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Literacy education…teaching to 
difference/diversity for high quality 
language and literacy outcomes. 

or are we…..? 
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•  To what extent does the planned 
approach to prioritise English literacy 
in education impact on students’ 
achievement in English?  

•  Is there a case for renewed language 
planning in Australia to redress the 
consequences of current language 
planning and policy? 

Questions we have asked in the light of the use of literacy 
approaches for L2 learners of English……… 
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Learning to 
speak in L1 
and L2  for 
authentic 
learning  
purposes 

Learning to 
listen in L1 
and L2  for 
authentic 
learning  
purposes 

Learning to 
read in L1 and 

L2  for 
authentic 
learning  
purposes 

L1 and L2: 
Languages 
for Learning  

Learning to 
write in L1 and 

L2  for 
authentic 
learning  
purposes 

In the north of Australia, there is a move towards practice-dependent 
performance-based teaching of literacy to L2 learners of English.  

Given that literate behaviours are culturally specific and embedded, 
comprehension through the written word is dependent upon 

a)  Cultural knowledge 

b)   A facility with the target language as a spoken language 

c)  Ongoing opportunities to interact in and through the target 
language for authentic purposes 
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•  By practice-dependent performance-based literacy teaching we 
mean the range of approaches that teach automated responses 
based on repeated practice of either, micro elements of literacy OR 
repetition of whole texts. These are generally implemented as a 
‘package’.  

•  How much do systems and teachers know about how these 
‘packages’ meet the language learning needs of their bilingual and 
multi lingual learners for literacy achievement? 

 
•  Has the push to teach English Literacy resulted in diminished 

pedagogies and potentially lower outcomes for English L2 learners? 

Unless children have significant exposure to English in  
their home life and very skilled teachers, teaching in English 

(rather than teaching English as a second language) is 
unlikely to deliver the competency needed to do well in life 

or learning. This is not to say that these schools produce no 
English speaking children, but the process is not easy, the 

standards of achievement are not as high as they should be 
and many children fall out along the way.  The use of language in children’s 

education:  A policy statement 
(UK) 
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Language vs Literacy Policy 
The Positioning of Indigenous Students  

•  As a result of the planned policy direction at the Australian national 
level, the term and concept “Literacy”, in Australia, is 
conceptualized in and through one language only- English.  

 
•  Furthermore, in school contexts  

 
‘language’ learning/achievement  

=   
‘literacy’ achievement 
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Our combined success in 
educational achievement 

is dependent upon the 
strength of our most 

vulnerable context for 
learning.  
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The NT Educational Context 

•  39% of the student group comes from a home language 
background other than English.  
 

•  Of this group, more than 75% are Indigenous students. 
  

•  The NT Aboriginal Interpreter Service (whose main field 
of work lies in the legal processes – court hearings etc) 
has 104 Indigenous languages and dialects registered. 
(Northern Territory Government Indigenous Education Strategic Plan, 2005 - 2008). 
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Questions that need to be asked regarding the 
achievement of effective language and literacy 
education for the NT’s remote Indigenous 
student group and their teachers…. 
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1.  What are the contexts for learning? 
2.  Who are our learners? 
3.  What knowledge do these learners bring to English literacy? 
4.  What do these learners need to know about English and English literacy? 
5.  Who are the teachers? 
6.  What knowledge do these teachers bring to English literacy? 
7.  What do these teachers need to know about English L2 teaching and English L2 literacy? 
8.  How do we effectively assess these learners and develop targets for our learning programs? 
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Who are the learners? 
•  The learners are multilingual. Standard Australian 

English is not the language of home and/or most of the 
students’ daily interactions in both formal and non-
formal cultural contexts.  

•  The learners first meet Standard Australian English for 
learning, at school entry (five years and upward).  

•  In the current education  
    climate these learners are  

expected to  
‘transfer’ to SAE use,  
at the expense of their  

    home language. 
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What are the contexts for learning? 
 

•  The majority of the learners engage with 
and through English, only at school, in 
classroom learning contexts manufactured 
through the ‘business’ of school.  
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For these learners, school is more often than not,  
an unfamiliar place  

teaching  
unfamiliar concepts  

in an  
unfamiliar language.  

 
 



Fran Murray. Education Consultant, fran_murray@netspace.net.au 
and Colleen Combe, pccombe@ozemail.com.au 

 Darwin, Australia 
Language Education and Diversity Conference 

Hamilton, New Zealand 
November 24th, 2007 

 

13 

Who are the teachers of Indigenous 
ESL/ESD school students? 

•  The majority of these 
students’ teachers 
have no training or 
experience in 
teaching oracy and 
literacy to second 
language learners in 
these contexts when 
they begin working 
with these learners 
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Local teachers are in the process of developing skills and 
practices in teaching through a language they are often 
still developing themselves as an additional language for 
professional purposes. 
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  What is the ‘repertoire of practices’ 
required by teachers of Indigenous ESL 
learners in these learning contexts? 
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If the repertoire includes….. 
     Knowledge about the 

socio political status and 
histories of remote 
Indigenous students 

 
 

 
 Does a practice-dependent 

performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 

 
 Does assessment based on  

the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 
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If the repertoire includes 
Knowledges about Indigenous 
languages and: 

•  the critical role of students’ first 
language in  cognitive 
development and subsequent 
language and literacy acquisition 

•  the place of Indigenous 
languages  in the curriculum  

 
 

 
 Does a practice-dependent 

performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 

 
 Does assessment based on  

the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 
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Advocacy Kit for 
Promoting Multilingual Education: 
Including the Excluded 
UNESCO 2007 
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If the repertoire includes…. 
Knowledges about inter-cultural and intra-

cultural team work in curriculum delivery.. 
 
 
 

 
 

Does a practice-dependent 
performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 

 
 Does assessment based on  

the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 
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If the repertoire includes….. 
      Knowing as much about adult learning 

as about child and adolescent learning 
 
 
 

 
 Does a practice-dependent 

performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 

 
 Does assessment based on  

the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 
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If the repertoire includes….. 
   Teachers who know how to be adult learners, 

and teachers of adults, as well as co teachers of 
children, along with local community based 
teachers: teachers who can collaborate cross-
culturally. 

 
 

Photo – team teaching in 
class room Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous teacher 

Photo – learning 
together session 

 
 

Does a practice-dependent 
performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 

 
 

Does assessment based on  
the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 
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If the repertoire includes….. 
   Knowledges about teaching across the 

curriculum through a language that students are 
in the process of learning (pedagogy for 
teaching language/English-as-an-additional 
language across the curriculum) 

 
 

 
 Does a practice-dependent 

performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 

 
 Does assessment based on  

the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 
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Pedagogy: Walking Talking Texts 
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If the repertoire includes….. 
    Knowledges about second-language-learning 

theories, developmental progress in second/
subsequent language learning, and effective 
second-language- learning methodologies and 
pedagogy, which build upon first language 
cognitive growth. 

 
 
 
 

How long does it take to 
learn English? 

 
 

Does a practice-dependent 
performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 

 
 

Does assessment based on  
the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 
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If the repertoire includes….. 
  Knowledges about appropriate and just 

assessment that provides effective 
feedback and feed forward for parents, 
teachers and the system; assessment 
which profiles students as learners, rather 
than failures. 

Reading - Individual Students 2002-2004
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Does a practice-dependent 
performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 

 
 Does assessment based on  

the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 
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1.  Look at this line from the 
poem “while the sheep fell 
asleep”. Why do you think 
the word sheep is written in 
italics? 

2.  The person in the poem 
finally decided to do 
homework. Why was this “a 
desperate cure”? 

6. The poet tried to make this  a 
humorous poem by 

a)  Writing the opposite of what 
happened 

b)  Making the person’s ideas 
mre and more silly 

c)  Pretending things didn’t 
happen that really did 

d)  Making the person in the 
poem seem really clever 
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•  Remote Indigenous students need language and literacy teaching 
and learning approaches that 

-  acknowledge both L1 and L2 developmental pathways 
-  scaffold further language learning through ongoing iteration of 

concepts as students engage in learning across the curriculum 
-  de-mystify and actively teach about the culturally embedded 

concepts and practices of English language and literacy ……  
and those that 
-  provide teachers with information about and  
strategies to work with their students’  
multi-lingual abilities and development.  
 

 
 

Does a practice-dependent 
performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 

 
 Does assessment based on  

the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 
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Cumulative mean reading logit scores from 2 Way and Like  
 

Schools for the period 2001, 2002 and 2003 compared to Reading  

Benchmarks for each year level  
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The challenge as language and literacy 
educators 

•  If diversity is a challenge to us as language and literacy 
educators, and I believe it is, one might predict that 
there might be three possible ways of responding: 
1.  address it by trying to understand that diversity and 

then make appropriate accommodation to it 
2.  get around the challenge by focusing not on diversity 

but on unity – that is, on the agreed common 
outcomes it is expected that all Australians should 
achieve 

3.  talk about diversity and what a challenge it is. 
 

•  Malcolm believes that we have responded largely by 
taking the second and third pathways, the least 
inclusive and less engaging pathways.  

Ian Malcolm, 2000 
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Learning Language …. 
through pedagogy that scaffolds 
  
then 
 
Learning About Language …. 
through teaching that is explicit 
 
to enable 
 
Learning Through Language 
…. 
by substantial engagement with Learning 
Area content and outcomes 
  

 
 Does assessment based on  

the developmental pathway of 
English first-language 
learners meet this need? 

 
 

Does a practice-dependent 
performance-based English 
literacy ‘package’ meet this 

need? 
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The Active  
Teaching-Learning  

Triangle:  
Walking Talking Texts 

The Active Teacher 

The Active Learner The Learning Context 

      1. Uses knowledge about the students’   
     backgrounds to plan, design and monitor the learning 

 environment;  the context, the content and the methodology. 
3.. Teaches the learner how to be active through: 

   * Establishing/communicating the learning goals (talking about the 
purpose of the activity with the students) 

  * Demonstrating and explaining the process and the product for the 
student, and 

              * Modelling and scaffolding the process and the product 
 of each learning activity with the student as 

 s/he engages in the task. 

      2. Provides a purposeful framework  
for the oral and written texts composed by the  

active learner. 
When the learning is in context,  

its purpose is intrinsic to the activity. 
5. Supports the learner as s/he takes risks in her/his learning,  
based on the information and learning experiences supplied  

in the context of learning. 

4. Interacts with the teacher and other students in the learning 
 context to achieve the learning goal. While learning in a supportive 

(scaffolded) environment, the active student feels confident  
 to take risks and thus learns to take responsibility for  

her/his own work. 
6. Can talk about what s/he is doing or has done. Active learners  
                   can talk about why and how they have learned as well as  

what they have learned. 

© Fran Murray. 1995 

Where the links between the points of the 
triangle are weak or non-existent, active 

teaching and learning is absent 
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A LANGUAGE teaching and learning approach to LITERACY is: 
•  broader 
•  deeper 
•  takes longer 
•  acknowledges students’ L1 
•  requires assessment that maps language development rather than 

practice-based ‘literate performance’.  

The transfer of literate practices through practice-based performance 
approaches are not evident in either the asymmetrically balanced 
national literacy testing process  

or  
in authentic production of learning area texts by students for further 

learning.  
 
So our last question is 
 
WHY are practice-dependent performance-based packaged ‘literacy 

approaches’ persistently feted as ‘the answer’ to apparent ‘low 
literacy’ achievement for multi-lingual learners? 
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Learning how 
to SPEAK in 
L1 and L2 for 

authentic 
learning 
purposes 

Learning how to 
LISTEN in L1 

and L2 for 
authentic 
learning 
purposes 

Learning how 
to WRITE in 
L1 and L2 for 

authentic 
learning 
purposes 

Learning how 
to READ in L1 

and L2 for 
authentic 
learning 
purposes 

L1 and L2: 
Languages 

for  
Learning 

L2 learners of English will achieve literacy outcomes in English only when the 
teaching-learning approaches reflect the full range of LANGUAGE teaching 
requirements based on researched  knowledge about second language 
developmental processes. Until this happens, students’ literacy skills are in 
danger of remaining as ‘performance’ rather than ‘functional engagement’. 
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A challenge from Dr Marika…. An esteemed educator from Yirrkala, NE 
Arnhem Land. 

– The current system does not take into account 
our Yolngu Garma curriculum or Yolngu “Both 
Ways” pedagogy and curriculum. Our job as 
educators is to convince the people who 
control mainstream education that we wish to 
be included. Until this happens assimilation is 
still the name of the game , and reconciliation 
is an empty word, an intellectual “terra 
nullius”.  


