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ABSTRACT

Evidence suggests secondary teachers are increasingly in need of strategies to support students’ 
literacy development, particularly in the area of reading. Secondary teachers however, are typically 
trained to be, and often see themselves as, disciplinary experts rather than literacy teachers. 
The purpose of this paper is to introduce an appropriate model for adolescent readers. This 
paper draws on two research projects focused on improving literacy learning in the secondary 
context. Short vignettes describe each school context and outline the approaches used to support 
their students. Findings show strategies to improve and support students’ literacy learning, 
particularly reading, need to be student-centred and appropriate for adolescents rather than a 
‘top-down’ approach. A whole school, collaborative approach that acknowledges the distinct 
needs and strength of students is shared.

Introduction
A consistent issue identified in contemporary educa-
tional theory and practice concerns itself with adoles-
cents who struggle with literacy learning (Alvermann, 
2001; Barton & Freebody, 2014; Moje, 2002; Ryan & 
Barton, 2014). Of particular concern is the need for 
educators to develop effective and appropriate strate-
gies that respond to an increasing number of adoles-
cents struggling to develop adequate literacy skills 
necessary for life beyond school.

Teaching reading in the secondary school context has 
largely been the responsibility of English and/or learning 
support teachers, yet much research points to the need 
for all teachers to be literacy teachers; with a particular 
focus on curriculum area reading and writing (Freebody, 
Chan & Barton, 2013; Unsworth, 2001). Additionally, 
there is evidence to suggest that more and more young 
adolescents are entering high school needing support in 
reading generally (Cashen, 2012; Clary, Feez, Garvey & 
Partridge, 2015; Murphy, 2015).

Research shows a ‘rush to teaching’ (McDermott, 
2005) occurs rather than well-considered and thoughtful 
approaches in order to improve literacy standards for 

adolescent learners. Reactive, quick-fix approaches 
tend to be impacted on by institutional mandates to 
raise achievement levels on standardised tests, such 
as the National Assessment Program  – Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN) in Australia, rather than taking 
a holistic view of the factors that may be contributing to 
the difficulties being experienced. Manuel and Carter 
(2015) for example, note that the challenges associ-
ated with student diversity are magnified due to high 
stakes testing, often impacting negatively on students’ 
enjoyment of reading. Comber’s (2012) research in 
Australia argues a distinct pedagogical shift in teaching 
has occurred; what she terms an ‘audit culture’. This 
reductionist approach to teaching often impacts more 
on socio-disadvantaged schools and students (Comber, 
2012; Comber & Cormack, 2011).

This paper presents data from two secondary schools 
from low socio-economic areas that reported an 
increasing numbers of adolescents entering high school 
who needed support in reading. It provides evidence 
to validate a student-centred, collaborative approach 
to improve reading strategies via a model of shared 
practice.
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Adolescents and literacy learning
Adolescence is a time of great change and uncertainty 
as 11 to 15 year olds experience extreme physical, 
emotional and intellectual growth; all at differing rates 
of change. Consequently, students present with specific, 
individual needs. Moll, Amanti, Neff and Gonzalez 
(1992) and Moje et al. (2004) note each student comes 
to school with their own funds of knowledge and 
highlight the importance of including students’ prior 
learning and life experiences in programs designed to 
support adolescent literacy learning, and in particular 
reading.

Strong evidence suggests if teachers have not taken 
the time to become familiar with students’ funds of 
knowledge and the ways in which they take to text 
(Hill, 2012), there is potential for literacy teaching 
to be narrowed in response to student shortcomings 
(Westwood, 2008). Adolescent students who have diffi-
culty in certain areas of reading often have experienced 
ongoing lack of school success and therefore focusing 
on students’ strengths and interests is even more impor-
tant with regard to student engagement. Further, Merga 
(2014) notes that adolescents are often not identified as 
keen readers and that multiple dimensions need to be 
examined; not just students’ attitude towards reading. 
A deficit lens may overlook pedagogical, social, techno-
logical and cultural factors influencing literacy learning 
(Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003; Rennie & Patterson, 2008; 
Rennie & Ortlieb, 2013). Therefore, it is important a 
holistic view informs literacy programs for adolescents 
as their past experiences are likely to be more diverse 
than those of younger students and the demands of 
reading in the secondary years becomes more complex.

Additionally, Watson and Gable (2013) suggest 
particular maturational changes that occur in the brain 
during adolescence may help to overcome certain areas 
of reading difficulty. Significant cognitive growth may 
contribute to the acceleration of information processing 
ability, and an increased capacity in short-term memory 
and reasoning. While these factors may assist the devel-
opment of reading skills in the adolescent, the accu-
mulated lack of success in reading in previous years 
means attitudinal factors often play a significant role 
in future successes. Teaching self-regulation strategies 
to students with limited school success is significant 
for the positive effects on behavioural and academic 
outcomes (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1998).

Similarly, social interaction is also important for 
adolescents and the school culture and friends become 
extremely influential in learning. The relationship 
between social and academic needs and their influence 
on learning links closely with elements of Fullan, Hill 
and Crevola’s (2006) Breakthrough model. The basis 

of their model is a whole school approach to improving 
student outcomes through personalisation, precision, 
and professional learning.

The Breakthrough Model (Fullan et al., 2006) puts 
moral purpose at the core of teaching and learning 
practice; that is, making a positive difference to the lives 
of students by being attuned to their needs. The model 
takes into account three Ps: 1. Personalisation includes 
addressing motivation as well as academic requirements 
to meet the needs of the learner in a holistic manner; 
2. Precision supports personalisation using data and 
feedback to inform teaching and improve learning 
outcomes; and 3. Professional learning abets teachers 
to facilitate personalised learning. The school culture 
plays a notable role in how professional learning 
communities are enacted. Time to reflect on one’s prac-
tice, to observe the work of colleagues, and to provide 
and receive collegial feedback are key ingredients to 
initiate change or develop more responsive practices as 
teachers work towards moral goals. Clearly, beliefs of 
stakeholders play a significant role in the Breakthrough 
Model which is premised on Hill and Crevola’s (1999) 
theorising:

•	 All students can achieve high standards given 

sufficient time and support

•	 All teachers can teach to high standards given the 

right conditions

•	 High expectations and early intervention is necessary

•	 Teachers need to be able to articulate what they do 
and why they do it (pp. 2–3).

The importance of a whole school approach
A whole school approach, driven by strong leadership, 
has long been associated with quality student outcomes 
(Ainscow & Sandhill, 2010; Fullan et al., 2006; Hill 
& Crevola, 1999). The beliefs of leaders and teachers 
play a significant role in how they respond to students 
who experience difficulties with learning. Moreover, 
Silverman (2007) contends because beliefs influence 
behaviour, and therefore teachers’ decision-making, 
they have the potential to affect classroom climate and 
student outcomes. However, beliefs are not developed 
in isolation; they form through the interactions indi-
viduals encounter within their distinct context.

The cultural influence embedded within structural 
features of society and governed by various social, 
political, and economic factors (Thompson, 2011) 
sustain certain expectations within education. Schools 
and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds 
have traditionally been positioned by lower expecta-
tions regarding academic performance than those of 
their wealthier counterparts (Lingard, Sellar & Savage, 
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2014; Polesel, Rice & Dulfer, 2014; Westwood, 2008), 
often transferring to students’ self-expectations.

Beliefs about students who experience difficulties 
with literacy skills are often supported through deficit 
discourse (Corbett & Slee, 2000). These beliefs sanc-
tion ideological assumptions in education, such as the 
links between poverty and learning. Fixed ability mind-
set, supported by deficit discourse, assumes adolescents 
from disadvantaged backgrounds cannot make up 
the gaps in learning once they reach high school and 
this has consequences on learning to read (Centre for 
Youth Literature, 2009). In contrast, beliefs drawing on 
broader conceptualisations of difference consider what 
is needed to support learning, particularly in the area 
of literacy (Manuel & Brindley, 2012). Similarly, beliefs 
supporting a growth mindset suggest abilities can be 
developed and acknowledge the important role motiva-
tion plays in students’ academic improvement (Dweck, 
2007; Fletcher, 2013). Contesting school beliefs is 
important for professional growth and transformation 
(Le Fevre, 2014). Fullan et al.’s Breakthrough Model 
(2006) includes challenging enculturated and personal 
beliefs linked with classroom practice and positive 
school culture.

This paper, therefore, seeks to address the following 
research question: How can secondary schools support 
adolescents, who have not developed decoding and 
comprehension skills necessary to engage with the 
curriculum, develop these skills to a level where they 
can apply them within and beyond the classroom? We 
do this by discussing two secondary schools’ approaches 
to improving literacy for young adolescents.

Background to the studies

Case Study 1: Treetops State High
Treetops State High School is located in a coastal 
region in Queensland, Australia with approximately 
900 students between Years 8 and 12. According to the 
myschool website the school comprises of families from 
low to mid socio-economic backgrounds with approxi-
mately 40% of students belonging to the bottom 
quarter and 7% to the top quarter of the ICSEA1 scale. 
Transience of students is an issue although staffing is 
stable. The school has acknowledged a large increase 
in young adolescents entering junior secondary with 
limited reading skills and has therefore implemented a 
multi-faceted approach for improvement. The approach 
included: targeted learning support involving phonics, 
spelling and comprehension programs, a bridging 
English class and a community volunteer program.

The school initially approached the authors to collect 
qualitative data to illuminate the impact of their 

multi-faceted approach to improving literacy learning 
outcomes. We conducted individual interviews and 
focus groups with staff, students and community 
members. The initial data collection commenced at the 
start of the school year with subsequent data collection 
six months later. Details of participants and the timing 
of interviews is summarised in Table 1. Sample ques-
tions are provided in Appendix A.

Table 1. Data collection sets – 1 and 2  
for Treetops High

1. Interviews at the beginning of the school year

Admin team Teaching team Students

Principal

Deputy Principal

Heads of 
Departments (x2)

Learning Support 
teacher

Teacher Aide

Volunteer coordinator

Volunteer

Community Partner

Focus 
Groups 
(x2)

n = 5

n = 5

Focus group six months later

Group 1 Group 2 Students

Head of 
Department

Community 
Partner

Learning support 
teacher

Volunteer coordinator

Teacher Aide

Volunteer

Deputy Principal

Focus 
groups 
(x2)

n = 5

n = 5

Case Study 2: Open Fields State High
Open Fields State High School is located in a semi-rural 
area in Queensland, Australia experiencing high unem-
ployment. The school has a population of around 560 
students from Year 8–12. According to the myschool 
website the school comprises of families from low to 
mid socio-economic backgrounds with approximately 
60% of students belonging to the bottom quarter and 
3% to the top quarter of the ICSEA scale. Transience 
and poor attendance are characteristics of the student 
population. Staff retention, especially experienced 
teachers, has been problematic at this school.

During 2013, a literacy improvement strategy was 
developed as part of the school reform process. The 
literacy focus was in response to an identified increase 
in the number of students entering Year 8 with low 
literacy levels. In 2014, a targeted reading program 
was developed for Year 8 and 9 students in the Special 
Education Program (SEP). In the Year 8 class sixteen 
students worked with one teacher for an average of three 
lessons per day on modified curriculum that focused 
on literacy skills. After 10 weeks they re-entered their 
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regular classes where additional support from a teacher 
aide was available in some lessons. In the SEP class, 
fourteen students worked with two teachers on a modi-
fied curriculum for an average of three lessons per day 
for the entire school year.

This paper reports only on interview data collected 
during 2014 at Open Fields High. The extended data 
collection period allowed for changing perceptions 
and practices to be identified. Data collection methods 
included interviews with students, parents, teachers 
and teacher aides involved in the learning support 
classes, mainstream teachers and teacher aides, and 
school administrators. Classroom observations of the 
learning support classes and reflective diaries completed 
by the teachers were also collected. Table 2 presents a 
summary of the entire data collection. See Appendix B 
for sample of interview questions.

Analysing the data
The interviews and focus groups from both schools were 
transcribed and analysed over two phases involving: 1. 
individual case study analysis using thematic analysis 
and 2. cross-case analysis between the two schools 
using emerging themes as well as theoretical frame-
works informed by the literature. Each author catego-
rised data into these themes continually checking and 
re-checking the emergent understandings as well as 
clarifying these with each other. Once a familiarity was 
established the documents were imported as text files 
into the software package NVivo 10 (NVivo assists with 
classifying, sorting and arranging information. Nodes 
(categories) were defined, refined and expanded during 
subsequent coding and thematic analysis. Marshall and 
Rossman (2011) state categories and sub-categories can 
be formed by identifying prominent themes, recurring 
ideas, and people’s beliefs expressed through language 
and behaviour, linking people and settings together to 
create a framework for organising segments of text. 

Consequently, the themes identified were: 1. Students’ 
needs, 2. Teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and skills, 
and 3. Beliefs. Although the programs at each school 
were different, that is one involving lesson modifica-
tions, the other program modifications, a number of 
similarities were evident during cross-case analysis. 
Analysis was carried out using aspects of the Break-
through Model (Fullan et.al., 2006) as a theoretical 
framework that takes into account a collaborative and 
transformative literacy pedagogy; one that focuses on 
positive and agentic discourse of the students’ abili-
ties and capacities for learning within a whole school 
community.

Findings

Case Study 1: Treetops High School
Students’ needs
Data at Treetops High School indicated students 
were cognisant of the difficulties they experienced 
with reading and the impact of this on their school 
achievement.

Well when I first came here, I couldn’t read at all, so 
they helped me with it. (Student)

Yeah because I used to be really dumb, but now [I’m] 
bright. (Student)

At the beginning of the year students revealed their 
acceptance of teachers making decisions in relation to 
their reading improvement plans. Strategies included 
implementing a phonics and comprehension program 
and learning support lessons in the support unit within 
the school. There was evidence to suggest the students 
felt these lessons were not necessarily engaging as they 
were repetitive and unvaried.

Too slow, because every lesson it’s like déjà vu. (Student)

They say the same thing and you think oh I’ve already 
learned about this, can you take a level up … But it feels 

Table 2. Data collection sets for Open Fields High

Learning 
support 
teachers

Classroom 
teachers

Teacher 
aides

Students in 
SEP

Students 
in Year 
8 before 

intervention

Student in 
Year 8 after 
intervention

Administration Parents

Semi-
structured 
interviews

n=6 n=1 n=14 n=24 n=4 n=9

Reflective 
Diary

n=30

Focus 
Group

n=2 n=3 n=4 n=6
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you’ve done three lessons, but it’s exactly the same. So 
you know it off by heart now, which is good but you 
can go up a level now. (Student)

Because they have these sheets on the table and we do 
it … every day and then they’ll say oh the words on it 
are probably cat, dog, Monday, Tuesday and that.. but 
then you do that the next day the exact same thing. 
(Student)

Further, the data showed students’ capacity to make 
decisions about their own learning; although there 
was little evidence to suggest the teachers utilised the 
students’ decision making skills.

You want a variety of stuff, have different stuff, it goes 
easy then if you’ve done that for two days or a week 
and then you go harder another week and then harder. 
(Student)

Maybe you can pick your own topic and read it. Because 
I like sport, I could read about sport, if someone likes 
games computer games and that the can read about 
that … they would get more into it and maybe learn 
new stuff about that. (Student)

A positive outcome however, was the fact that 
students’ attitude towards themselves as readers 
dramatically changed within six months of the project. 
They communicated a growing sense of self-confidence 
and assuredness, particularly in relation to reading 
aloud in front of their peers. This confidence was more 
prominent when the students were given opportunities 
to show leadership in a peer tutoring role.

When I was in primary I couldn’t read or spell at all, so 
when I came here it was just like a big jump saying I can 
do this now and … come to school every day and learn 
everything and like they helped me. (Student)

I help [other students] with their word list if they’re 
under the level that I am. I help them write, I help them 
read and do their book. I help them on the computer. 
I really help wherever they need help really. Yeah. I’ve 
learnt a lot since I’ve been – took over tutoring other 
people. So I reckon that’s an easier way for me to learn 
as well, like at the same time. (Student)

I am on blue level now, some people need help and we 
get to be the teacher at times. So we get to teach some 
new words. It’s pretty fun. (Student)

By the end of the six months the students had a clear 
idea about what types of learning experiences were most 
beneficial for them. They felt empowered when these 
focused on what they could do rather than on what 
they could not do. Research on adolescents and literacy 
learning, principally in learning support, signifies the 
importance of acknowledging the students’ funds of 
knowledge or personal literacies (whether in or out of 
school) they already possess (Woods, Dooley, Luke, 
& Exley, 2014). Taking a student-centred approach to 

improving reading resulted in more positive outcomes 
for this school.

Teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and skills
Early in the Treetops High’s program, the teaching staff 
demonstrated, to some extent, their uncertainty of what 
effective reading pedagogy looked like for adolescent 
students – We all need a little bit more in-service and 
need to be immersed ourselves in it (Learning support 
teacher). As secondary school content area specialists, 
many of the teachers did not have any training in the 
teaching of reading. But it was more than just being 
able to teach reading. A pedagogical approach that 
took into account an understanding of students’ inter-
ests and strengths and also their needs was important 
for growth and confidence for both staff and students.

Everyone on the admin side of things are very posi-
tive, even though some of them are unsure about what 
I do … I know what I am doing … I think as the year 
progresses we’ll get that clarity from … the rest of the 
school. (Volunteer coordinator)

The problem with plans is they’re only as good as 
they’re actioned. The other issue is we’re high school 
teachers, not primary school teachers, so we’re seeing 
an intake of children who don’t know how to read at 
all. That problems growing and it’s going to become 
insurmountable in a few years unless we do a funda-
mental shift in the way we organise ourselves. (Head 
of Department)

After six months, the program had developed and 
changed substantially, particularly for the teaching 
staff directly involved in supporting the students but 
also for other teachers. These positive perceptions 
were shared across learning support teachers and other 
teaching staff including the teacher aides, volunteer 
coordinator and volunteers. The following comments 
show the importance of the fluid nature of the program 
and the impact it had on the students’ learning:

Well, from my perspective, I think it’s morphed a lot. 
It’s really been quite transformational. (Volunteer 
coordinator)

All of a sudden, they’re kind of like, yeah. They’re 
just starting to beam. So in terms of resilience, they’re 
trying a little bit harder, whereas before they might 
have given up. (Volunteer)

In addition, an English bridging program was offered 
for the students who had completed the phonics and 
comprehension programs but were not ready for the 
regular classroom curriculum. This showed the school’s 
willingness to take important risks such as not being 
bound by curriculum demands. It also acknowledged 
the process to support students to become better readers 
as a work in progress. (Learning support teacher).
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Beliefs
Generally the staff’s beliefs showed a moral core (Fullan 
et. al., 2006) of wanting to improve student learning 
outcomes, particularly in the area of reading. These 
beliefs were influenced by the stakeholders’ role. In the 
first round of interviews for example, systemic direc-
tives and constraints were highly influential on the deci-
sions being made by the leadership team. This included 
data from both NAPLAN and ACER testing and the 
feeder primary school’s perception of the students.

I picked the teachers and the classes based on need, 
around their NAPLAN Scores or they were identified 
as a modified program … So we had a literacy plan in 
action that was having results, … NAPLAN data shows 
that, but … the problem with NAPLAN data is, with 
the kids we know we cannot we always ask them to be 
withdrawn. So the data’s skewed from the beginning. 
(Head of Department)

There’s so many agendas that the [Education Depart-
ment’s] running that you’ve got to keep your eye on the 
ball … and keep those things moving along. (Deputy 
Principal)

In the second round of interviews however, key 
decisions about the program were influenced more 
by a collaborative, community and team approach 
comprising trust in the teaching staff’s profession-
alism, critical evaluation of programs, knowledge of 
the students’ learning needs, and community partners 
such as the volunteers.

It’s more about the work of a whole lot of other people 
and me encouraging them to keep on going forward … 
my level of influence is diluted, but the influences are 
still there. (Principal)

There’s a top down, so if your principal and leaders 
are strong then that usually filters down to the student 
population  … we foster a real collaborative commu-
nity, we are family kind of approach  – or try to. So 
everything we do is about respecting each other and 
trying to instil that value of pride in all of our kids, so 
it’s from both ends. (Head of Department)

While the moral purpose for the school was to raise 
expectations and standards in supporting students, 
there were a number of external factors still impacting 
on progress, including funds, time and organisation.

[There are] financial constraints with staffing, with 
timetabling, rooming  … waiting for day 8 numbers 
and not knowing whether or not we were going to get 
learning support. (Deputy Principal)

Communication is always a big thing, just in terms of 
even organising the kids coming out of classes … I didn’t 
communicate the message necessarily clearly enough to 
start with, but there’s been a little bit of to-ing and 
fro-ing in terms of getting the kids out on time … it’s 

actually quite hard to organise that. (Learning support 
teacher)

However, through a collaborative community 
approach creative solutions were actioned with positive 
results.

It’s consolidated in our current school environment. 
You can see that with the breadth of teachers accessing 
the resource of volunteers … these children are getting 
supported with their reading then they’re getting 
supported in their classroom environment. (Head of 
Department)

We have moved from a conversation of low morale to 
what we’re proud of what we do. We work together 
and we like what we do and I love coming to work. 
(Principal)

Over the six-month period a cohesive group devel-
oped and worked collaboratively to plan, implement, 
and reflect on the various initiatives introduced. The 
learning support teacher and volunteer coordinator 
were reportedly key drivers of this program. The 
role of the volunteers in the literacy program and the 
regular classroom appears to have been instrumental 
in building a shared responsibility. The collabora-
tive approach to addressing adolescent literacy skills 
provides success in at least two areas. First, collegiality 
at all levels of the school appears to have increased and 
resulted in a supportive, professional work environ-
ment with shared, data-driven decision making and 
reflective practice. Second, the students’ confidence 
levels appeared to have been enhanced creating more 
positive perceptions of their own ability. Increasing 
self-confidence transferred to their willingness to seek 
support. Early indications from school data and anec-
dotal evidence suggested students are showing real 
gains in basic reading skills. How this transfers into 
their everyday studies and the long-term impact, such 
as school retention and employability, will require 
ongoing monitoring.

You get a lot of kids that say they’re dumb. Then you 
have a volunteer saying to them, well you’re not actu-
ally. Look at how much you’ve improved. (Teacher 
Aide)

Very focused on what the problems and the issues were, 
very concerned about the declining rate of literacy 
and the kids coming through, and how potentially 
that could be managed in years to come … it’s about 
breaking that cycle. (Community partner)

Case Study 2: Open Fields High School
Students’ needs
At Open Fields High School all teachers were expected 
to implement a six step pedagogical framework, based 
on an explicit teaching model. Resulting from the 
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data, some teachers rejected the prescriptive nature of 
the framework and chose a more flexible approach in 
response to students’ needs, while others adopted the 
approach to satisfy the expectation of adherence to the 
whole school approach.

That’s where I mould the warm-up and the starter 
together. I’m happy for that. I would rather [the 
students] have thorough understanding. (Teacher)

I guess it puts you on edge a little bit though. You know 
they’re coming in to look at your [explicit] teaching 
framework … I better have all of the bits that tick all 
the boxes there if there’s somebody in power coming 
in. (Teacher)

The literature highlights that some risks are worth 
taking (Le Fevre, 2014); just as the staff and community 
at Treetops found. A systematic pedagogical approach 
across the school is beneficial in helping teachers set 
expectations and manage behaviour. It also provided 
routine, which helped enhance time on task.

In response to students’ over-reliance on the teacher 
and displays of learned-helplessness, the learning 
support teachers attempted to embed activities to 
encourage independence and build teamwork into 
classroom tasks.

I changed the focus a lot more to them being self-regu-
lating and getting the strategies, the reading strategies. 
So the goal was for them to be able to understand and 
be more independent when they can’t understand what 
they have to do  … So we’ve been really working on 
that, listening to instructions and then working out 
what to do without having to just be the victim and 
the learned helplessness. We’re trying to get rid of that. 
(Learning support teacher)

The learning support teachers realised they needed 
to ‘move away from [their] personal style of heavily 
structured lessons and activities and move toward more 
engaging and less structured approach’ but noted the 
challenges this presented.

I am realising that lessons with more student freedom 
still require structure (particularly for ASD students 
and their need for routine) in order to have the class-
room running smoothly. (Learning support teacher)

However, personalising programs through differen-
tiation of content, assessment and teaching strategies 
underpinned by student data was important for change 
and positive results to occur at Open Fields.

There was still some way to go however, as the data 
suggested students were still not included in the plan-
ning process or content choices and there were limited 
opportunities for setting personal goals for learning.

The other thing is that I’m trying to really aim the 
content at them. So for example, the English is all 

about them. The novel that I’ve chosen I think some of 
them will relate to because it’s about young teenagers 
in difficult situations and, some of these have come 
from difficult situations. It’s about young children  – 
young teenagers taking control of their own lives so 
I’m hoping that will motivate them as well. (Learning 
support teacher)

Teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and skills
The administration recognised the need and impor-
tance of developing teachers’ capacity across the school 
in all discipline areas.

We haven’t been trained … to teach kids how to read. 
So straightaway those children who don’t have those 
skills or don’t even know where to start, they’re not 
being scaffolded in a subject-based class. Then they’re 
disengaged and then there becomes a behavioural 
problem, and therein they’re highly at risk of leaving 
school. (Principal)

Teachers found catering for the diverse needs of 
students challenging and expressed concern over their 
ability to differentiate teaching strategies adequately 
especially within constraints related to assessment 
practices.

I don’t want to hear strategies I want to actually see 
some examples. Here’s a classroom, there you are. This 
is what you’re going to do. (Teacher)

I would love to do more PD on reading intervention … I 
know that these kids have to improve their reading and 
I know some blanket strategies … but … for a kid who 
doesn’t know how to read their own name, I wouldn’t 
even know where to begin. So reading intervention … 
modifying to their level as well. (Teacher)

Informal collegial sharing was helpful in developing 
knowledge and skills for some teachers, although lack of 
time limited this practice. While additional teacher aide 
time in the classroom gave some teachers the confidence 
to develop lessons where students were more active in 
the learning process, the teacher aides also acknowl-
edged they needed additional support and skills to meet 
the demands of supporting adolescent learners.

[One of the other teachers] has given me some really 
good ideas. … I’ve made lots of mistakes with activities 
that I’ve done … and I get frustrated, but at the end of 
the day … that’s okay, because I’m still learning that I 
need to change things. (Teacher)

Another major issue I am encountering is the balance 
between the skills the students need (phonics, blends, 
very basic skills) and the age appropriateness of the 
resources or activities. I am finding there is very little 
I can think to do to disguise the ‘baby-ness’ of certain 
skills and concepts. (Teacher)

The teachers recognised the learning process was as 
much about them as it was about the students. Teachers 
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attributed the lack of success for some students to 
teacher inexperience, a limited range of strategies and 
inappropriate task choices, poor behaviour manage-
ment, students’ lack of group work skills, and students’ 
attitude to learning. However, the following comment 
illustrates early signs of challenge to the deficit 
discourse surrounding students with learning difficul-
ties and a shift towards the development of a positive 
school culture.

There is very much scope to say these students have 
improved in this area from here to here, whereas in the 
past it was always, there’s still a need. So that’s a big 
difference. (Teacher)

Beliefs
It was apparent to the leadership team and staff that a 
different approach to improve student outcomes was 
necessary.

It’s not that people aren’t working hard. There’s 
certainly not the reason why we’ve flat lined across a 
lot of our data. It’s just that it wasn’t the right type of 
work to get the improvements needed. (Principal)

The Year 8 and SEP programs, which focused on 
literacy outcomes rather than curriculum outcomes, 
were introduced as part of a multi-pronged school-wide 
strategy. The following comment was indicative of the 
staffs’ moral purpose in making these changes.

The whole point of doing the reading intervention 
program … is to give the kids … first and foremost … 
confidence and the feeling that they are able to do things 
and can have some success at high school. (Principal)

For students at Open Fields High School learning 
prior to commencing Year 8 impacted on the percep-
tions they held about themselves as learners.

I was actually … really nervous and panicking. I was 
really sad and kind of crying. I was really panicking 
because I know I’m not that smart and people – last 
year in grade seven, people would laugh at me if I got 
an answer wrong. It was just like, I’m scared to go into 
high school because I know the teacher is going to think 
I’m stupid. (Student)

Despite these views the students valued being in the 
learning support classes which emphasised the school’s 
belief that each child could improve given the right 
conditions. Further, in relation to Fullan et. al’s (2006) 
emphasis on the involvement of community, comments 
from parents and students recognised the support, 
pastoral care and the opportunities for success the 
school was providing.

Now that we’ve got over the hurdle of his confidence, 
it’s just how far behind he is, because it’s taken till grade 
8 for him to get this help. He started seeing himself go 
bad … about grade 5. … I know that his level is below 

grade 5 with reading. So it’s now just catching up basi-
cally. (Parent)

She was scared that she’d get picked on, because they 
were thinking she was dumb. Now she’s … said, I feel 
more confident, Mum, that if I don’t understand some-
thing I ask Mrs L and she’ll help me to understand what 
I’m trying to do. (Parent)

I never used to know how to spell or read properly but 
now I’m getting really good at my spelling and reading 
and Miss, now she actually understands me for what I 
want. (Student)

At the end of each term there was a mixed reaction 
from the students returning to the regular program, 
which illustrates the fragility of their newfound confi-
dence. Social and academic concerns were raised.

I feel scared to go back there. Everyone just stares at 
you. It’s like you’re new. (Student)

She’s really concerned about  … going back into her 
mainstream group. She’s really worried … she said, ‘I 
don’t know if I am going to be able to cope.’ (Parent)

Having noticed positive behaviours in their children, 
such as reading at home for the first time, completing 
homework without having emotional outbursts, and 
generally being happier and more confident to attend 
school, parents expressed concerns about the ongoing 
support available in regular classes and the possibility 
of regression.

It’s made a huge difference already and I feel like it’s 
going to be for nothing, because he’s going to fall 
through the cracks for now. (Parent)

I think I’d rather keep her in those support classes just 
for now. I know she is struggling with her school work 
and stuff. (Parent)

Discussion and implications
Revisiting Fullan et al.’s (2006) Breakthrough Model 
we apply the core moral purpose of potentially powerful 
change for adolescents’ literacy learning: First, that all 
students can achieve high standards given sufficient 
time and support. At the heart of this statement are the 
ways in which key stakeholders view young people who 
need extra support with reading. The current study 
found beliefs of each stakeholder  – leaders, teachers, 
students and community  – were distinct and there-
fore impacted in different ways on programs aimed to 
improve literacy learning in each school. A definite gap 
in each of these school’s approaches was the lack of 
student, as well as parent, input. Many of the practices 
implemented in both schools were decided predomi-
nantly by staff and imposed on the students with little 
attention given to their individual funds of knowledge 
(Moje, 2002).
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Figure 1 illustrates a common ‘top-down’ approach 
taken by both schools in regard to supporting literacy 
learning of their junior secondary students:

Figure 1. A ‘top down’ approach to improving literacy 

The model shows how each school’s approach to 
improving literacy (particularly at the beginning of 
each program) was ultimately driven by the leadership 
and learning support teams, with limited input by the 
students, parents and community. Further, the literacy 
learning support programs were essentially separate 
to the work of general classroom teachers. Also deci-
sions about these programs were made by the teachers. 
Similarities in both programs include the teacher 
driven nature of the literacy support programs, general 
teachers’ limited pedagogical knowledge related to the 
teaching of reading. In regard to the students there was 
limited attention to developing self-regulation and their 
oral language. However, over a period of six months (in 
the case of Treetops) or one year (in the case of Open 
Fields) there were some positive changes happening 
with the students’ attitude to learning and their self-
perceptions improving. Additionally, the involvement 
of community members such as the volunteers at Tree-
tops High was pivotal to this success. A positive attitu-
dinal shift as well as a collaborative approach is critical 
for literacy improvement for adolescents.

Further, at Treetops High the voice of parents was 
silent and the wider community at Open Fields were 
not actively included in the literacy programs. The 
potential loss here is that schools will not be aware of, 
or draw on strengths of the students such as diverse 
literacies, which may be present in the home environ-
ment. Consequently, a deficit model of learning and 
teaching perpetuates as these schools tended to focus 
on what needs to be fixed rather than beginning with a 
sociological and cultural view of learning.

According to Fullan et al.’s (2006) model all teachers 
can teach to high standards given the right conditions 

and assistance. While each of these schools had 
improved outcomes as a key goal there was still some 
way to go in terms of creating an environment with the 
most effective conditions required to address individual 
students’ needs. At Treetops High however, there was 
some evidence the school was beginning to innovate 
including an alternative model to timetabling – some-
thing initially considered a constraint. Open Fields, on 
a broader scale, made major modification to classroom 
organisation, arrangements for effective provision of 
support staff and curriculum delivery by seeking inno-
vative ways to work within institutional boundaries. 
Both schools were willing to consider different ways 
and innovate to address the students’ needs. However, 
ongoing support for teachers, such as allocated time 
and space, is crucial to maintain their confidence and 
develop the necessary skills given the magnitude of the 
task each school faces.

Third the notion that high expectations and early 
intervention are necessary is critical in terms of literacy 
learning for young adolescents. When students enter 
high school with limited literacy skills preventing them 
from accessing the curriculum  – intensive interven-
tion is needed. Holistic interventions should involve 
personalised and targeted programs drawing on the 
strengths of the learner and relevance to life outside 
of school. In this way, high expectations are reason-
able as the data suggests when students were successful, 
and had an opportunity to lead positive outcomes 
resulted. Ultimately, the entire school context needs 
to be able to articulate what they do and why they 
do it in regard to the teaching of reading. In order for 
a whole school approach to be effective it is critical 
leaders, teachers, support staff, students and the wider 
community develop a professional learning community 
with time and space to critically reflect on and develop 
practice. The two case studies presented in this paper 
have demonstrated the challenges of not having an 
overarching framework for focused strategies in their 
efforts to addressing reading improvement. It was clear 
that there were still gaps emerging through the distinct 
approaches of each school. Ongoing support and 
coaching for all stakeholders is necessary for student-
centred practices to be sustained.

Consequently, in Figure 2, the authors propose a 
model for effective teaching of reading for adolescent 
learners, resulting from these studies. The model places 
students at the centre of the learning and illustrates the 
complex nature of the literacy process for young people 
in secondary schools. Complexities include the cogni-
tive, affective and sociocultural elements. Managing 
these influences on adolescents, who are experiencing 
difficulties mastering literacy skills, requires a complex 
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set of technical and interpersonal skills. Additional 
support may also be required in classrooms, not to 
remove teacher responsibility but to enhance the class-
room culture and complement strong teaching. Effec-
tive and ongoing professional learning, therefore, is 
necessary for all stakeholders involved. A collaborative 
and community approach is encouraged.

Figure 2. An effective model of teaching reading for adolescent 
learners: A collaborative, community approach (Barton and 

McKay, 2014).

The four petals surrounding the centre identify key 
stakeholders in the process of developing adolescent 
literacy skills and present a timely reminder of the 
value of a community approach. All stakeholders – the 
leadership team, the teaching team, support inside the 
school including the learning support team and teacher 
aides, and support outside of the school including 
parents, volunteers, community partners and organ-
isations  – have an integral role in supporting young 
people to achieve positive results in their schooling and 
beyond. The tendency is for each of these units to work 
in isolation of each other or be underutilised. Unlike the 
teachers of young children, most secondary teachers, 
support staff and leaders in the secondary context have 
not had training in the teaching of reading so it is vital 
all teachers, including the leadership team, are provided 
this opportunity.

As stated previously the beliefs of all stakeholders as 
well as a whole school approach to improving literacy 
for all students is vital in the progress of any school’s 
literacy plan. Rather than constructing a model or 
approach which aims to fix literacy problems, we 
suggest schools firstly, ask the students what they are 
good at and build a program around these strengths, 
interests and individual literacies. A SWOT analysis 
investigates students’ strengths, weaknesses and the 
opportunities or threats to learning. Completing a 

SWOT analysis of each student to help identify impor-
tant topics in students’ lives is likely to provide a hook 
for learning, as well as highlighting areas needing 
improvement.

Figure 3 highlights the two key features at the centre 
of the model: adolescent-specific considerations and 
the ‘big six’ of effective teaching of reading – phonics, 
phonological awareness, oral language, fluency, vocab-
ulary and comprehension. While the ‘big six’ of teaching 
reading are integral to effective reading, for adolescent 
learners these must be addressed in conjunction with 
highly influential sociocultural and personal factors. 
These factors include self-worth and resilience, cultural 
and social aspects, relationships with peers and family 
and community, self-regulation, affect, and motivation 
and engagement.

Figure 3. Understanding adolescent learners for effective 
teaching of reading (Barton and McKay, 2014).

The proposed model illustrates the multitude of 
context-specific factors related to adolescent learning. 
It is validated in both literature and empirical research, 
but should be considered as a work in progress to be 
refined through additional research. Schools looking 
to develop literacy programs for their own adolescent 
learners should consider how various aspects of the 
model are played out in their own contexts and reflect, 
plan, and enact accordingly.

This paper has attempted to highlight the strengths 
and areas for improvement of ongoing literacy 
programs at two secondary schools. The results show 
notable progress for these schools in a short period 
of time in terms of improving reading and student 
outcomes. Time and commitment of staff and students 
at each school has been integral to this progress. It is 
hoped implementing a student centred, collaborative 
and community approach to literacy improvement will 
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support the schools even more in reaching their goal 
to help students learn to read effectively and reaching 
their potential in schooling and beyond.

Notes
1 ICSEA – Index of community socio-educational advantage.
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Appendix A

Staff interview Questions:

Demographics
1. Could you tell me a bit about yourself?
•	 How long have you been teaching?
•	 What curriculum areas are you qualified to teach in?
•	 What curriculum areas do you currently teach in?
•	 What year levels are you currently teaching?
•	 What are your qualifications?
•	 Where and when did you receive these?

Your school
2. How would you describe your current school?
3. What is the general philosophy at this school?
4. What about the students who attend here?
5. Tell me about the programs that are in place to support 

students’ literacy learning.
6. Can you tell me about the students in the literacy 

support programs?
7. What aspects of the school’s philosophy and planning 

impact on these programs?

Current literacy program
•	 What are some literacy programs you have had 

experience in?
•	 Identify the differences, if any, between these and the 

current literacy program at this school?
•	 Identify the strengths of the literacy program at your 

school.
•	 Identify how the literacy program works for you in 

implementing it.
•	 Do you see reading and comprehension improvement 

in student outcomes? If so, what?
•	 What do you feel needs further improvement in the 

development of students’ reading and comprehension 
skills?

•	 Identify key elements that will enable sustainability of 
literacy support and learning programs at your school
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Student interview questions:

Demographics
1. So INSERT NAME can you tell me a bit about 

yourself?
•	 What grade are you in?
•	 Which primary school did you go to?
•	 Do you have any brothers and sisters? Older? 

Younger?
I understand that you are involved in the literacy 
support program here at Nerang SHS.
2. What types of support have you had in regard to 

your reading throughout your schooling?
•	 Primary school?
•	 At home?
•	 Outside of school?
3. Is the literacy program at your school different to 

any of these? If so, how?
4. What do you like about the literacy program at your 

school?
5. Do you think the literacy program at your school 

has improved your reading and if so, in what ways 
and how?

6. What do you feel you need to further develop in 
regard to reading and comprehension skills?

7. Any other comments about the literacy program at 
your school?

Post-Questions for Staff
1. Thinking back from where you started this year 

where is the program now in relation to back then.
2. What elements of the program (general literacy in 

the school) do you think have been successful?
3. What improvements have you seen in the students 

academically? Emotionally? Socially?
4. What elements do you think need improvement?
5. What do you think needs to happen next to make 

this program sustainable? And more effective?
•	 Program development
•	 Professional development
•	 Community development/partnerships
6. Where do the students need more work?
7. What aspects of the program have changed along 

the way?
8. How have they changed? And why did they change?
9. What has been the personal impact of program on 

you?
10. What do you feel you have contributed to the 

development of the program?
11. What opportunities have been provided to you to 

contribute?
12. How do you feel about the outcomes of this 

program?

Post-questions for students
1. How do you feel about your reading?
2. What types of support do you have at school?
3. What is good about SSP?
•	 Socially
•	 Academically
•	 Emotionally
4. What is good about SM?
•	 Socially
•	 Academically
•	 Emotionally
5. What do you think you need to support or improve 

your reading?
6. How can the school help you with your learning/

reading?
7. Do you feel differently about school now than at 

the beginning of the year as a result of the literacy 
program?

8. Has being part of the SSP and SM program made 
you feel differently about school? In what ways? 
Why?

9. Do you feel you have a voice?
10. Have you helped the school make decisions about 

this program?
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Appendix B

Sample Questions for Data Collection

Who When What Source or Sample Questions

Year 8 students 
(intervention)

Feb and Dec 2014 Attitudinal and 
Interest Survey

Comprehensive Reading Inventory (Cooter, Cooter & Flynt, 
2006)

Weekly during 
intervention

Oral Diaries (ipads) Describe what you have done in class this week.

What did you like doing best?

What did you do really well?

What didn’t you enjoy?

What did you learn about yourself as a learner?

What did you find challenging?

How might you overcome these challenges?

Pre and post 
intervention

Student Focus 
Group

Tell me how you feel about school?

What challenges do you face?

How did you deal with them?

What do you like best/ least about school?

How do you learn best?

What do you do when school work is tough?

Intervention/ 
special 
education 
teachers

Pre Intervention 1

Post Intervention 1

Once during 
subsequent rounds 
of intervention

Semi structured 
interviews

What is your role in supporting the teaching of literacy skills 
at this school?

How supported do you feel in this role?

What kinds of support do you receive?

What kinds of support do you find most useful?

How do the students respond to support?

What aspects of the whole school improvement plan influence 
you and your work and the outcomes for students?

What aspects of the intervention plan influence you and your 
work and the outcomes for students?

Describe the students in the intervention program.

What aspects of the intervention are the most effective? What 
evidence do you see to support this?

What do you think prevents students from achieving year level 
literacy standards?

What else could be done by the school, individual students 
and families?


