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ABSTRACT

Over the last two decades, changes in educational policies have led to increased teacher 
accountability and the advent of high stakes testing. In Australia, concern has been expressed over 
the results from international and national tests such as NAEP and NAPLAN Key stakeholders 
in education have therefore, explored ways to improve learner results. One way to improve 
results might be through improving writing teaching practices. There is a plethora of research 
available providing models and strategies to improve writing teaching practices. One strategy 
is to teach ‘writing for learning’ practices. However, questions remain over whether teachers 
are enacting these models and strategies in their writing teaching practices, and what might be 
impacting the inclusion of these writing teaching practices at the local site level. This article 
describes one writing teaching practice of a middle school teacher at an independent school in 
Queensland, Australia. The theory of practice architectures was employed to interrogate the 
enabling and constraining conditions that were evident as this teacher went about teaching 
writing practices in a Year 9 elective subject, Business Studies. The research found that whilst the 
teacher taught aspects of ‘writing for learning’ practices, the practices and practice architectures 
at the site formed a complex nest of interrelationships that impacted each other. In this article, we 
argue that, in order to change practice, it is necessary to change the conditions that both enable 
and constrain the teaching of writing practices.

Introduction
Over the last two decades, one trend in education has 
been the assumption, both internationally and nation-
ally, that all teachers are teachers of literacy. In part, 
this has been because of a decline in performance 
by Australian students in high stakes testing such as 
National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) and internationally, National Assessment 
of Educational Progress [NAEP]. Whilst these high 
stakes tests might be only one way to measure literacy 
levels, nevertheless, they are important enough that 
their results are published and regularly debated in the 
media with the resultant exposure calling for greater 
teacher accountability. In their report into middle 
schooling in Australia, Luke et al. (2003) called for 
literacy to be taught across the curriculum, arguing 
that all teachers are teachers of literacy. This is because 

the significance of literacy and its connection to student 
achievement has long been established with Wise 
(2009) reiterating that ‘literacy is, in reality, the corner-
stone of student achievement, for any student in any 
grade’ (p. 46). Given the perceived decline in national 
literacy levels in Australia, literacy has been flagged as 
an essential twenty-first century skill and is reflected 
in international and national policies and curriculum 
reforms such as internationally, No Child Left behind, 
2001 [USA] and nationally, the Melbourne Declara-
tion of Educational Goals for schooling (MCEETYA, 
2008). These reforms were aimed partly at ensuring all 
teachers take responsibility for teaching the literacy of 
their subject area. In Australia, the documents under-
pinning the national curriculum, The General Capa-
bilities (ACARA, 2013) and the National Literacy 
Learning Progression (ACARA, 2018) emphasise the 
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expectation that all teachers are to teach the literacy 
underpinning each subject across all year levels.

Often discussions of what it means to be literate in the 
curriculum, are foregrounded in a ‘reading culture that 
has traditionally assumed the superiority over writing’ 
(Alvermann, 2017, p. 589). However, Alvermann (2017) 
posited that writing should no longer be considered the 
poorer sister to reading and should be important in its 
own right. Researchers such as Moje (2015) assert that 
both written texts and those that are read make up 
part of the literacy practices required by adolescents. In 
particular, school assessment practices usually favour 
the written mode. With this recognition, a focus has 
turned to the importance of teaching writing, nation-
ally and internationally (National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress, 2012; Wyatt-Smith & Jackson, 2016).

Wyatt-Smith and Jackson (2016) who have analysed 
Australian NAPLAN writing data for the period 
2011–2016 have found an ‘accelerating negative 
change’ (p. 233), with Year 9 student results decreasing 
significantly since 2011. As Clary and Daintith (2017) 
posed, this raises questions as to why Year 9 students 
are not progressing, how we might ‘raise the bar’, 
as well as its implications for academic achievement 
given this is primarily measured through the medium 
of writing. One consideration is to improve teaching 
practices around writing in all the subject areas across 
the curriculum. However, teaching practices are often 
more implicit than explicit (Cumming & Wyatt-Smith, 
2001; Cumming, Wyatt-Smith, Ryan & Doig, 1998; 
Lee & Spratley, 2010). As Clary and Daintith (2017) 
proposed, teachers need to integrate the teaching of 
writing into their daily subject area classrooms and 
curriculum. Research around teaching writing has 
suggested varying models and strategies for teaching 
writing; for example the genre approach (Derewianka, 
2015; Lawrence, Galloway, Yam & Lin, 2013; Rose & 
Martin, 2012). Another practice of teaching writing 
is to teach ‘writing to learn’ (Van Drie, Van Boxtel, 
& Braaksma, 2014). This writing practice empha-
sises the notion that student understanding of content 
and development of thinking skills in a learning area, 
is assisted by the process of writing. In addition, 
researchers such as Fang and Coatoam (2013) have 
argued for the inclusion of more discipline specific 
writing practices as one way to improve academic 
performance in secondary schools. However, concerns 
have been expressed over whether subject teachers are 
integrating the teaching of writing into their general 
teaching practices (Gillis, 2014; Moje, 2008). Further-
more, adolescents in the middle school phase often 
disengage with schooling and require a more active 
participation in learning (Pendergast & Bahr, 2010).

Given this context, the research reported in this 
paper examined the teaching of writing practices visible 
in a Year 9 class at an independent school in South 
East Queensland. The purpose of the research was to 
investigate what writing teaching practices were being 
enacted; in this case, the writing teaching practices of 
a Business Studies teacher, and also to examine the 
particular site conditions that might have enabled or 
constrained the teaching of these writing practices. 
We applied a Practice Architectures Theory (Kemmis 
et al., 2014) approach to describe teaching practices, 
as well as investigate the enabling and constraining 
architectures for the development of teaching practices 
for writing in Business Studies. The Practices Archi-
tectures Theory is described in the following section.

The theory of practice architectures
The term ‘practice’ is widely used in education, although 
its meaning is not well-defined or clearly understood 
(Edwards-Groves & Grootenboer, 2015). Here we are 
focusing on ‘teaching practices’, and so to provide a 
conceptual and analytical theoretical framework, we 
employ the ‘theory of practice architectures’ (Kemmis & 
Grootenboer, 2008). According to Kemmis and Groot-
enboer (2008), practices are comprised of characteristic 
sayings, doings and relatings that hold together in the 
‘project of the practice’. For example, when teaching a 
subject specific writing text such as a Business report, 
there is characteristic language and ways of thinking 
about writing pedagogy, as well as particular actions, 
and ways of relating between the teacher and students. 
These sayings, doings and relatings are realised in three 
related dimensions: semantic space, physical space-
time, and social space, and are enabled and constrained 
by associated practice architectures: cultural-discursive 
arrangements, material-economic arrangements, and 
social-political arrangements (Edwards-Groves & 
Grootenboer, 2015; Kemmis et al., 2014). Picking up 
the previous example, the ‘sayings’ of teaching report-
writing would be enabled by the particular pedagog-
ical lexicon available to the teachers and students, but 
also constrained by conceptual tools that the students 
may not have comprehended yet. The ‘doings’ would 
be enabled and constrained by the equipment (e.g., 
stationery, furniture) and resources (e.g., time), and 
the ‘relatings’ would be enabled and constrained by 
the professional relationships between the teacher and 
students, and indeed, between the students themselves.

The theory of practice architectures fundamen-
tally provides an ontological perspective of practice, 
and in particular here educational practices. This 
means that it sees practices as fundamentally site-
based, with practices understood as enabled and 
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constrained by local conditions and arrangements 
or the practice architectures (Kemmis et al., 2014).

The implications of this are profound for educational 
development, because it means that educational prac-
tices need to be understood and cultivated in sites, 
responsive to – particular local conditions and needs. 
This renders concepts like ‘best practice’ obsolete, 
unless it only happens to be referring to ‘best prac-
tice here’. Furthermore, when innovations are devel-
oped centrally and imposed on schools (e.g., a national 
curriculum or testing regimes), they still need to be 
realised in actual classrooms in actual schools across 
the country. Taking a practice perspective of educa-
tion highlights and foregrounds the ontological and 
existential reality of the classroom, and of course, 
this is the prime site of schooling – where learners 
and teachers meet one another around the particular 
material of the curriculum. In this paper, the focus is 
on the writing practices visible at one school and the 
practice architectures that enabled and constrained its 
conduct. Whilst this research is not meant to generalise, 
nevertheless, it provides some insights to the complex 
relationship between practices and specific site arrange-
ments that might be beneficial to those in other sites.

Literature review – Teaching writing in the 
disciplines
Over the last few decades there have been a variety of 
initiatives designed to improve the teaching of writing 
across the curriculum. These range from, content area 
writing, to, Writing across the Curriculum (Vacca 
& Vacca, 2000). In Australia, the term ‘curriculum 
literacies’ (Cumming and Wyatt-Smith, 2001; Wyatt-
Smith, Cumming, Ryan & Doig, 1999) has been used 
to describe the focus on teaching literacy across the 
curriculum. However, increasingly, the term discipli-
nary literacies is being employed (Moje, 2008, 2015; 
Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012; Shanahan, 2015). 
The latter writers describe disciplinary literacy as ‘an 
emphasis on the knowledge and abilities possessed by 
those who create, communicate, and use knowledge 
within the disciplines’ (p. 8). Fang and Coatoam (2013) 
provide a useful distinction between content area and 
disciplinary literacy: content area literacy emphasises 
the employment of generic skills such as note-taking 
while disciplinary literacy emphasises the difference in 
disciplines, not only in content, but also in the way the 
content is communicated and evaluated.

This focus on disciplinary literacy is also obvious 
in research on writing, with a move towards a more 
domain-specific ‘writing to learn’ in the discipline 
areas (Martin, 2013; Matruglio, 2016; Van Drie, Van 
Boxtel, & Braaksma, 2014). Researchers argue that 

in the primary years, students frequently write more 
general text genres and apply general reasoning strat-
egies, but this tends to change in secondary school 
and beyond where writing tends to be more discipline 
based (Klein, Boscolo, Gelati & Kirkpatrick, 2014; 
Martin, 2013, Matruglio, 2016). In clarifying their 
developmental approach to ‘writing in the disciplines’, 
Klein, Boscolo, Gelati and Kirkpatrick (2014) argued 
that whilst secondary students may be taught disci-
pline specific research strategies in some areas (e.g. 
History), in writing, they may be taught only how to 
write a text more general in nature (e.g. an argument 
structure) that is not specific to the particular disci-
pline. Similarly, Fang and Schleppergrell (2010) argued 
that content area writing has resulted in more generic 
literacy skills being taught, rather than those writing 
skills specifically required in the disciplines. Thus, 
researchers have such as Moje (2008) have suggested 
that for adolescents to engage in meaningful literacy 
practices, there should be explicit focus on developing 
disciplinary literacies, or the necessary knowledge, 
skill and practices of the discipline, so that students 
learn to think, read and write as a member of that 
discipline and move beyond generic writing strategies.

Writing to learn
As adolescent school students go about their daily 
business of learning in a range of subjects areas, they 
encounter a wide range of topics and are expected 
to master a range of written genres: to support their 
learning, to convey the complex thinking of the subject 
area, and to demonstrate their learning so that it may 
be assessed (Lawrence, Galloway, Yim & Lin, 2013). 
‘Writing to learn’ (Van Drie, Van Boxtel, & Braaksma, 
2014) is where writing is considered a means or medium 
to support content area learning and includes activities 
such as writing summaries, journals, taking notes, and 
compare and contrast. ‘Writing to learn’ is a compo-
nent of the ‘writing across the curriculum’ approach 
(Gammill, 2006). More often ‘writing to learn’ is what 
Brandt (2015, p.  162) refers to as ‘reading to write’ 
where reading is the stimulus for what is written, and 
a main focus of demonstrating comprehension of topic 
knowledge. This could be because researchers have 
long recognised the relationship between reading and 
writing (Christie, 2013).

As well as talking about ‘writing to learn’ other 
academic sources (Carter, Ferzli, & Wiebe, 2007; 
Meiers & Knight, 2007) make the distinction between 
‘writing to learn’ and the skills involved in ‘learning 
to write’. The latter involves two key sets of skills for 
composition (the processes of writing – e.g., pre-writing, 
planning, drafting, revising, editing, publishing) or 
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sometimes referred to as authorial skills (Mackenzie, 
Scull, & Bowles, 2015) and transcription or secretarial 
skills including punctuation, spelling, grammar, capi-
talization, handwriting/keyboarding. Whilst some of 
these authorial and secretarial skills are developed in 
primary schools, texts become more complex in the 
secondary years (Martin, 2013; Matruglio, 2016).

In Queensland, the Learning Guide for Business 
Studies (Queensland Studies Authority [QSA], 2009) 
at the middle school phase suggests that writing to 
learn activities could include developing hypotheses, 
reflecting on different perspectives in businesses and 
also, developing skills such as questioning and listening.

Teaching writing to adolescents
For Australian teachers, approaches to teaching writing 
in the subject area will be shaped by the curriculum 
documents provided, or in this case, the ACARA 
Literacy Continuum (2013), and the National Literacy 
Learning Progression (ACARA, 2018). The Australian 
national curriculum documents advise that students in 
the middle phase of schooling need to be taught ‘to use 
language features and text structures … to compose 
cohesive texts …complex sentences’ (ACARA, 2013) 
whilst the recent National Literacy Learning Progres-
sions suggest students should be able to write ‘a range 
of informative texts’ (ACARA, 2018). These docu-
ments detail ‘the what’ (Kitson, 2015) of writing or 
composing, and the sub-elements of text knowledge, 
grammar knowledge, word knowledge and visual 
knowledge as well as assist teachers to understand 
the literacy demands of the different learning areas. 
The sub-elements mentioned above are consistent with 
what research around writing identifies as important 
knowledge and skills for writing. However, as Kitson 
(2015) has suggested, the literacy continuum is only a 
starting place, and may not be particularly supportive 
for secondary teachers who have no background in 
literacy practices for writing due to its lack of detail, 
as well as little detail about ‘how’ to go about teach 
writing. Wyatt-Smith and Jackson (2016) argue that 
curriculum documents cannot be expected to provide 
comprehensive strategies on how to teach writing.

Researchers (May & Wright, 2008; Wise, 2009) have 
found that secondary schools tend to have a series of 
challenges with regards to implementing approaches 
as discussed above. For example, writing and literacy 
skills in general are often viewed as only the problem of 
a select group of students, and teaching practices tend to 
be more remedial in nature, rather than targeted for all 
students. Teacher beliefs can also impede the teaching of 
writing in the disciplines, with some teachers resisting, 
based on the belief that these skills should be taught 

in primary school, or that it is only the responsibility 
of English teachers. For example, Gleeson’s (2015) 
research showed how polarised teachers are in their 
beliefs about how to teach writing and other literacy 
skills in their subject areas. Other challenges can be 
that secondary teachers lack the knowledge required 
as they are rarely trained to teach writing and other 
literacy skills (Gillis, 2014; Love, 2009; Moje, 2008). 
Rather, as Gillis (2014) and Moje (2008) suggested 
secondary teachers are more experts in their subject 
discipline, with little desire to teach writing and other 
literacy skills. The need for middle school teachers to 
undergo professional learning in teaching literacy has 
been well documented (Faulkner et al., 2012; Luke et 
al., 2003; Myhill, Jones & Watson, 2013).

Furthermore, Wilson, McNaughton and Zhu (2017) 
in their study of 22 New Zealand schools and 104 
secondary teachers working with Year 12 have found 
that literacy instruction in subjects such as Biology, 
Mathematics and English areas primarily focused on 
vocabulary and word meanings, particularly in Biology 
and Mathematics. Further, there was little observed 
focus on developing students’ knowledge about text 
structure and language apart from in English. This 
seems to confirm Shanahan and Shanahan’s (2008) 
point that disciplinary texts are rarely taught, and can 
be challenging for adolescents to write.

Wilson, McNaughton and Zhu (2017) also found 
that rather than more extended dialogic approaches to 
classroom talk which is one of the most powerful ways 
to develop subject area literacy (Wilkinson & Son, 
2011), traditional IRE patterns [Initiation Response 
Evaluation] (Mehan, 1979), teacher centred approaches 
including question and answer, modelling or lecturing 
were mostly observed in their study. Whilst these 
approaches are well accepted, researchers also argue 
that adolescents often require more active participation 
in learning (Pendergast & Bahr, 2010).

Finally, whilst many of the arguments for teaching 
writing across the curriculum can be linked to meeting 
the needs of more diverse learners, it is important to 
consider Luke et al’s (2003) claim that, because of the 
changing nature of Australian society all students could 
become ‘at risk’ and hence all require the kind of scaf-
folded and explicit teaching of writing outlined in much 
of the literature. This argument has been supported 
by others. For example, Christie (2013) recognises 
that given the diversity in all Australian learners, all 
teachers ‘are teachers of English as a second language’. 
Moreover, as our explanation of the context of the 
school makes clear in the following section, around 1/5 
of the school population is identified as EAL/D and at 
least 1% as indigenous hence benefitting from explicit 
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and scaffolded teaching. So, in this article we turn the 
focus to the teaching practices of one Year 9 Business 
Studies teacher in relation to writing.

Context for the study
The data reported and discussed in this article draw 
from a larger qualitative research study which occurred 
in 2016. The study examined the literacy teaching prac-
tices of middle years teachers (Years 7–9) in one inde-
pendent school in South-East Queensland, Australia. 
This school is a co-educational Prep – Year 12 school, 
with approximately 1700 students, 22% of whom were 
listed as EAL/D (MySchool, 2017). It is located in a 
middle socio-economic area with a published ICSEA 
value of 1093 in comparison to the average value of 
1000 (My School, 2017). A wide range of teaching 
areas were explored in the larger study, but this article 
examines the teaching of ‘writing to learn’ practices 
by Kevin Johns (pseudonym). Kevin is an experienced 
classroom teacher who has taught for over 15 years, in 
a range of subject areas and year levels. As well as being 
a classroom teacher, at the time of the research, he was 
also the Head of Department (HOD) for Business.

In this school context, Business Studies is a generic, elec-
tive course for Year 9 students only who elect to partici-
pate in this subject as part of the school elective program. 
Business Studies at this school provides students with 
foundational knowledge for later study in Legal Studies 
and Economics in the senior phase of schooling. Busi-
ness Studies is taught for two lessons a week, with each 
lesson 40 minutes in duration. Over the course of the 
year, four units are taught addressing key concepts, skills 
and knowledge in relation to Legal Studies, Economics 
and Civics and Accounting. In this article we explore 
the ‘writing to learn’ practices Kevin taught in Business 
Studies in the first unit of the year, and what enabled and 
constrained these practices. In particular we sought to 
address the following research questions:

1. What ‘writing to learn’ practices were observed in 
Business Studies?

2. What practice architectures were evident in the site?
3. How might the practice architectures have enabled 

and/or constrained the teaching of ‘writing to learn’ 
practices?

In the following section, we detail the methodolog-
ical choices made, as well as discuss data collection 
and analysis that would provide data around the foci 
of these questions.

Methods
Consistent with a qualitative approach and the ontolog-
ical perspective of the theory of practice architectures, 

data from the larger study was collected through class-
room observations, extensive field notes taken during 
observations, semi-structured interviews, notes taken 
during informal conversations following some of the 
lessons, and document analysis of planning documents 
created by subject teachers. This article draws upon 
data collected following negotiations with the teacher 
at the start of term one. Data for this article were based 
on four classroom observations, an interview with 
Kevin, and a unit outline he provided. Lessons were 
audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed. Detailed 
field notes were also recorded. The interview which 
lasted around 30 minutes was recorded, and later tran-
scribed and analysed.

Analysis
Data were analysed using steps consistent with the 
theory of practice architectures, (Kemmis et al., 2014). 
Initially, the transcripts of classroom observations were 
analysed to identify general themes that emerged. After 
the initial identification of themes, transcripts were 
re-read and analysed specifically for practices related 
to teaching ‘writing to learn’, and in particular for what 
was revealed about the specific ‘sayings’ (language used 
by the teacher as he taught ‘writing to learn’), ‘doings’ 
(actions of the teacher as he taught ‘writing to learn’) 
and ‘relatings’ (between teacher and students as the 
teacher taught ‘writing to learn’). Finally, in order to 
establish what enabled or constrained these practices, 
data were examined to clarify the particular conditions 
and arrangements; the cultural-discursive, material-
economic and social-political condition and arrange-
ments that existed at the site that likely enabled and 
constrained practice.

Findings – ‘writing to learn’ practices
Kevin was observed in Business Studies lessons at the 
beginning of Term One. The first unit of the year intro-
duced legal terminology and Economics and Civics. 
Week One of Term One was devoted to some general 
introductions to the subject, including the electronic 
resources found on the school intranet, the compilation 
of an electronic glossary of terms and the need to take 
notes in class. In this section we will unpack Kevin’s 
teaching practices in relation to ‘writing to learn’ in 
Business Studies and how this was realised through 
what he said (‘sayings’), what he did (‘doings’) and how 
he related to his students (‘relatings’). Kevin taught 
aspects of ‘writing to learn’: note taking and writing 
definitions of subject-specific (or academic) vocabulary. 
It must be noted that the substantive practices of note-
taking and writing definitions (the content) are not the 
focus, but rather, how these were taught; the teaching 
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practices. Moreover, whilst we unpack the ‘sayings’, 
‘doings’ and ‘relatings’ of the ‘writing to learn’ teaching 
practices separately, for convenience, it must be noted 
that, in reality, these aspects of practice ‘hang together’ 
(Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 59) and overlap, so that, for 
example, in the sayings of the practice, the doings and 
relatings are often visible.

Sayings
Kevin introduced an aspect of a ‘writing to learn’ prac-
tice: note-taking, towards the end of the first lesson 
in Week Two. He used technological language, ‘open 
up for me please a Word doc or a Google doc – and 
save it wherever you normally save your stuff’. Kevin’s 
‘sayings’ revealed that note-taking in Business Studies 
at that time, would be undertaken in electronic form. 
Further, note-taking was meant to be an on-going prac-
tice, ‘save it as Business Notes and we will come back 
to this throughout the year’. Thus, for Kevin, ‘writing 
to learn’ through note-taking in Business Studies was 
linked to using technology and expected to be built 
over time. However, his ‘sayings’ also reveal that he 
did not expect it to be time-consuming stating, ‘I don’t 
want this to take a long time’. He confirmed this in 
an interview, commenting he was more interested in 
teaching content.

A second aspect of teaching a ‘writing to learn’ 
practice was also evident, that of writing definitions 
of vocabulary. There was a focus on building more 
specialised legal vocabulary in all the lessons observed. 
Kevin told students to research definitions and then type 
these definitions into an electronic glossary. Kevin’s 
‘sayings’ revealed his use of language that is more legal 
in nature, consistent with the specialised legal termi-
nology he was building: ‘so, the key concept is someone 
who is charged – someone who has been charged with 
a crime’. It should be noted, that while this example 
of legal vocabulary might appear to be somewhat less 
specialised than expected at Year 9, nevertheless, this 
unit was an introductory one and took place at the start 
of Year 9, when students in Queensland are generally a 
year younger than their peers in most other Australian 
states. Furthermore, Kevin indicated that he had to 
spend a lot of time building what might be consid-
ered basic vocabulary because many of his students 
struggled to understand their more legal context.

Doings
Kevin’s ‘doings’ reveal the teacher-directed nature of 
his pedagogy. In the lessons observed, he primarily 
lectured the students but allowed some student initi-
ated questioning. The pattern of talk in the classroom 
followed an Initiate, Response, Evaluate (IRE) pattern 

(Cazden, 2001; Mehan, 1979) where Kevin initiated 
questions about particular vocabulary terms, calling 
upon students to respond. Kevin framed what was 
important in the writing practice through an emphasis 
on the use of headings. ‘I want you to put in the heading: 
Sources of Australian Law’. However, he did not give 
explicit teaching around note-taking or researching 
definitions. It can be inferred through his word choices 
– or the gaps in what he said that Kevin assumed 
students already knew how to take notes and research 
for definitions. This assumption was confirmed in an 
interview where Kevin said:

I think still on the whole, there’s almost a thinking it 
(knowing about note-taking/ researching) primarily 
should be coming through the English program.

Kevin’s use of a teacher-directed pedagogy emphasised 
too, the ‘relatings’ evident in the classroom.

Relatings
Kevin viewed himself as the authority figure, and 
enacted this. He also used humour and intertextual 
references to law, ‘and my other rule – you don’t flinch 
until I tell you to flinch; if I decide you may sit down’ 
to engage students. This was also evident in other 
comments such as, ‘In the hierarchy we use the term 
jurisdiction – throw this one at the dinner table tonight 
and your parents will know their fees are being well 
spent – keep my job for a bit longer’. In an interview 
Kevin confirmed this deliberate use of humour, ‘I’m 
a sarcastic fellow and I engage with the kids on that 
level’.

Overall, Kevin’s teaching of aspects of ‘writing to 
learn’ practices focused primarily on an approach 
that is more general writing across the curriculum. 
However, practices do not exist in isolation, but they 
are enabled and constrained by the specific prac-
tice architectures in the site (Kemmis et al., 2014). 
While there is much that can be discussed about these 
arrangements drawing from the larger study, only those 
relevant to Kevin’s teaching of ‘writing to learn’ prac-
tices will be discussed here in relation to the findings.

Practice architectures
Practice architectures are site-specific cultural-discur-
sive, material-economic and social-political arrange-
ments. Several cultural-discursive arrangements 
enabled and constrained the teaching of the ‘writing 
to learn’ practice in this particular context. First, the 
arrangements included the use of a template introduced 
to the school by a new school principal. The template 
was to be incorporated as part of the planning docu-
ments of all subjects across the secondary school 
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curriculum and mapped certain aspects of the General 
Capabilities: Literacy (ACARA, 2013) framework to 
the content to be taught. Specifically for literacy, some 
elements from the comprehending and composing 
processes were incorporated into the Year 9 Business 
Unit. The elements relevant to the ‘writing to learn’ 
practices reported on here were:
• Use knowledge of words and word groups
• Understand learning area vocabulary
As Head of the Business Department, Kevin had 
selected these elements from the template provided by 
the principal as he deemed them relevant to the content 
to be taught in the first unit on Making and Breaking 
the Law. These elements of the template contained no 
other detail except what has been noted above. Hence, 
Kevin’s practice of teaching ‘writing to learn’ in the 
form of developing vocabulary and word meanings can 
be linked specifically to the two bullet points in bold 
above.

A second aspect of the cultural-discursive arrange-
ments can be found in Kevin’s comment about English. 
Kevin expected the students’ knowledge around note-
taking and researching definitions to be transferred 
from their studies in English. Thirdly, the ‘writing to 
learn’ practice of note-taking is evident in the Business 
Studies Learning Guide (QSA, 2009) which requires 
the writing of short paragraphs. Last, when asked about 
his own literacy – related knowledge and professional 
learning opportunities, Kevin admitted he needed to 
develop further and had lacked the opportunities to 
engage in professional learning related to teaching the 
literacies of Business Studies.

Two particular factors of material-economic arrange-
ments: time, and technological resources impacted 
Kevin’s teaching of these writing practices. Business 
Studies is only allocated 40 minutes twice a week. In 
his interview, Kevin suggested this was not enough time 
to teach both the content and writing skills effectively. 
Further, technology also impacted, with all lessons 
occurring in an Art room which contained a data 
projector and screen which were often not working 
correctly. Addressing technological issues also took up 
valuable teaching time.

Social-political arrangements are the ‘resources 
that make possible the relationships between people’ 
(Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 32). The relationship observed 
between Kevin and his students was one where Kevin 
was both the authority and expert in the classroom 
with the students as more passive recipients of knowl-
edge. The hierarchical nature of the relationship 
between Kevin and his students was evident in other 
relationships within the school, for example, in the 
school leadership. As the school principal explained at 

an interview, he shared the literacy template he had 
developed at a leadership meeting with the expectation 
that heads of department would implement it in units 
of work, and in turn pass it on to other teaching staff.

Discussion
The example used in this article provides descriptions 
of aspects of two ‘writing to learn’ teaching practices 
(note-taking and building vocabulary through writing 
definitions). These practices were evident in Kevin’s 
‘sayings’, ‘doings’ and ‘relatings’ that were enabled and 
constrained by the practice architectures evident in the 
site. The finding that Kevin taught ‘writing to learn’ 
primarily to develop vocabulary and write definitions 
is consistent with other research findings (Wilson et al., 
2017). Furthermore, Kevin’s teaching practices seem to 
support Shanahan and Shanahan’s (2008) study which 
found teachers teach general skills following a more 
traditional skills-based approach. Moreover, Kevin also 
assumed students were familiar with research strategies 
through learning these skills in English. This finding 
is consistent with Gillis’s (2014) study that found 
secondary teachers believe that developing writing 
and other literacy skills is best addressed by English 
teachers, rather than as Australian curriculum docu-
ments propose, the responsibility of all subject area 
teachers.

The cultural-discursive arrangements, in particular 
the template introduced by the principal, both enabled 
and constrained Kevin’s teaching of writing prac-
tices. On the one hand, it was likely he was enabled to 
teach writing practices as the inclusion of the ACARA 
literacy elements in the unit plan foregrounded the need 
to include building vocabulary in his lessons. Kevin 
admitted in an interview that he knew he had to include 
literacy elements but also, that he needed to develop 
these further. The summarised elements of the template 
developed by the school principal and then added to 
the contents of the Business Studies unit also empha-
sised an approach to writing that is more skills-based. 
This might explain why Kevin’s teaching of ‘writing to 
learn’ is limited to ‘words, vocabulary and spelling’ as 
he commented in an interview.

Furthermore, the school unit of work did not provide 
sufficient detail to allow Kevin to unpack what writing 
really means at the subject level. Nor was he looking 
in the Language and Literacy Strands of the English 
Curriculum to get further detail, possibly because 
of a lack of time. In an interview, Kevin mentioned 
giving preference to content over literacy because of 
time constraints. In addition, he did not look at the 
General Capabilities (ACARA, 2013) document for 
any further details about what to include in writing 
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practices. Kevin mentioned in his interview that he 
found it difficult to find the time to do this. A similar 
study into writing practices in a mathematics class-
room, also found teachers attribute a lack of time to 
consult further resources about teaching aspects only 
of the literacy required (Hager, 2018).

As Kitson (2015) argued, whilst the national docu-
ments are a valuable starting place to identify literacy 
demands, they need to be unpacked further. Kevin is 
not a literacy specialist and as he also mentioned, he 
has not had much professional development to under-
stand what some of these elements actually look like 
in the texts and activities of their subject area of Busi-
ness Studies. Thus, Kevin was likely constrained by the 
conceptual tools that he has not developed yet, given 
that teachers are not necessarily English specialists or 
trained in literacy (Gillis, 2014; Moje, 2008; Wise, 
2009).

The material-economic arrangements and in 
particular, the limited time allocated to the subject on 
the timetable also likely constrained Kevin’s teaching. 
Kevin expressed a willingness to teach more about 
specific writing required in Business Studies but was 
frustrated by competing demands for time, another 
finding consistent with previous research (Gillis, 2014). 
The classroom in which Kevin taught doubled as an Art 
room and Kevin himself mentioned he felt hampered by 
the room and in particular, by the erratic functioning 
of the technical resources. The school had implemented 
a policy of laptops for all students and prides itself on 
being an ‘Apple school’ as promoted on the school 
website. The school principal and Kevin mentioned in 
interviews that teachers were expected to utilise tech-
nology in all their lessons. This is evident in Kevin’s 
insistence that students take notes electronically and is 
evident too, in the technological language he utilised.

Finally, the social-political arrangements likely 
enabled Kevin’s traditional, transmissive teaching style 
by foregrounding a top down approach evident in the 
physical arrangement of the classroom and also the 
leadership arrangements, with the principal deciding 
on a template and then delegating the implementa-
tion to others. Whilst the traditional transmissive style 
is not in itself negative, in this particular context, it 
likely constrained Kevin’s teaching of writing. Students 
did not initiate questioning or appear to engage more 
productively with the writing practices. Research 
around middle years pedagogy suggests that adoles-
cents need to be active participants in their learning 
rather than passive recipients (Pendergast &Bahr, 
2010), and other research (for example, Wilkinson and 
Son, 2011) suggests that an extended dialogic approach 
is a useful way to teaching writing. It must be noted, 

however, that this research examined teaching practices 
and while the link between teaching and learning is 
acknowledged, further study is required on whether or 
not this particular pedagogical approach constrained 
learning in this specific context.

Kevin utilised a lecture style and explicit teaching 
and scaffolding at times that enabled students to take 
notes and write the expected definitions. However, 
as the literature has mentioned, there is much more 
to teaching the writing required in a middle school 
subject. Researchers such as Moje (2008), and Fang and 
Schleppergrell, (2010), have offered a myriad number 
of pedagogical approaches and strategies that can be 
employed in order to teach students about the under-
pinning writing of a particular subject. There is also 
a move towards specific disciplinary literacies rather 
than the more general content area writing or writing 
across the curriculum (Gleeson, 2015; Moje, 2008, 
Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Van Drie et al., 2014). 
If students are to engage in meaningful writing prac-
tices, Moje (2008) argues that they should be taught the 
‘necessary knowledge, skills and practices’ (p. 267) of 
a specific discipline in an explicit way including critical 
thinking and enquiry. Fang and Schleppergrell (2010) 
echo the call to engage learners in meaningful writing 
practices arguing teachers not only need to make these 
practices ‘visible’ to students but also allow students 
to critique them. Other researchers have also argued 
for the inclusion of Systemic Functional Linguistics to 
develop discipline relevant literacies (Martin, 2013; 
Matruglio, 2016). In addition, the Learning Guide for 
Business (QSA, 2009) outlines many other ‘writing to 
learn’ practices that could be taught.

However, we would also argue that, in order to 
change teachers’ practices, educators need to under-
stand the enabling and constraining conditions specific 
to each site. It is pertinent to examine what arrange-
ments might be necessary to enable changes to the way 
writing practices in Business Studies is understood 
and taught at this site. These comments might have 
application to other sites for the teaching of writing in 
Business. First, it is not sufficient simply to mandate 
changes as national curriculum documents endeavour 
or as the school principal was trying to do. Changes to 
cultural-discursive arrangements may be required. In 
this case, the school principal brought a new practice 
to teaching literacy to the school through the intro-
duction of a template. However, the template lacked 
sufficient detail. In addition, whilst the General Capa-
bilities (ACARA, 2013) document provided a frame-
work, Kevin lacked the time to access the document 
and the more specific professional understandings of 
writing practices required to include writing practices 
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other than the ones noted above. Moreover, whilst 
the General Capabilities (ACARA, 2013) provided 
a starting point for the inclusion of teaching writing 
practices in units of work, Kevin likely needed to be 
enabled to consider these elements not as add-ons. 
Rather they should be embedded at the point of need 
and the elements need to be identified in their place in 
the unit. This might need to occur at the initial plan-
ning stages of the unit of work. For example, Kitson 
(2015) provided a framework for incorporating literacy 
teaching and planning.

Second, changes to material-economic arrangements 
might be necessary. As competing demands for time is 
mentioned as a constraint, material-economic arrange-
ments – in the form of more time on the timetable – at 
the site might need to be altered to allow teachers to 
make changes to their practice. As Kevin mentioned, 
‘I don’t have the time to do anything except teach the 
content for the exam’. Furthermore, there are implica-
tions for additional professional development to enable 
Kevin to develop his professional knowledge in relation 
to ‘writing to learn’ practices and other relevant Busi-
ness Studies literacy practices. This too, is governed by 
time constraints and leadership, both at the local school 
level and nationally.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this article has described aspects of 
teaching ‘writing to learn’ practices. It has described 
these practices in terms of the individual’ teacher’s 
‘sayings’, ‘doings’ and ‘relatings’ utilising a practice 
theory approach (Kemmis et al., 2014). In terms of 
teaching the underpinning ‘writing to learn’ practices 
of the subject Business Studies, in the lessons observed, 
Kevin adopted an approach based on teaching vocabu-
lary and taking notes. The ‘writing to learn’ practices 
he taught were more general in nature rather than 
subject or discipline specific. This is consistent with 
other research findings (Klein et al., 2014). Despite an 
increased focus on writing (Wyatt-Smith & Jackson, 
2016), it appears as if ‘writing to learn’ teaching prac-
tices in Business Studies at this school, remain the 
‘poorer sister’ to reading (Alvermann, 2017).

An application of the theory of practice architec-
tures at the site explained how these practices might be 
enabled and constrained and it has offered suggestions 
on how these arrangements might be changed to enable 
‘writing to learn’ practices related to current research 
to be implemented. Given the current moves towards 
national external assessment, there has never been a 
more important time for teachers to include a focus on 
‘writing to learn’ as well as other specific writing prac-
tices in their disciplinary areas, and well-intentioned 

teachers like Kevin have started this journey. However, 
to realise the intentions of documents like the General 
Capabilities (ACARA,2013) and the more recent 
National Literacy Progression (ACARA, 2018) teachers 
need to be supported firstly to identify the literacy 
demands and possibilities inherent in their own disci-
pline whilst at the same time empowering themselves 
as experts in their area (Gillis, 2014; Moje, 2008). 
Teachers need to take ownership of the process and not 
become simply reading or writing teachers. In addition, 
as Kemmis et al. (2014, p. 7) argue, changes to educa-
tion generally are focussed on the ‘sovereign individual’ 
but, in order for these changes to be truly transforma-
tional with a view to improved literacy outcomes for 
students, new site arrangements need to be created to 
enable these changes to occur. This would need to be 
provided by professional engagement with pedagogical 
frameworks and assessment and hence, is likely to 
require further professional learning over a period of 
time.
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