upper years of primay school and the early years of secondaschool, the
middle years, are characterised by the separation of @as of knowledge into
school subjects which make distinctiveading and writing demands upon
students. Each subject uses specific text types with paular written, spoken
and symbolic foms to pesent its knowledge.

In the seconday school, students continue to need assistance in gaining
control over the kinds of literacy demands they meet. All subjects have literacy
demands that are specific to theaading and writing needed by students to

par ticipate in that subject.

Primar y and secondary schools shar responsibility for peparing students for the new leaning challenges
they meet during the transition years. Some initiatives, including exchangingelevant information
between schools, arstraightforward and readily achievable. Others take longer and equire greater will,
effort and time, and ar e essential if students ae to make a successful transition fom Year 6 to Year 7.
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The State Literacy Strategy dtrs ways of teaching and of teaching literacy that have equaletevance for
both primary and secondary schools. When teachers incorporate these philosophies and strategies, they
enrich their students’ leaning in the key leaming areas, and they also ease students’ transition fim

primary to seconday education.

Variations in literacy teaching and learning

Variations in literacy demands and r elated literacy teaching and learning practices throughout the final
years of primary schooling and the early years of secondaschooling have been described in several
Australian studies.

Literacy in transition (Cair ney et al., 1994) examined literacy activities in a number of NSW secondar
schools and their associated feeder primgrschools. An earlier @manian study by Homer and Mook
(1981) was conducted into #ading across this transitional phase. This latter study investigated the
reading activities of Year 6 students in a range of primary schools in 1980 and tracked those students into
Year 7 to detemine any variation in the reading demands placed on them. A study (Kdbrd, 1981) of

the writing demands of ¥ar 6 and Year 7 students in NSW occured at the same time as Honer and
Mooke’s study

Even though drawn fom evidence separated in time by merthan a decade, the summay findings of
these studies ae generally consistent. Following arsome of the most salient of the findings.

Reading

< In Year 6, reading for research was the most mvalent form of obseved reading,
representing one-thid of all obseved reading. In contrast, in Year 7 reading for research
purposes occupied only one-eighth of obsdrreading. (Cair ney et al, 1994).

= Year 7 students wee commonly equired to use unsuitable (inaccessible)eference texts.
Homer and Mook noted that “many mog children than we ralise experience geat
difficulty in making their own information gathered from text or eference books.”
(Horner & Mook, 1981; Keford, 1981)

= In Year 6, oral reading was most often in small goups flom literary texts; in Year 7, oral
reading was most often in whole-class situations dm factual material, such as text books
or blackline masters, and from the boad. (Cair ney et al, 1994)

= Year 7 students’ ability to ead literar y texts did not pedict their ability to ead and write
factual texts which wee technical and expositoy based. (Honer & Mooe, 1981)

= Students’ ability to ead aloud fluently did not necessarily indicate their ability to
compehend or make meaning out of the text. (Hogr & Mooe, 1981)

Writing

= Year 7 students wee expected to work merindependently than ¥ar 6 students. They
undertook fewer pojects but wer given less suppdrand guidance in completing them.
(Cair ney et al, 1994)

= Year 6 writing generally went through a piocess of drafting and editing befar
completion. About 30% of ear 7 teachers usually expected students to @duce their
extended written work without this jrcess. (Cainey et al, 1994; Keford’s study also
notes this diference.)
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= Year 6 students wiote moe pieces of extended discourse than dideaf 7 students;
around 40% of all obsered writing in primary schools was extended discourse comgdr
with just under 30% in seconday schools. Extended discourse in botkalf 6 and Year 7

tended to be narative or recount. (Cairney et al, 1994)

Year 7 students wiote moe “shot answer pieces” (45%) than did ¥ar 6 (33%). This
writing mainly involved the production of lists of spelling wds or definitions, literal
compehension exetises and notes, or as pat of an assessment pocess. (Caiiney et al,

1994)

Each of these studies commented on the variation in the specific literacy practices in the adjoining years
of education, noted the significantly changing demands &m Year 6 to Year 7, and af firmed the value and
importance of explicit teaching of theaquired skills, including teaching literacy for leaning in both

primary and secondaty schools.

The impact of transition on students’ literacy development

Two recent major studies have tracked pogress in literacy development aapss the primar and secondaty
years. The \ctorian Quality Schools Poject (Hill, Holmes-Smith and Rowe, 1993) and the Huned
Schools Poject: Literacy Pograms Study (Rowe, 1995) both pvide clear evidence of a significant
discontinuity of pogress in literacy development as a asult of students’ transition fom primary to

secondary school.

Rowe’s esults with elation to rading achievement, drawn from 5092 students attending 92 schools,
appear in the following figue. This figue uses a “box and whisker” method toepent data. The boxes
show the pdiormance of the middle 50 % of male and female students; the top “whisker” is whire
average performance of the top 10 % falls, the bottom “whisker”, the averagefpenance of the bottom
10 %. The dotted line aflects the tend of student peformance accoring to their end of ¥ar “P”

assessment.
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The development of reading skills in Years P (for “Preparatory”, equivalent to the Kindergarten Year in NSW)
to Year 10 in a sample of Victorian Schools. Source: Rowe, 1995
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The study indicates that:

= there is consistent gowth in rading achievement until Year 5. Rowe suggests that this
growth coincides with the period during which studentseabeing explicitly taught basic
literacy skills

= those students who arin the lowest 10% ofeading achievement make minimal progress
between ¥ar 4 and Year 9

= there is an actual decline in the levels of #ading achievement for a substantial propotion
of students during ¥ar 7 and Year 8.

The findings from the earlier Mctorian Quality Schools Poject, with a larger sample of nearly 14,000
students, eiterate these findings.

The evidence shows that it is essential that students in the middle years continue to be explicitly taught
literacy skills, knowledge and understandings. It is equally essential that teachers know and value
students’ prior leaming and experiences, and piovide a challenging curriculum which moves students
purposefully along the leaning continuum.

References

Cair ney, T. 1994, Literacy in transition: An evaluation of literacy practices in upper primary and junior
secondary schools, University of Wstem Sydney Nepean.

Hill, P., Holmes-Smith, Pand Rowe, K. 1993,School and teacher effectiveness in Victoria: Key findings
from phase 1 of the Victorian Quality Schools Project, Melboune: Centre for Applied Educational
Research, Faculty of Education, University of Melbooe, Mctoria.

Homer, J., and Mooe, F 1981, Reseach into rading: A study of eading in the transition between
primary and secondary schools in &mania, English in Australia, 58, December

Kefford, R. 1981, From narratives to note-taking: Diferential demands in writing tasks Year 6 to Year 7.
English in Australia, 58, December

NSW Department of School Education 199Focus on literacy: A position paper on the teaching of literacy,
Sydney

Rowe, K. 1995, Factors affecting students’ progress in reading: Key findings from a longitudinal study
(*“100 Schools miject: Literacy pograms study’). Melboure: Centre for Applied Educational Research,
Faculty of Education, University of Melboune, Victoria.

Continuity of literacy development in Years 5-8






